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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to analyse climate change as a threat multiplier to security dilemmas in the Arctic. Security dilemmas occur when one state’s efforts to enhance its security provokes reactions from other states, potentially leading to less security for all states involved. In an era of growing great power competition and confrontation, climate change might be a threat multiplier. This article contributes to our understanding of Arctic security dynamics by conducting a set of semi-structured interviews with mainly Norwegian civilian and military personnel on possible security dilemmas because of climate change. By applying Robert Jervis’ approach to security dilemmas, we ask how climate change affects how NATO and Russia interact in this area and how climate change might cause actors to pursue more offensive strategies in the north at the expense of defensive ones. By analysing state actors, day-to-day operations, and exercises, we conclude that climate change is poised to tilt the offence-defence balance not in favour of offensive strategies, but rather towards an offence-defence balance. We therefore conclude that there is no traditional security dilemma that may be exacerbated by climate change. Instead of exacerbating a security dilemma, climate change may precipitate one.
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1. Introduction

How can climate change act as a threat multiplier of security dilemmas in the Barents Region?1 The reason for asking this research question is that Norway’s Arctic policy ‘High North, Low tension’ has been important in avoiding militarisation of the region. However, the European security landscape has changed dramatically, especially since the second Russian attack on Ukraine in 2022. Avoiding any kind of escalation of the war to include NATO, including in Northern Europe, remains a particular challenge. Within this framework, the Arctic is central to Norwegian security concerns, particularly due to the Russian border.2

As the Norwegian parliament emphasises in its recommendation to the Long-term Defence Plan for 2025–2036,3 ‘climate change is contributing to increased tension and expanded operational areas in the Arctic. The economic opportunities resulting from the melting of the sea ice in the Arctic make the area interesting for an increasing number of players.’4 As NATO emphasises, this may change the geopolitical environment and influence state behaviour.5

We understand climate change as changes in weather patterns and temperature over time.6 In the Arctic context, this entails warming up to four times faster than the global average.7 The northern Barents Sea is warming seven times faster.8 We focus on the consequences of ice melting, rising ocean temperatures, and thawing permafrost. Resources and maritime trade routes will become more accessible, enabling an increase in the risk of competition and confrontation.9 Additionally, climate change has a significant impact on the four million people living in the Arctic, underlining its diverse security implications.10 From an operational perspective, climate change impacts search and rescue (SAR) operations, oil spill protection, shipping traffic, and fishing activity. As such, the security risks of climate change in the Arctic are closely tied to territory.

The term ‘The Arctic’ can be defined according to ‘any number of scientific, environmental, geographical, political, and cultural perspectives and biases.’11 We rely on the definition provided by the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Project. As the figure shows, the Arctic is broad. We focus on the Russo-Norwegian Arctic: the Barents Sea, Svalbard, the Kara Sea, and the western part of the Northeast Passage. We refer to this area as the Barents Region.


[image: Image]
Figure 1. The figure shows the definition of the Arctic by the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme, and was retrieved from the programme report Snow, Water, Ice and Permafrost in the Arctic (SWIPA).12


The Norwegian government has stood by its traditional goal of avoiding securitisation of the Arctic and Barents regions since the invasion of Ukraine in 2022, which has required stability and predictability in Norwegian policies,13 involving deterrence and reassurance towards Russia.14 Simultaneously, cooperation with Russia on, for instance, fishing arrangements and SAR, continues. These agreements contribute to preventing emerging security dilemmas in the Arctic amidst great power rivalry and a deteriorating international order. The former Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Anniken Huitfeldt, stated in March 2023 that ‘We monitor and protect our own areas, and depend on allied help. Furthermore, climate change makes cooperation in the High North central.’15

Traditionally, the Barents region has benefitted from a ‘special status’ in international politics. The last president of the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev, named it a ‘zone of peace’, and it has since been labelled ‘a place apart’.16 This phenomenon was popularised as Arctic exceptionalism. Despite international tensions, regional cooperation in the Arctic was possible. However, the Arctic is now being both militarised and securitised.17 This process lays the groundwork for emerging security dilemmas in both the Arctic and the Barents Region more specifically.18

We focus our article more narrowly on the Barents Region and in answering our research question, we draw our attention to the state actors in the region, their daily operations, and how and where they conduct their exercises in the area. By organising our arguments in such a way, we seek to identify how climate change may precipitate security dilemmas in the region. We are especially interested in analysing how climate change might affect the ability to distinguish between offensive and defensive postures, and secondly, how climate change affects the Barents region placement on the offensive-defence scale. By taking such a step-by-step approach, it will then be possible to determine how climate change is a threat multiplier in the region.

By conducting such an analysis, we aim to pave the way for filling an important gap in the research literature on security dilemmas, namely how the application of the renowned international relations scholar Robert Jervis’ approach on security dilemmas can help us understand the character of climate change as a threat multiplier in the Arctic and in the Barents region.19 The threat multiplier concept ‘has become a widely used term by scholars and practitioners to describe climate change implications for security in both the policy realm and climate security literature.’20 Robert Jervis offers the most suitable framework for doing this by introducing the notion of offensive and defensive strategies. Arctic exceptionalism has contributed to the defensive orientation of the Barents Region, but the breakdown of exceptionalism may shift the balance towards offence.

To answer our research question, we first review the literature on security dilemmas and Norwegian security in the Barents Region and position ourselves within the current research debate. Thereafter we describe our methodology and data sources. We then present the results of our data collection through the lens of three main categories: Arctic state actor interests, daily operations, and military exercises and operations. Finally, we analyse our findings through the lens of Jervis’ matrix of security dilemmas to elucidate how climate change functions as a threat multiplier in the Barents Region.



2. Theoretical Foundation


2.1. Security Dilemmas

Security dilemma theory posits that actions taken by states to enhance their security can make other states perceive themselves as less secure, leading them to initiate their own security-enhancing measures.21 One state’s gain in security is perceived as a threat to the security of another state. The ensuing spiral of armament thus causes an overall reduction in the security of all states involved.22 States can never be entirely certain of the current and future intentions of other states that are able to harm them.23 Due to misperceptions about these intentions, ‘states with fundamentally compatible goals may nonetheless end up in competition and war.’24

Robert Jervis shows that the security dilemma is particularly strong when it is challenging to distinguish between offensive and defensive forces, and when offensive strategies hold advantage over defensive strategies. Security dilemmas are thus affected by the offence-defence balance.25 Additionally, geography and military technology affect this balance.26 Technology may tilt the balance in favour of either strategy, while geography tends to favour defence due to distances and barriers to manoeuvres.27 Threats tend to travel more easily across short distances, and the speed with which they do is of particular importance in the military and political sectors.28 Within them, states tend to be far more concerned with the capabilities and intentions of their neighbours.’29

Assessing whether weapons are offensive or defensive is challenging. Johan Galtung proposed that if a weapon system can be used effectively abroad, not only at home, it is offensive.30 In his discussion of offence and defence, Quester points out that ‘mobility thus generally supports the offensive’.31 Ground and air forces, for instance, are considered offensive, for they are primed for attack. Naval forces, on the other hand, favour defence, as they are unattractive targets protected in bases. Strategic weapons, particularly nuclear weapons, are defensive in nature.32

The nature of military forces is challenging to assess, as it is usually subjective: ‘what seems sufficient to one state’s defence will seem, and will often be, offensive to its neighbours.’33 For instance, Russia presents its military build-up in the Barents Region as fundamentally defensive against what it considers a hostile NATO alliance. It is reasonable to expect that an Arctic build-up by any NATO member will be offensive from a Russian perspective.34 Thus, other political factors may weaken factors that alleviate the security dilemma. If the nature of military forces can be determined, a security-seeking state can alleviate the security dilemma by deploying purely defensive forces.35

Robert Jervis proposes four conditions that describe the risk of security dilemmas, based on favoured strategies and forces, and whether one can distinguish between them.36 The matrix is reproduced in the table below. For instance, the Arctic region, as a ‘zone of peace,’ is widely accepted to have been a ‘doubly safe’ region in which security dilemmas are unlikely to emerge. We argue this is changing, exacerbated by climate change.





	
	Offensive advantage
	Defensive advantage



	Indistinguishability of posture
	(1)

Doubly dangerous
	(2)

Security dilemma, but security requirements may be compatible



	Distinguishability of posture
	(3)

No security dilemma, but aggression possible.

Status quo states may follow different strategies than aggressors.

Warning given.
	(4)

Doubly safe








2.2. The Barents Region in Jervis’ Matrix

The Barents Region finds itself at the cusp of a security dilemma tied to militarisation. If states do not strengthen military resources, other states could more easily exploit them. On the other hand, if states increase their military resources, neighbours may perceive this as a threat and militarise further.37

POSTURE. A key part of Russian military posture is the placement of eight SSBNs in the region. Further, the Russian Northern Fleet is stationed on the Kola Peninsula. It comprises submarines and surface vessels. Russian Arctic air forces consist of some 72 fighter jets and an unknown number of reconnaissance aircraft. Additionally, Russia has uncrewed aerial vehicle (UAV) capabilities at Severomorsk. The Kola Peninsula and three Arctic bases have S-300 and S-400 anti-air systems, anti-ship systems, surface-to-air systems, and coastal defence systems. The Northern Fleet is also responsible for some 20% of Russian peacetime precision strike capability, including the Kinzhal hypersonic ballistic missile.38

Norwegian forces in the Barents Region are limited. Brigade Nord (Northern Brigade), the core of the Norwegian Army, Finnmark Landforsvar (land-based defence forces), and the Sør-Varanger Garrison (military border patrol) are based north of the Arctic Circle, along with the Joint Headquarters in Bodø. The main Air Force base, hosting the Norwegian fighter jets, is located in Trøndelag in the Norwegian midlands.39 In other words, Norwegian military posture conveys limited threat to Russia.

It is rather NATO membership and alliance activities that account for Norway’s posture in the Barents Region. NATO conducts several large-scale exercises in the region, such as Cold Response. Nordic Response 2024 was the largest allied exercise in the Barents Region since the Cold War. In this context, the NATO membership of most Arctic states shore up Russian fears of a four-against-one scenario. Likewise, Russia’s military build-up could cause a security dilemma for NATO, fearing that they will be outnumbered by Russian troops in the region.40

It is important to note that in the security dilemma context, it is not intention, but rather perception that matters. The purported defensive nature of NATO and Russian postures in the Barents Region are of limited consequence when postures are often perceived as ambivalent at the policy level. For instance, Russia considers practically any activity in the Arctic by NATO allies a threat.41 Likewise, NATO members have warned of Russian militarisation in the Barents Region and the dual-use potential of Russian installations. Despite such warnings, postures appear relatively distinguishable in the Barents Region.

STRATEGY. The geographical features of the Barents Region favour defence. Cold temperatures, sea ice, and a lack of vegetation that can camouflage troop locations and movements are examples of natural features that render offensive strategies rather unattractive. While this article focuses on the maritime domain, land-based factors also contribute to the overall defensive orientation of the region.

There has been some debate as to the hegemonic nature of the Arctic. Some argue that Russia is the regional hegemon,42 while others assert that the region is multipolar.43 In the case of the narrower Barents Region, Russia is certainly the dominant power. For the purposes of this paper, we base our analysis on the assertion that Russia is the hegemon of the Barents Region at present. Hegemonic presence favours defensive strategies.

In sum, these factors place the Barents Region firmly in the fourth ‘doubly safe’ quadrant.




3. Norwegian Security in the Barents Region

Some present the Arctic as an area that ‘feels the burn of rising instability and competition,’44 others as one that is ‘likely to remain stable and mostly quiet in the short and medium term.’45 These perspectives naturally vary according to theoretical perspectives. Neo-realists tend to view the region as an area of more intense great power competition, while liberal scholars and social constructivists emphasise common interests, interdependencies, changing security identities, and norms.46 Neo-realists dominate popular writing and media accounts, emphasising the ‘race to the North Pole,’ but little empirical evidence underpins such a claim.47

From a Norwegian perspective, the priority is maintaining low tensions in the Arctic. The Arctic is central to Norway’s security considerations, particularly due to its land and sea border with Russia.48 Norway has actively pursued diplomatic efforts to ensure low tension in the Arctic,49 in line with the liberal approach to international relations. We base our analysis on the assumption that the above also holds true for Norway in the Barents Region.

Norway’s traditional reassurance policies towards Russia require clarifications after Russia’s attack on Ukraine and Finnish and Swedish accession to NATO. The functions of reassurance are summarised as crisis management, deterrence calibration, and conciliation. These efforts include measures like risk reduction and unintended incidents, taming the deterrence posture to maintain the status quo of low tension, and efforts to transform reassurance policies to include people-to-people contact, military cooperation, disarmament, and détente.’50 Almost half of the Artic region is Russian territory, so an overarching challenge is to develop a working relationship with Russia on regional issues, especially fighting climate change and mitigating security dilemmas.51

Climate change is transforming Arctic security, which might necessitate a new military architecture in the region.52 Kathrin Keil concludes that a geopolitical rush for Arctic resources is unlikely, despite climate change.53 The Arctic Military-Exercise (ArcMilEx) dataset shows that exercises have become more frequent in the Arctic since 2006. These exercises act as a barometer of both Arctic and non-Arctic states’ concerns about regional stability and security. Exercises range from one or two to four annually, in 2019, which Depledge labels ‘train where you expect to fight’.54 Pauline Baudu addresses how climate change acts as a catalyst of interests in the region, concluding that the Arctic ‘can be a test bed for NATO to advance its climate engagement,’ considering climate change a threat multiplier.55

A Norwegian perspective on how climate change can act as a threat multiplier and amplify emerging security dilemmas in the Arctic and the Barents Region is understudied. Indeed, due to Arctic exceptionalism, analysis of security dilemmas in the Arctic have been limited. This paper aims to fill this gap by adhering to a realist approach. We refrain from making unsubstantiated claims based on core realist insights, and instead only apply realism as a theoretical toolkit to analyse self-collected empirical insights based on qualitative interviews.

Climate change can act as a threat multiplier in international affairs, by ‘[multiplying] existing threats to security.’56 Climate change exercises an indirect effect on security, exacerbating pre-existing tensions, scarcities, and drivers of insecurity.57 Climate change might frame new risks ‘not from climate change per se, but from how it interacts with and aggravates other environmental, economic, social and political stressors that can threaten national stability.’58

Criticism has been levelled against the threat multiplier concept. Selby et al. (2017), for instance, criticise the concept using the Syrian civil war as a case study. They argue that the civil war, as an oft-used reference point, does not offer support for the threat multiplier concept.59 However, this study is based on a single case, and we find numerous scholars arguing in favour of the concept.60 Additionally, five out of six of our respondents agreed that climate change is a threat multiplier, while one disagreed (Respondent E).

When states pursue offensive strategies at the expense of more defensive ones, and distinguishing between offensive and defensive postures is difficult, Robert Jervis labels the situation ‘doubly dangerous’, for under such circumstances reactions to tension may increase the risk of conflict.61 Tensions rise when states move to secure their territory and assert sovereignty over it.62 Thus, a threat multiplier can increase the risk of conflict where climate change and security become more interlinked, a phenomenon that preoccupies policymakers and scholars alike.63

The crux of the matter, then, is (1) whether climate change makes it more difficult to distinguish offensive and defensive posture in the Barents Region, and (2) whether climate change shifts the offence-defence balance towards offensive strategies. If both are true, climate change effectively takes us from a ‘doubly safe’ to a ‘doubly dangerous’ situation.

Whether climate change acts as a threat multiplier in the Barents Region is mainly an empirical question, not determined by theoretical prerequisites. An analysis that investigates actor behaviour, their daily operations, and where they exercise can help us understand to what degree climate change acts as a threat multiplier in the Barents Region.



4. Method

This article relies on expert interviews as its main source of data. An expert interview is a ‘qualitative semi-structured or open interview with a person holding “expert knowledge”.’64 Such interviews do not rely on random sampling, but rather identification of relevant experts on the chosen topic. It can be a more efficient means of data collection that may also provide the researcher with recommendations of other relevant experts.65

Our respondents were not randomly selected. Rather, we sought out individuals with known expertise in national security in the Arctic. Our aim is to explore how Norwegian officials view the link between climate change and security issues. Therefore, we have interviewed a total of six experts, from the Norwegian Ministry of Defence (MoD), the Joint Headquarters (Joint HQ), the Norwegian Navy (RNoN), and the Norwegian Coast Guard (NoCG) to obtain perspectives from individuals involved with the Arctic in various capacities. Additionally, we spoke with two members of the International Staff at the NATO Headquarters in Brussels, who offered an Alliance perspective on Arctic security. The interviews were conducted in August and September of 2023.

Expert interviews offer three key advantages: Researchers can add specific knowledge to existing general knowledge, researchers may omit the inability to utilise experimental or statistical methods due to the (often) low number of observations, and expert interview data can provide a link between the ‘macro and micro levels of analysis.’66 Research on the Arctic abounds, but we seek to add regional knowledge to the broader Arctic scholarship. Our research is poorly positioned for quantitative research. Thus, expert interviews offer a means by which we can collect qualitative data for analysis.

We conducted semi-structured interviews, relying on a prepared interview guide that facilitated discussion, but also digression and reflection on the part of both the interviewer and the respondent. This design also allowed us to ask follow-up questions when necessary. While allowing for some variety, the interview guide assured that the interviews nevertheless did not stray from the topic at hand. The interview guide was divided into three main categories: Arctic state actor interests, daily operations, and military exercises and operations. These categories were selected to reflect the various tasks that are conducted by our respondents in the Arctic. To respect the respondents’ wishes to remain anonymous, the respondents will be labelled Respondent A through F when cited.

Our approach naturally faces constraints. First, we focus on a Norwegian perspective. Norway was ‘NATO in the North’ until Finland’s accession in 2023. Further, the country’s location between Russia and the North Atlantic, possession of Svalbard, and considerable maritime territories make the country an important Arctic actor. Nevertheless, Norway is a small state. Second, our sample size is limited. However, expert interviews do not rely on high statistical power, but on the relative expertise of the respondents. Several of our respondents work directly with the Arctic and are thus well positioned to reflect on the impacts of climate change on regional security.

To strengthen the credibility of our data, we conduct a data triangulation, a method that utilises multiple data sources to achieve more precise and valid findings.67 We are thus able to cross-reference our experts’ statements with policy documents and other research findings. Conversely, our respondents may also supplement or elaborate on the contents of policy documents.68



5. Description of Interview Results

The effects of climate change can already be observed in the maritime domain in the Barents Region (Respondent A–D, F). Melting sea ice renders the region more accessible to both fishing and transportation, resulting in increased maritime activity. The warming ocean attracts new species of fish, a resource whose value is projected to increase as other oceans are adversely affected by climate change.69 Likewise, extant Arctic fish populations, especially cod, may become more patchy due to changes in ice cover, temperature, and salinity.70 A survey from 2009 suggests that 30% of the world’s undiscovered gas and 13% petroleum resources are located in the Arctic.71 Interest is also increasingly being expressed in the mineral resources in the Arctic, many of which are key to new and emerging technologies.72 Additionally, the melting sea ice weakens the natural defences of the Russian northern coastline. These examples illustrate the many ways in which the Arctic region will be affected by climate change, making climate change an important factor in the region’s future security landscape, also precipitating increased interest from numerous state actors.

The Barents Region is currently in a state of competition, rather than peace (Respondent A). NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept explicitly stated that ‘The Euro-Atlantic area is not at peace.’73 However, climate change is not perceived as the primary cause of this competition. The effects of the war in Ukraine overshadow the immediate impacts of climate change on the state of security in the Barents Region (Respondent A, C). This observation is illustrative of the challenge of analysing the security implications of climate change—they do not necessarily directly affect security threats and risks. Nevertheless, in the long term, our respondents view climate change as a salient threat multiplier, especially concerning the status and operation of the Svalbard archipelago. Increased fishing activity is another important way in which climate change will multiply existing threats. Ocean warming will precipitate the migration of fish towards the Arctic, accompanied by less favourable conditions in other oceans. This will increase interest in fishing in the Arctic.


5.1. Arctic State Actor Interests

Several state actors are active in the Barents Region, most prominently the state members of the Arctic Council, China, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany. Our respondents expect increased activity from several state actors, such as Germany, India, and South Korea (Respondent A, B, D). Human activity follows the ice cap as it recedes, meaning that the areas north of Svalbard present a new frontier to these actors (Respondent B). The organisations NATO, the EU, and the Arctic Council are not state actors, yet they play an important role in shaping the behaviour of states in the Arctic. We therefore also consider their impact.

China has defined itself as a “near-Arctic state,”74 and Chinese activity in the Arctic has increased (Respondent F). While our respondents expect a maintained interest from China, one respondent dissented, claiming Chinese engagement in the region would be ‘a mess [sic]’ for them (Respondent E). France has published two Arctic strategy papers presenting different views on the Arctic.75 While acknowledging the Arctic as a region of cooperation, the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs stresses French shipping interests in the region.76 Moreover, in their strategy document, the French Ministry of Defence characterises the Arctic as a region of ‘growing strategic interest’ that may become ‘an area of confrontation’.77

Germany, on the other hand, does not emphasise Arctic hard security issues. Nonetheless, the German Arctic Policy Guidelines acknowledge that the ‘potential for non-cooperative behaviour’ risks affecting German interests in the region. Wegge (2020) assesses that Germany seeks to engage with their Arctic concerns through its alliances rather than individually.78 German interest in the Arctic is expected to increase after imports of Russian gas plummeted since the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 (Respondent A, C). One respondent highlighted German revitalisation of their abilities to travel further north than previously (Respondent E).

The whole Arctic region has benefitted from the stability and pragmatism of regional relations for decades. This is particularly evident in the tradition of trans-border cooperation in the Barents Region. Our respondents asserted that this situation is unlikely to change dramatically. While the war in Ukraine has certainly affected states’ views on one another on the international stage as well as in the Arctic, this is unlikely to spill over to the Barents Region in a dramatic fashion (Respondent A). It is in the interest of Norway that the Barents Region, and the whole Arctic, remain accessible to everyone (Respondent B).

The above issues are closely related to the global trend of increasing great power rivalry. From the perspective of the Norwegian Armed Forces, the great power rivalry itself does not currently have a strong impact. Rather, tensions arising from the war in Ukraine cause friction, also in the Arctic. This has manifested itself in the form of more military exercises and a visit from the world’s largest aircraft carrier, the USS Gerald R. Ford (Respondent A).79

According to one respondent, Russian maritime capabilities in the Barents Region are outdated, incentivising Russia to pursue stable conditions in the Arctic (Respondent A). In such a situation, China and Western states increasing regional tensions is diametrically opposed to Russian interests. Research shows that Russian land, sea, and air capabilities in the region were modernised and expanded prior to 2022.80 Since then, land forces have been reduced by some 80 percent due to the war in Ukraine.81 The Norwegian Intelligence Service concurs, finding that Russia’s ability to affect Arctic politics is weakened and that Russia’s dependency on China will be further entrenched.82 It is our interpretation that the respondent referred to these considerations. Despite these tensions, the NoCG aims to be ‘a deescalating actor in the Arctic’, acting ‘according to law no matter who is fishing up there [sic]’ (Respondent B). These views suggest that climate change has not yet significantly impacted the way in which states present in the Arctic or Barents Region view one another.

Figure 2 illustrates the extent of ice melting that has occurred in the Arctic between 1980 and 2020.83 First, it is apparent that most of the melting occurs towards the Eurasian side, where the ice is thinner due to the Gulf Stream. This weakens the natural protection of the Russian northern coast. Second, the increased accessibility of the Northeast Passage and the Northern Sea Route are evident. The latter factor is of particular interest to a variety of state actors, Arctic and non-Arctic alike.
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Figure 2. The extent of sea ice in the Arctic is at its lowest in September. Due to climate change, the extent of sea ice in September has shrunk considerably during the past decades. Retrieved from the report of the Norwegian Defence Commission of 2021.




5.2. Daily Operations

Norwegian daily operations in the Barents Region primarily comprise SAR, assertion of sovereignty, oil spill preparedness, and inspection of fishing vessels (Respondent B, C). Respondents stressed that Norway has so far not changed its patterns of operations in the region. However, they also emphasised that in the future, Norway will have to ‘look at the islands [Bear Island, Hopen, Jan Mayen and Svalbard] in another way, but we are not planning for climate change’ (Respondent A). SAR will be the daily operation most affected by climate change (Respondent B, C). Climate change will render new maritime areas accessible to both commercial, research, and military activity. In addition, they tend to be poorly charted, or even altogether uncharted. The increased traffic in these areas will likely increase accident rates, in turn increasing the NoCG’s SAR-related workload.

It is not merely the number of ships and actors present in the Barents Region that will challenge the NoCG, but also the cold-weather experience of the ships and personnel. Many ships are poorly prepared for regional conditions. As one respondent said, ‘If you do not have experience with sailing in the Arctic, you have no business being there’ (Respondent B). Moreover, increased commercial activity from additional states will likely precipitate an increase in military activity. In such a situation, the NoCG aims to be a neutral and apolitical actor, independent of what actors are present (Respondent B).

Respondents also mentioned the role of Norwegian islands in the Arctic in the context of daily operations. The geostrategic role of Norwegian islands will be altered as climate change causes a reduction in sea ice and more open sea in which to sail. Today, these islands ‘lie with their backs against the ice. When these areas become more manoeuvrable, the ocean’s geostrategic conditions will change dramatically’ (Respondent A).

The daily operations of Russia will undoubtedly be affected by climate change. In several ways, Russian operations in the Barents Region are already affected (Respondent F). Russia has been reluctant to connect climate change and security, yet the 2022 Maritime Doctrine for the Russian Federation lists climate change as one of the primary threats against Russian maritime activities due to the increase in natural disasters.84 President Vladimir Putin outlines three major threats emanating from climate change: thawing permafrost, desertification, and increased occurrence of natural disasters. This is a stark contrast to the strategy from 2015, which only mentioned climate change once, encouraging more scientific research on the issue.85

Russia has expanded its network of bases and military infrastructure in the Barents Region. This involves construction of new bases and the reopening of decommissioned bases as well as the development of new weapons systems.86 The stated primary purpose of these bases is SAR, but analysts and researchers warn against their dual-use potential.87 As interest in and access to Arctic maritime areas increase, Russia must manage an ever-growing area, which has pulled Russian attention both North and East (Respondent D–F).

The base infrastructure will be affected by climate change. For instance, thawing ground frost may render airstrips unusable parts of the year (Respondent A). Additionally, the network of bases is vulnerable to natural disasters, as previously asserted by President Putin. These challenges are not unique to Russia in the Barents Region—all states in the region face these challenges.

Russia possesses a fleet of seven nuclear-powered icebreaker ships, with four more to be launched by 2029.88 In addition, a super-icebreaker of the LK-110 class is expected to be launched by 2027.89 This is interpreted as a perceived Russian need for increased patrolling and presence (Respondent B–D). Maintaining year-round access to the Northern Sea Route is an important motivation for Russian icebreaker construction.90



5.3. Military Exercises and Operations

Norway was known as ‘NATO in the north,’ until Finland and Sweden’s accession to NATO. In general, climate change forces the attention on armed forces further north (Respondent A). In this context, military exercises will be affected by climate change (Respondent F).

Norway hosts two important multinational exercises: Cold Response, a biennial NATO cold weather operations exercise, and Joint Viking, a biennial exercise to which several NATO and Partnership for Peace nations are invited. Norway, Sweden, and Finland have conducted the biennial aerial Arctic Challenge Exercise since 2013 as a part of the Nordic Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO). Norway participates in the bilateral Barents SAR exercise with Russia. However, Norway cancelled Barents 2022 because of the Russian invasion of Ukraine.91 No Barents exercise has since taken place.

Our respondents highlighted better access to maritime areas in the Barents Region as a key factor impacting military exercises in the region (Respondent D, F). As the ice retreats and new areas become accessible, a need to exercise in those areas arises (Respondent A). This affects both Russia and Norway, as well as the allies and partners of both. The Barents Region has been an attractive location for particularly cold weather exercises such as Cold Response. Climate change will result in winters that are short and wet, rather than cold and dry, as they have traditionally been.92 Because of this, military forces will likely face a need to alter the way in which they exercise in the region. Operational concepts will necessarily have to be updated accordingly in such a case.

The Barents Region has benefitted from the stability and pragmatism of Arctic Exceptionalism for decades. While the war in Ukraine has certainly affected various states’ views on one another on the international stage, including in the Arctic, this is unlikely to spill over to the region in a dramatic fashion (Respondent B, C). Rather, it is in the interest of Norway that the Barents Region remains accessible to everyone.




6. Analysis of How Climate Change Affects Security Dilemmas

To answer our research question, we will discuss two main factors that affect our research question: how climate change affects the two dimensions of Jervis’ matrix and to what extent climate change acts as a threat multiplier.

The first dimension of Jervis’ security dilemma matrix is whether it is possible to distinguish between offensive and defensive postures. We have argued that the Arctic quite clearly finds itself in the fourth quadrant, in which it is possible to make such a distinction. Furthermore, we argue that climate change does not seem to impact this factor in either direction. If there is an effect, it is of insufficient magnitude to alter this state. The second dimension of Jervis’ matrix is the extent to which offensive or defensive strategies are favoured. If offensive and defensive strategies in the Arctic become indistinguishable and climate change renders the Arctic offensively oriented, the Arctic will shift from its current ‘doubly safe’ situation to a ‘doubly dangerous’ one.


6.1. Climate Change and Posture Distinguishability

The Barents Region has been a “doubly safe” region, meaning that it is possible to distinguish offensive and defensive postures. The nature, numbers, and location of forces do not seem to suggest they are poised for offensive use. Strategic weapons further underline this, for they are defensive in nature. The Norwegian Joint HQ is in the Barents Region along with the bulk of the Norwegian Army. They are, however, far from Finnmark, the Norwegian county bordering Russia. The Naval HQ and main combat aircraft airfield are both located far away from the Barents Region.

Since the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008, bilateral relations between Russia and Norway have deteriorated progressively, reaching an all-time low after 2022. This has increased tensions in the Barents Region and precipitated what appears as a blurring of the nature of Russian and Norwegian postures in the region. However, we do not find a significant impact of climate change on this trend.

We find indications that this may change as the effects of climate change become more prominent. Intelligence services have warned of the dual-use potential of Russian military installations in the Barents Region as Russia prepares for increased maritime activity. While this may enhance the offensive potential of Russian capabilities, climate change will also likely make mobility on land and in the air more difficult through its adverse effects on infrastructure. This may push the Barents Region in a more defensively oriented direction. As such, climate change is unlikely to preclude posture distinguishability.



6.2. Climate Change and Regional Placement on the Offence-Defence Scale

The Barents Region, and indeed the entirety of the Arctic, currently favours defensive strategies. The cold, harsh climate of the region, the geographical features of the landscape, and the weapon systems and capabilities present render offensive strategies less attractive.93 The regional defensive orientation is not solely due to the natural features of the region, but also technological factors. Certain weapons are intended for first strike, whilst others are intended for second strike. First strike weapons, such as missiles and air forces, are considered offensive in nature. Maritime forces, protected by their bases, are considered by Jervis as more defence oriented.94

Russian ground forces have been reduced by up to 80% due to the war in Ukraine, but air and naval forces remain largely intact.95 The former two are considered offensive forces, whereas the latter favours defence. Climate change affects the impact of these forces on the offence-defence balance. For instance, Arctic warming can render runways unusable parts of the year, weakening the offensive potential of air forces.96 Likewise, permafrost thawing and milder winters risk incapacitating the offensive potential of weapon platforms through the adverse effect it has on both military and civilian infrastructure.97 Moving or mobilising troops and weapon systems becomes difficult when damaged infrastructure precludes movement. Conversely, more accessible sea may leave naval forces more active, decreasing the defensive posture of these forces. We find no clear impact of climate change on strategic weapons in the region.

In the future, climate change will render the situation rather different. Greater maritime accessibility in the Barents Region, increased militarisation and securitisation, and deteriorating diplomatic relations may make offensive strategies more attractive. Conversely, poorer conditions on land, Russian ground troop reductions, the still-present Russian strategic weapons, and the fact that the credibility of Russian military power has suffered a major blow are clear defensive factors. Climate change affects several of these factors, albeit not all.

This does not suggest that the region will move from a clearly offensive to a clearly defensive orientation, but rather that the region will approach a situation closer to balance between the two, in part due to climate change. In other words, only one of our criteria are met in some way. This moves the Arctic from the ‘doubly safe’ fourth category towards the third category, in which a security dilemma is possible, but not necessarily definite.98 In this way, climate change acts as a threat multiplier that opens the Arctic to emerging security dilemmas that have previously been almost unthinkable due to the clear defensive orientation of the region.

The properties of the Arctic region have hitherto placed it firmly in the fourth ‘doubly safe’ quadrant because they favour defensive strategies and enable actors to distinguish between offensive and defensive posture. In the future, climate change will affect the Arctic regional placement on the offence-defence scale in such a way that the region may shift to the less secure condition third quadrant, in which a security dilemma is possible.99



6.3. To What Extent Does Climate Change Act as a Threat Multiplier in the Barents Region?

We propose that climate change, acting as a threat multiplier, primarily affects the security dilemma through its impact on the offence-defence balance. This means that climate change may affect whether the Barents Region will favour offensive or defensive strategies in the future. Robert Jervis argues that security dilemmas are at their most intense when offensive strategies are favoured, and ‘commitments, strategy, or technology dictate that the only route to security lies through expansion.’100 If climate change acts as a threat multiplier, a state’s reaction to aggravated international tension increases the chances of conflict. This will undermine the long-standing Norwegian aim of maintaining low tension in the Arctic.

Several factors suggest that climate change acts as a threat multiplier in the Arctic. The receding ice cap is the most important factor and a major challenge for Russia, which will lose its buffer against North America as climate change makes access across the Arctic Ocean easier. The Norwegian islands of Bjørnøya, Hopen, Jan Mayen, and the Svalbard archipelago will become islands in a more navigable sea, which will influence daily operations in the Barents Region. It will also influence the areas in which military exercises and operations can be conducted. A recent example is the visit of the supercarrier USS Gerald R. Ford to Oslo in May 2023 as part of enhanced US–Norwegian military cooperation.

However, there are several other factors that act as threat multipliers in the Barents Region. Most prominent is the war in Ukraine. As one of our respondents said, ‘Russia aims to keep the war in Ukraine as isolated as possible. They have not taken steps that would have provoked increased Western activity in the vicinity of the Russian naval bases on the Kola Peninsula’. In a similar vein, it was pointed out that Chinese interest in the Arctic region can aid in the mitigation of security threats. Russia wishes to avoid Sino-Western tensions on the Russian northern doorstep. Likewise, China’s entrance into the Arctic has stirred fears amongst several Arctic states, contributing to tensions in the region.101 Northern Norway has been subject to considerable hybrid activities, especially from Russia.102 While many of these factors are affected by and themselves affect climate change, it is clear that climate change is far from the only threat multiplier in the Barents Region.

But climate change is indeed taking place. The Norwegian Defence Commission of 2021 devoted an entire chapter to the security consequences of climate change in their report. Their report asserts that the warming taking place on Svalbard is six times higher than the global average temperature rise.103 Consequently, the glaciers are melting faster than before and may lead to sea level rise. Research also shows that the melting of the Greenland ice sheet will contribute to sea level rise in the region.104 Furthermore, the report states that permafrost is thawing at a high rate and snow and landslides will increase. In sum, this will present Norwegian authorities with many demanding issues in the future.

Our respondents agreed with the Defence Commission but added that increased traffic in the area will challenge SAR operations and oil spill preparedness due to increased traffic in the area. The area North of Svalbard ‘is the last frontier,’ due to the increased accessibility of the surrounding area. This will make the area even more vulnerable. The cessation of the Barents Rescue exercise is an example of how climate change acts like a threat multiplier, making all parties more vulnerable. Fewer meeting points between state parties might make offensive strategies prevalent since the war in Ukraine makes cooperation with Russia in the Arctic impossible on several issues. What will mitigate the prevalence of offensive strategies is the Nordic countries’ long experience in dealing with Russia, as also seen under the Cold War, but also when it comes to risks in dealing with Russian military activity in the area.105 However, we do not underestimate the possibilities for climate change to become an important threat multiplier. Long experience with handling Russian activities daily is an important mitigation strategy in this regard.




Conclusions

In this paper, we have studied climate security in the Barents Region from a Realist perspective. The aim has been to broaden the approach to studying how climate change can amplify emerging security dilemmas in the area. Until today, the Barents Region has been different from other geopolitical hotspots in Europe and beyond, protecting the region from being detrimentally affected by global tensions. Despite such tensions rising, regional cooperation continues. We therefore find that the Barents Region will likely remain stable and relatively quiet in the short, and possibly medium, term.

In the Barents Region, we suggest that climate change acts as a threat multiplier, affecting whether the region favours offensive or defensive strategies. We find no indication that climate change affects states’ ability to distinguish between offensive and defensive postures in the Barents Region. Climate change is not poised to tilt the Barents Region in favour of offensive strategies, but rather towards an offence-defence balance. Geographical, climatic, and geopolitical factors have, until now, primarily made the entirety of the Arctic region defensive in nature. Going forward, climate change will likely push the Barents Region closer to a state of balance between offensive and defensive strategies. We have found no indication that climate change will have a significant impact on states’ postures. This does not result in a security dilemma, which occurs in Jervis’ first and second quadrants. Rather, the region may approach the unsure situation of the third quadrant, which may, in turn, develop into a security dilemma.

Our conclusions are therefore more in line with liberal scholars and social constructivists who emphasise common interests, interdependencies, changing security identities, and norms in the Barents Region. As our interviews illustrate, Russia seeks to keep the war in Ukraine as isolated as possible. Russia furthermore has no interest in escalating tensions in the Barents Region. The Barents Region is an area of vital importance in Russia’s maritime doctrine, which allows for the use of military means to safeguard Russian interests.

Our findings show that there is no increased or intensified security dilemma currently in force in the Barents Region. Nevertheless, climate change has significant impacts in the region, which may change the status quo in the medium to long term. We show that climate change acts as a threat multiplier by eroding the ‘Arctic Exceptionalism’ that has made the Arctic and Barents Region ‘a place apart’, in turn paving the way for emerging security dilemmas in the region. Therefore, instead of exacerbating a regional security dilemma, climate change will likely precipitate one.

This effect will be somewhat proportional to the effect of climate change in the Barents Region. A warmer climate around Svalbard will inevitably change the archipelago’s physical conditions through thawing permafrost, soil erosion, and marine environmental degradation.

NATO’s emphasis on climate change as a security threat epitomises the growing need to incorporate climate change in future military planning, including in the Arctic. This might nonetheless initiate a process of securitisation of the Arctic which might be detrimental to Norway’s ability to take care of its own security in the area. There is therefore a growing need for continued research on this topic, including how climate change can securitise Norway’s relations with other state-actors in the Arctic.
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