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Abstract 
 
The Arctic has entered the world stage, with rapid changes gaining attention from global 

actors. Climate change is impacting the Arctic much sooner and more dramatically than in 

other areas of the world, with the Arctic ice-cap melting at a rapid pace. The ‘opening’ of 

the Arctic is changing its global role and the world is trying to keep up. Non-Arctic actors 

have shown great interest in the region, including China and Japan. In 2013, China and 

Japan were accepted as permanent observers to the Arctic Council and since then both have 

published official Arctic policies. Their involvement has brought up the question of who 

can be defined as an Arctic ‘stakeholder’. The aim of this thesis is to analyse the extent to 

which the Arctic policies of China and Japan are similar (or different); and to compare 

their Arctic practices, with respect to each other as well as to their own respective policies. 

The main findings suggest that while both states are attempting to construct their own 

narratives of the Arctic-to-be, although doing so differently, they are currently both willing 

to accept the norms and soft-law of the current Arctic structure in exchange for a seat at 

the decision-making table. 
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Útdráttur  

Loftslagsbreytingar eru að valda örari og dramatískari áhrifum á norðuskautssvæðið en á 

önnur svæði jarðar og hafís svæðisins er að bráðna á ógnarhraða. Þessar gífurlegu 

breytingar á norðurskautssvæðinu vekja heimsathygli og möguleg opnun svæðisins er að 

umbreyta hlutverki þess á alþjóðavettvangi. Ríki sem teljast ekki til norðurslóðaþjóða hafa 

sýnt mikinn áhuga á svæðinu, Kína og Japan þar á meðal. Árið 2013 voru Kína og Japan 

samþykkt sem svokallaðir fastir áheyrnarfulltrúar (e. permanent observers) í 

Norðurskautsráðinu og síðan þá hafa bæði ríkin gefið út opinberar norðurslóðastefnur. 

Þátttaka Japans og Kína í málefnum norðurslóða vekur upp þá spurningu hverjir teljast til 

hagmunaaðila (e. ‘stakeholder’) í málum norðurslóða. Markmiðið með þessari ritgerð er 

að greina að hvaða leiti norðurslóðastefnur Japans og Kína eru líkar (eða ólíkar); og bera 

saman gjörðir þeirra á norðurslóðum við hvort annað og við sínar eigin norðurslóðastefnur. 

Helstu niðurstöður benda til þess að þó að bæði ríkin eru að reyna búa til sínar eigin 

sannfærandi frásagnir og umræður um norðurslóðir, þó á mismunandi hátt, þá eru bæði 

Japan og Kína tilbúin til þess að samþykkja núverandi reglur og norm norðurslóða í 

skiptum fyrir sæti við samningaborðið.  
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Preface 
 
For a long time, Japan has been of deep interest to me. Before starting a Masters of the 

Arts degree in International Affairs I completed a Bachelor of the Arts degree in Japanese 

Language and Culture from the University of Iceland, with one year taken at Kyushu 

University, Japan. What steered me in the direction of writing about Japan and China in 

the Arctic was a class taught at the University of Iceland about Arctic affairs and the 

following experience provided by the course to attend the Arctic Circle conference. I 

believe the change our world is going through due to climate change, both the physical 

change to our planet as well as the political changes occurring because of the former, will 

bring new opportunities and challenges to our international system and way of life. To my 

surprise at the time of attending the class, China is a rising Arctic actor and got significant 

attention at the conference. Moreover, the discourse about China being a ‘near-Arctic state’ 

seemed particularly peculiar to me and further piqued my interest. I decided to unite my 

interest in Japan, the Arctic, and the discourse on China into one project, this thesis. 

This thesis accounts for 30 ECTS credits towards a Masters of the Arts degree in 

International affairs from the University of Iceland. The writing of this thesis demanded 

patience and understanding from my husband and my family, and I would like to thank 

them for their patience, encouragement and kindness.  

Finally, I would like to thank my instructor, Page L. Wilson, for her helpful comments 

and advice during the writing of this thesis and the inspiration she provided in her class on 

Small States and Arctic Governance that provided the spark for writing on this topic. 
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1 Introduction 
The Arctic has entered the world stage, with rapid changes gaining attention from global actors. 

Climate change is impacting the Arctic much sooner and more dramatically than in other areas 

of the world, with the Arctic ice-cap melting at a rapid pace. Ice-free areas in the Arctic basin 

have become a real possibility in the close future during parts of the year, possibly as soon as 

2050, although clear predictions remain difficult to calculate.1 Reduction of the Arctic ice-cap, 

possibly its complete dematerialization, presents both challenges as well as new opportunities. 

Due to the rapid change in conditions, previously inaccessible areas could open up to human 

activity, at least seasonally.2 The Arctic has previously been largely untouched by industrial 

human activity due to harsh conditions. Therefore, it contains key commodities such as fish, 

rare minerals, natural gas and oil.3 According to the United States Geological Survey (2008), 

the Arctic is estimated to contain up to 13 per cent of the world’s undiscovered oil and up to 30 

per cent of its undiscovered gas reserves.4 Furthermore, exploitation of ice-free areas makes the 

Arctic attractive for maritime transportation, using the sea routes for shipping as they present 

the shortest distance between the North Atlantic and North Asia.5  

The economic, ecological and social transformation of the Arctic has brought attention to 

its role in global power politics, with questions arising regarding ownership of the region’s 

resources, how physical changes impact the globe, implementation of international law, what 

actors can be defined as Arctic stakeholders, and defining the region’s new global role. The 

possible opportunities for wealth and power presented by the previously inaccessible areas of 

the region, makes the Arctic an area of national strategic interest with high political and 

economic stakes for the Arctic states. However, the Arctic states are not the only ones interested 

in the Arctic as external powers, including China and Japan, have shown great interest in the 

region.6 

                                                
1 O.R. Young, ‘Arctic Futures: The Politics of Transformation’, in J. Kraska (ed.), Arctic Security in an Age of 
Climate Change, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2013, foreword. 
2 R. Tamnes and K. Offerdal (ed.), Geopolitics and security in the Arctic: Regional dynamics in a global world, 
London, Routledge, 2016, p. 1. 
3 P. Järvenpää and T. Ries, ‘The Rise of the Arctic on the Global Stage’, in J. Kraska (ed.), Arctic Security in an 
Age of Climate Change, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2013, p. 130. 
4 N. Petersen, ‘The Arctic Challenge to Danish Foreign and Security Policy’, in J. Kraska (ed.), Arctic Security 
in an Age of Climate Change, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2013, p. 149. 
5 Järvenpää and Ries, Arctic Security, pp. 131-134. 
6 Järvenpää and Ries, Arctic Security, p. 133-134. 
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Indeed, ‘access to Arctic oil and natural gas could become an existential issue’ for China 

and Japan in the future.7 Due to the attractiveness of the possibilities the Arctic presents, as well 

as challenges the melting of the ice-cap has for the globe, non-Arctic states are likely to wish 

for ‘internationalization of the Arctic’ or possibly push for an ‘establishment of regimes over 

which they can have some influence to protect their interests’.8 Non-Arctic states have made 

their interest in the Arctic clear, receiving mixed responses from the Arctic states.9 In the words 

of Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, Iceland’s former president and chairman of the Arctic Circle: The 

Arctic has become a global playing field, where all the leading countries, not only of the Arctic, 

but of Asia and Europe, are engaging in multiple ways’.10   

China and Japan were accepted as permanent observers to the Arctic Council in 2013, and 

both have published official Arctic policies. Seeking Arctic Council observer status shows a 

degree of seriousness towards Arctic affairs and projects a particular image to other states. This 

thesis aims to analyse the extent to which the Arctic policies of China and Japan are similar (or 

different); and to compare their Arctic practices, with respect to each other as well as to their 

own respective policies. With this in mind, the thesis is divided as follows. 

The second chapter outlines the theoretical and methodological frameworks, setting the 

scene for this particular research project. The third chapter examines China and Japan’s Arctic 

interests prior to 2009 – the year when both states’ Arctic efforts were stepped up significantly. 

In 2009, Japan and China demonstrated a further commitment to Arctic affairs as both states 

had applied for observer status to the Arctic Council. Exploring this material provides a 

benchmark against which to measure their subsequent Arctic activities. 

In chapter four the Arctic policies of China and Japan will be compared, using themes 

frequented in both policies. The conduct of both states after 2009 is examined in chapter five, 

with more emphasis given to recent events, notably the post-policy conduct. The chapter 

compares the states’ conduct using the same thematic split as chapter four. At the end of each 

thematic split, each Arctic policy will be compared to its respective country’s conduct in the 

Arctic to reveal the extent to which reality matches the rhetoric.  

                                                
7 Järvenpää and Ries, ‘Arctic Security, p. 134. 
8 V. Ingimundarson, ‘Territorial Discourses and Identity Politics: Iceland’s Role in the Arctic’, in J. Kraska (ed.), 
Arctic Security in an Age of Climate Change, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2013., p. 186. 
9 J. Kraska, ‘The New Arctic Geography and U.S. Strategy’, in. J. Kraska (ed.), Arctic Security in an Age of 
Climate Change, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2013, pp. 257-258; Ingimundarson, Arctic Security, 
p. 174-189. 
10 Ó. R. Grímsson, ‘Together for a sustainable Arctic’, speech at the Arctic Circle, 21 October, 2018, 
https://www.facebook.com/ArcticCircle.org/videos/265992094101247/, (accessed April 2019). 
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Finally, the last chapter draws together the entire thesis into a conclusion. It discusses how 

each state is constructing their own Arctic narrative and how they attempt to build Arctic 

legitimacy.  

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Arctic. Mountain High Maps® Copyright © 1993 Digital Wisdom®, Inc.11 

                                                
11 A. Tonami, Asian Foreign Policy in a Changing Arctic: The Diplomacy of Economy and Science at New 
Frontiers, London, Macmillan Publishers Ltd, 2016, p. 4. 
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2 Theoretical perspective and methodology 

2.1 Constructivism 
The theoretical framework applied to this research is that of constructivism. Flockhart created 

a good summary of key concepts and propositions of constructivist theory, divided into four 

core propositions: 

1.   A belief in the social construction of reality and the importance of social facts. 
2.   A focus on ideational as well as material structures and the importance of norms and 

rules. 
3.   A focus on the role of identity in shaping political action and the importance of ‘logics 

of action’. 
4.   A belief in the mutual constitutiveness of agents and structure, and focus on practice 

and action’.12 
 
These four propositions will be used in the following discussion on constructivism. 

2.1.1 Social facts and social construction 
First, an important common assertion by constructivists is that the world is socially constructed. 

Constructivists believe that common understandings of reality originate in ‘inter-subjective 

knowledge and the interpreted nature of social reality’.13 That reality consists of social facts, 

created by shared ideas, values, perceptions, behaviours, and understanding, by way of human 

interaction. A good example is a known world-wide social fact, money. Without the inter-

subjective knowledge of its meaning, a paper bill would simply be a piece of paper. In other 

words, constructivism upholds that social facts do not exists independently outside of the 

practices and meanings that are associated with them, that includes international relations. 

Social facts start to appear as an objective reality over time by the means of rules, social 

relationships, and routine practices, appearing to exist independently away from the original 

creators of the facts. International institutions, states, alliances and the international system are 

all social constructions of international relations rather than an independent reality existing 

outside of attributed meaning– which connects to the second proposition.14 

 

                                                
12 T. Flockhart, ‘Constructivism and foreign policy’, in S. Smith, A. Hadfield and T. Dunne (eds.), Foreign 
Policy: Theories, Actors, Cases, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2016, p. 84. 
13 Flockhart, ‘Foreign policy, p. 84. Argument from: P. Berger and T. Luckmann, The Social Construction of 
Reality, Harmondsworth, Penguin Books, 1966. 
14 K.M. Fierke, ‘Constructivism’, in T. Dunne, M. Kurki and S. Smith, (eds.), International Relations Theories: 
Discipline and Diversity, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2016, pp.164-166; Flockhart, ‘Foreign policy, p. 85. 



15 

2.1.2 Material and ideational structures, the role of norms 
Connected to the idea that the world is a social construct, constructivism upholds that structure 

is understood both by material and ideational factors. Constructivists do not deny material facts, 

such as the existence of nuclear warheads, but they underscore the ‘importance of shared 

knowledge about material ‘things’, rules, symbols, and language, which all shape how we 

interpret the world and the actions of others’.15 For example, a NATO member state would 

attach different meanings to nuclear warheads belonging to France than North Korea because 

the former belonged to a ‘friend’ while the latter does not. That is, even though structure 

partially consists of material facts, material facts have no meaning without their social context.16   

Wendt argued that ‘structures are often codified in formal rules and norms’, which 

individuals are then socialized into.17 These can be actual rules, such as written formal law, or 

they can be informal rules, norms, customs ‘associated with specific identities and belonging 

to a specific community or social group’ which are taken for granted in everyday life.18 Norms 

can be explained as a standard/pattern of social behaviour that is typical or expected, which 

defines appropriate and or inappropriate behaviour for actors in a given situation. 19 

Constructivism sees norms as serving a ‘structural function’, that is simultaneously constitutive 

and constraining, ‘but only in so far the norm is seen by agents themselves as of relevance’ – 

norms, therefore, can be considered as ‘structures of relevance’.20  

Finnemore and Sikkink discuss three stages to which a norm is established. First is norm 

emergence, where entrepreneurs attempt to persuade a critical mass of states to embrace new 

norms. Next is norm cascade – the tipping point, when the critical mass of states embraces the 

norm. Finally, norm internalization – when norms have reached taken-for-granted status and 

are no longer debated.21 

 

                                                
15 Flockhart, Foreign policy, p. 85. 
16 Flockhart, Foreign policy, p. 85. 
17 A. Wendt, ‘Anarchy is what States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics’, International 
Organization, vol. 46, no. 2, 1992, p. 399. 
18 Flockhart, Foreign policy, p. 86. 
19 ‘Norm’, Oxford Living Dictionary, 2019,  https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/norm, (accessed 15 
April 2019); Flockhart, ‘Constructivism’, p. 86. 
20 Flockhart, Foreign policy, p. 86. 
21 M. Finnemore and K. Sikkink, ‘International Norm Dynamics and Political Change’, International 
Organization, vol. 52, no. 4, 1998, pp. 887-917. 
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Table 1. ‘Stages of Norms’. Table from Finnemore and Sikkink.22 

 
 

Arguably, norm ‘production in the Arctic is still in its infancy and has not yet established a 

coherent body of social practices for the stakeholders in the region’.23 However, the Arctic 

Council (AC) and the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) are 

currently the ‘internationally recognised’ ‘governing’ regime of the Arctic.24 Considering that 

the AC is an intergovernmental body with no legally binding authority or presence and the 

limited scope that UNCLOS covers on the Arctic, there currently is no ‘hard-law’ 

concerning/governing the Arctic.25 Therefore, ‘soft-law’ plays a large role as a contributor to 

creations of norms, and norms play a large role in current Arctic discussions.26 Despite its 

‘decision-shaping’ rather than decision-making power,27 the AC is currently recognised as the 

                                                
22 Finnemore and Sikkink, ‘International Norm’, p. 898. 
23 C. Escudé, ‘The Strength of Flexibility: The Arctic Council in the Arctic Norm-Setting Process’, Arctic 
Yearbook, 2016, p. 48. 
24 Escudé, ‘The Strength’ p. 49. 
25 P. Wilson, ‘Society, steward or security actor? Three visions of the Arctic Council’, Cooperation and Conflict, 
vol. 51, no. 1, 2016, p. 3; United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Article 234, United Nations, 1982. 
Available from http://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf, (accessed 18 
January 2019). 
26 Escudé, ‘The Strength’ p. 49; M. Lanteigne, ‘‘Have you entered the storehouses of the snow?’’ China as a 
norm entrepreneur in the Arctic’, Polar Record, vol. 53, no. 269, 2017. 
27 D. Depledge and K. Dodds, ‘The UK and the Arctic: The strategic gap’, RUSI Journal, vol. 156, no. 3, 2011, 
p. 75; H. Haftendorn, The Case for Arctic Governance: The Arctic Puzzle, Reykjavík, Centre for Arctic Policy 
Studies, University of Iceland, 2013, p. 19; Wilson, ‘Society’, p. 4. 



17 

most legitimate Arctic body.28 It is the only body where the Arctic states, as well as non-Arctic 

states ‘aspiring to legitimacy in the region’, can ‘express diplomatic and political positions’.29  

In constructivism, norms serve an important role in social relations. If a state wishes to 

become a member of a social group, in this case the AC and the ‘Arctic stakeholder’ club, it 

needs to adhere to the norms of that social group to be accepted and remain in that group,30 i.e. 

to be ‘norm-takers’.31 Therefore, the norms associated with the AC hold considerable influence 

in Arctic discussions. Indeed, the fact that Japan and China (and other non-polar states) applied 

for observer status to the AC both ‘strengthened its [the AC's] claim as the dominant forum for 

Arctic affairs’,32 and served as a way to grow Arctic legitimacy for Japan and China. Indeed, 

the fact that Japan (large power) and China (great power) applied in the first place shows the 

growing importance of the Arctic and of the AC for Arctic legitimacy. To be accepted as an 

observer, applicant states have to accept the rules set by the AC, such as recognizing the Arctic 

states’ sovereignty, sovereign rights and jurisdiction in the Arctic; UNCLOS; respect of the 

values, culture, interest and traditions of indigenous peoples of the Arctic and other Arctic 

inhabitants, and more.33 Therefore, applying to the AC in 2009 was a game-changer in the 

Arctic stance of Japan and China. 

 

2.1.3 Identity and interests 

Hopf argued that identities are necessary to ensure some level of order and predictability in 

domestic society and international politics, and that ‘[d]urable expectations between states 

require intersubjective identities that are sufficiently stable to ensure predictable patterns of 

behaviour’.34 Moreover, that identities serve the important role in a society in that ‘they tell you 

and others who you are and they tell you who others are’.35 He argued that in ‘telling you who 

you are, identities strongly imply a particular set of interests or preferences with respect to 

                                                
28 O.S. Stokke, ‘International Institutions and Arctic Governance’, in O.S. Stokke and G. Hønneland (eds.), 
International Cooperation and Arctic Governance: Regime Effectiveness and Northern Region Building , 
Londong: Routledge, 2007, pp. 164–185; S. Knecht, and K. Keil, ‘Arctic Geopolitics Revisited: Spatialising 
Governance in the Circumpolar North’, The Polar Journal, vol. 3, no. 1, 2013, pp. 178–203. 
29 Escudé, ‘The Strength’ p. 49. 
30 Flockhart, Foreign policy, p. 86. 
31 See e.g. discussion on ‘norm-taking’ in Lanteigne, ‘‘Have you entered’. 
32 Wilson, ‘Society’, pp. 4-5. 
33 Arctic Council, Observers, [website], 2018, https://arcticcouncil.org/index.php/en/about-us/arctic-
council/observers, (accessed 21 January 2019). 
34 T. Hopf, ‘The Promise of Constructivism in International Relations Theory’, International Security, vol. 23, 
no. 1, 1998, p. 174. 
35 Hopf, ‘The Promise’, p. 175. 
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choices of action in particular domains, and with respect to particular actors’.36 Moreover, 

interests can change in line with identity. Therefore, an identity of a state suggests its preference 

and actions that follow.37 Cultural, historical, social, and political context is important as they 

are some of the factors that make up the construction of identity of an actor in the first place.38 

Flockhart states that identity plays such an important role in constructivism,  

 

because to have a particular identity implies that actors will be following the norms that are 
associated with the identity, which suggests that some forms of action are more appropriate 
than others. As norms specify behaviours, it is clear that a normative structure will define 
certain forms of behaviour as appropriate and others as not.39 

 
Considering the logic above, a state can seek to build its identity in the international system and 

simultaneously be accredited an identity from other actors (e.g. other states). This is relevant in 

the Arctic context as by publishing Arctic policies, Japan and China are attempting to construct 

an Arctic identity and an Arctic ‘stakeholder’ image.  

Publishing an Arctic policy shows a degree of seriousness towards Arctic affairs, as it 

demonstrates that the publisher considers the region of such interest and importance to be 

worthy to make an official government strategy. Moreover, in the case of Japan and China, 

publishing in English demonstrates their need to articulate their interests and positions to a 

foreign audience. In their analysis on the strategy papers40 of the Arctic states, Bailes and 

Heininen argued that the papers  

 

reflect[ed] the shared need of the Arctic states to identify themselves, first as Arctic nations 
and countries, and second as real players or actors in the Arctic region: through self-
descriptions like ‘‘global player in the Arctic’’, ‘‘the best steward of resources in the High 
North’’ or ‘‘a leading Arctic power’’.41 

 
The emphasis on ‘identity and recognition’ present in the papers of the Arctic states in their 

process to establish themselves as Arctic stakeholders42 is not so different from the current 

                                                
36 Hopf, ‘The Promise’, p. 175. 
37 Hopf, ‘The Promise’, p. 175. 
38 Flockhart, Foreign policy, p. 86. 
39 Flockhart, Foreign policy, p. 87. 
40 Pre offical policy documents. 
41 A.J.K. Bailes and L. Heininen, Strategy Papers on the Arctic or High North: A comparative study and 
analysis, Reykjavík, Institute of International Affairs, 2013, p. 116. 
42 Bailes and Heininen, Strategy Papers, p. 116. 
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attempts by Japan and China to construct an Arctic identity. Therefore, their policies serve the 

purpose of putting a piece in their construction of an Arctic identity. 

 

2.1.4 Structure and agents 

The claim that actors and structures are mutually constituted is the last main feature of 

constructivism.43 Which means that structures influence actors, but through practice, actors can 

also influence structure.44 Constructivism places heavy emphasis on routinised practice, as by 

practice social facts are habitualized and given form. When practice becomes taken for granted 

it not only underpins social facts and institutions but might give organised existence to structure 

and identity.45  

According to Flockhart, a transformative change is most likely to occur when a disruptive 

event has made previously shared meanings and existing structures seem inadequate in a new 

situation. When an actor’s sense of self and other has become unclear, creates a possible 

situation of adopting new structures of identity and relevance, that ‘can open up a window of 

opportunity for intentional policy change through the adoption of new rules followed by 

changes in practice, identity formation, and reconstruction of shared knowledge’.46 

 The ‘opening’ of the Arctic is new to human history, changing the political and 

geographical landscape of the previous taken-for-fact world.47 Indeed, as asserted by Young: 

 

It is beyond doubt that the Arctic is in the midst of a transformation, driven by the combined 
forces of climate change and globalization and expected to lead to increased human 
activities in the region in such forms as oil and gas development, commercial shipping, 
industrial fishing and ship based tourism.48 

 
This transformation gives actors the chance of creating new rules, new identities, and new 

power roles. Given the newness of the Arctic’s ‘opening’, its future ‘structure’ is still under 

                                                
43 As summarized by Flockhart. 
44 A. Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age, Stanford, Stanford 
University Press, 1991. 
45 Flockhart, Foreign policy, p. 88; E. Adler, ‘The Spread of Security Communities: Communities of Practice, 
Self-Restraint and NATO’s Post-Cold War Transformation’, European Journal of International Relations, vol. 
14, no. 2, 2008, p. 196. 
46 Flockhart, Foreign policy, p. 90. 
47 Young, Arctic Security. 
48 O. Young, ‘If an Arctic ocean treaty is not the solution, what is the alternative?’, Polar Record, vol. 47, 2011, 
pp. 327. 
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construction.49 If China and Japan (non-polar ‘agents’) can successfully convince ‘the others’ 

that they belong in Arctic discussions and have a right in Arctic decision making, they are 

constructing new rules on who can have a say and who counts as an Arctic stakeholder, therefore 

influencing the (current) Arctic ‘structure’. Thus, constructing new power roles and identities 

for/of themselves as Arctic powers. 

  
 

2.2 Methodology 

2.2.1 Research purpose 
The purpose of this thesis is to provide an analysis of Japan’s and China’s Arctic policies, 

compare them and their conduct to each other, as well as compare each states’ conduct to its 

respective policy to see whether it has been realised. Studies published in English on Japan in 

the Arctic and its policy are few and are in need of updating.50 China’s Arctic Policy is very 

recent, yet some studies have been done on the policy and China’s conduct.51 To the best of the 

author’s knowledge, there has not been an extensive comparison between the two countries, 

and within themselves. Therefore, this thesis aims to contribute to the literature on Japan and 

China as Arctic actors and contribute to this relative literature gap. 

 

2.2.2 Research method 
This thesis will be based on a qualitative research design. According to Wang and Park, 

qualitative research is used to ‘systematically interpret, analyze [sic] and summarize [sic] non-

numerical data to report the patterns and relations between different themes in the data, and 

                                                
49 E.g. the AC is still only an ‘emerging international regime’ with limited power. Bailes and Heininen, Strategy 
Papers, p. 12. 
50 E.g. A. Tonami and S. Watters, ‘Japan’s Arctic Policy: The Sum of Many Parts’, Arctic Yearbook, 2012; F. 
Ohnishi, ‘The Process of Formulating Japan’s Arctic Policy: From Involvement to Engagement’, The Centre for 
International Governance Innovation, 2013, https://www.cigionline.org/publications/process-formulating-
japans-arctic-policy-involvement-engagement, (accessed 20 February 2019); T. Ikeshima, ‘Japan’s role as an 
Asian observer state within and outside the Arctic Council’s framework’, Polar Science, vol. 10, 2016; Tonami, 
Asian Foreign Policy; A. Tonami, Influencing the imagined ‘polar regions’: the politics of Japan’s Arctic and 
Antarctic policies, Polar Record, no. 53, vol. 5, 2017, pp. 489-497. 
51 E.g. T. Koivurova et al., China in the Arctic and the Opportunities and Challenges for Chinese-Finnish Arctic 
Co-operation, Prime Minister’s Office of Finland, 2019; H.A. Conley, ‘China’s Arctic Dream’, Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, 2018, 
https://csisprod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fspublic/publication/180220_Conley_ChinasArcticDream_Web.pdf?3tqV
gNHyjBBkt.p_sNnwuOxHDXs.ip36, (accessed 1 February 2019). 
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describe the population, or the setting in great detail’.52 This is reflected in the purpose and 

approach of this thesis. One of the premises of the design is that interpretation is necessary to 

understand the social world, ‘and that social reality is a constructed reality and experienced 

differently by individuals’.53 Therefore, it is more appropriate for this thesis than ‘quantified 

empirical information to study human behavior [sic]’ using quantitative methods.54 

 

2.2.3 Research design  

The research design applied to this thesis is a multiple-case study. Some fields have attempted 

to distinguish between the approaches of single- and multiple case studies, for example using 

the comparative case method as a form of multiple-case studies. However, Yin argues that 

single- and multiple-case studies are simply two variants of case study design. As the main goal 

of this thesis is to compare two countries’ policies and actions, each constituting their own 

‘case’, a multiple-case study is appropriate. It is an exploratory research as the aim is not to 

apply the results from the research to other cases but to further knowledge. Moreover, the thesis 

aims to answer ‘how’ questions, i.e. how are the policies of Japan and China similar or different; 

how are they playing out in practice; how does the conduct of each state compare to their 

respective policy? How questions are explanatory in nature and warrant the use of a case study 

as the preferred research method.55 ‘This is because such questions deal with operational links 

needing to be traced over time, rather than mere frequencies or incidence’.56 Additionally, a 

case study ‘investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘‘case’’) in its real-world context’,57 

in this case the policies and practices of Japan and China in real-world context. 

 

2.2.4 Analysis of data 

The data used for the analysis in this thesis were both primary and secondary data. The main 

primary data are the official Arctic policies published by the respective country’s governmental 

ministry, the Headquarters for Ocean Policy for Japan and the State Council of the People’s 

Republic of China for China. Other primary data include press releases, online videos, speeches 

                                                
52 G.T. Wang and K. Park, Student Research and Report Writing: From Topic Selection to the Complete Paper, 
West Sussex, Wiley Blackwell, 2016, p. 86. 
53 Wang and Park, Student Research, p. 86. 
54 Wang and Park, Student Research, p. 86. 
55 R. K. Yin, Case Study Research: Design and Methods, London, SAGE, 2016, p. 18. 
56 Yin, Case Study Research, p. 10. 
57 Yin, Case Study Research, p. 2. 
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and other official data from various ministries and organisations relevant to Arctic issues and 

the Arctic policies of both countries. The secondary sources include reports, academic reports, 

peer-reviewed books and articles, news and newspaper coverage. 

 

2.2.5 Note on language and possible limitations 

In this thesis, the analysis of the Arctic policies is based on the official English versions 

provided by the ministries of the respective country. Therefore, the analysis is based on the 

English language. Additionally, unless explicitly stated otherwise, all quotes are taken from the 

English documents. 

The researcher possesses intermediate proficiency in Japanese and will include some 

Japanese data (excluding the Arctic Policy document), when language understanding allows, 

for research into Japan’s Arctic activities. However, the researcher has no proficiency in any 

Chinese dialect. In recognition that the language barrier severely limits available research 

material and possible results, the analysis and results will be drawn from available material in 

English and simple Japanese, respectively. Given the growing internationalisation of the Arctic, 

which is a theme within this thesis, and China and Japan’s efforts to reconceptualise the Arctic 

and their own roles within this region for a largely international audience, the decision to limit 

the analysis to mainly English language sources is justified. 

 

The Arctic Sea Route versus Northern Sea Route 
A note on language usage by Japan in its Arctic Policy is necessary before going into the thesis. 

The official English translation of the policy employs the term: the ‘Arctic Sea Route’.58 In the 

Japanese version of the Arctic Policy, the term mirroring the ‘Arctic Sea Route’ is the word 

hokkyokukaikouro (北極海航路).59 Hokkyokukaikouro is employed by government ministries’ 

and relevant organizations’ publications and websites when discussing the Northern Sea Route 

(NSR). Short examples include the Ocean Policy Research Institute’s website on the Arctic 

Ocean, which is set-up the same in English and Japanese. When put side-by-side, the NSR is 

always used in English when hokkyokukaikouro is used in Japanese.60 Another example is a 

                                                
58 The Headquarters for Ocean Policy, Japan’s Arctic Policy, 2015. Available from 
https://www8.cao.go.jp/ocean/english/index_e.html, (accessed 22 January 2019). 
59 The Headquarters for Ocean Policy, Japan’s Arctic Policy [Japanese], p. 1, p. 4, p. 7.  
60 The Ocean Policy Research Institute, Arctic Ocean, [website], 
https://www.spf.org/en/_opri/projects/arctic.html, (accessed 4 February 2019).  
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translated keynote address by Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe provided on the Prime 

Minister’s and Cabinet’s official webpage, where the results show the same.61 Therefore, this 

thesis will assume that when discussing the ‘Arctic Sea Route’ in the Japan context, the NSR 

is being referred to. 

                                                
61 Shinzo Abe, Keynote Address by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, at the Conference on Rejuvenating U.K.-Japan 
Relations for the 21st Century Jointly organized by the Sasakawa Peace Foundation and the Royal United 
Services Institute for Defence and Security Studies (RUSI), [website], 2013, 
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/96_abe/statement/201309/30ukjapan_e.html, (accessed 12 April 2019). 
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3  China and Japan’s Arctic interests in historical context  
This chapter seeks to look at the history of China’s and Japan’s Arctic interests and involvement 

by 2009, prior to the release of each state’s formal Arctic policy document to provide a backdrop 

which Japan and China’s Arctic policies and later practices can be compared. In 2009, both 

states demonstrated a further commitment to Arctic affairs as both Japan and China had applied 

for observer status to the Arctic Council. It is for this reason that 2009 is used as the cut-off 

point for this chapter.62  

Arctic activities by Japan and China were quite limited in the pre-1990 period. Japan’s 

polar engagement focused up until then on Antarctica63 and China did not start to fully engage 

in circumpolar research until the 1990s.64 A notable exception is the first Arctic involvement 

by both states, the signing of the Spitsbergen Treaty, with Japan signing in 1920 and China in 

1925. Before the treaty, Svalbard had been considered no man’s land by the international 

community. Under the treaty, signatories enjoy equal liberty of access and entry, as well as the 

right of economic activities on Svalbard, while recognising Norwegian sovereignty over the 

archipelago. Additionally, naval bases or any military fortifications are forbidden by all states, 

including Norway, on the archipelago.65 Rapid development of mining and other commercial 

activities on Svalbard called for management of the natural resources, e.g. to prevent (and 

contain) conflict between exploiters of the resources, to define maritime zones, and to protect 

animal species on the verge of extinction due to over-exploitation.66 The treaty ‘allowed the 

signatories to commit to a unified form of conduct governing the archipelago’, 67  while 

guaranteeing their rights to use Svalbard similarly as they had done previously. Japan and China 

do not have sovereign territory in the Arctic. The treaty is an important connection for both 

states to the region, as it gives them a base in the Arctic,68 the opportunity to conduct various 

                                                
62 Japan applied for observer status in 2009. China had already applied in 2006 and was an ad hoc observer from 
2007. However, China failed to get observer-ship in 2009. 
63 Ohnishi, ‘The Process of’.  
64 D. Shambaugh, China Goes Global: The Partial Power, New York, Oxford University Press, 2013, p. 51. 
65 Treaty recognising the sovereignty of Norway over the Archipelago of Spitsbergen, including Bear Island, 
Government of the French Republic (depositary), Paris, 1920, effective 1925. 
66 T. Pedersen, ‘The Svalbard Continental Shelf Controversy: Legal Disputes and Political Rivalries’, Ocean 
Development and International Law, vol. 37, no. 3-4, 2006, p. 342; U. Wråkberg, ‘Nature Conservationism and 
the Arctic Commons of Spitsbergen 1900-1920, Acta Borealia, vol. 23, no.1, 2006, pp. 7-18. 
67 L. Numminen, ‘A history and functioning of the Spitsbergen Treaty’, in D. Wallis and S. Arnold (eds.), The 
Spitsbergen Treaty: Multilateral governance in the Arctic, [booklet], 2011, p. 8. 
68 Both states have research stations in the Arctic – see below. 
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activities under the treaty (on Svalbard), and serves as an important channel for them to 

participate in Arctic discussions.69 

Although Arctic activities by both states were quite limited in the pre-1990 period, key 

national institutions, mainly concerned with Antarctica, were established during this time. 

Japan established the National Institute for Polar Research (NIPR) in 1973,70 which remains 

today the main body which oversees polar affairs in Japan.71 Additionally, since 1983, Japan 

has been running two aurora observation stations in Iceland in cooperation with the University 

of Iceland and local residents.72 In 1989, China founded the Polar Research Institute of China 

(PRIC).73 In terms of security and scientific research, it is China’s main research institute on 

both polar regions to date,74 ‘link[ing] Chinese policymakers with academia’.75  

 

3.1 End of the Cold War / Post-Cold War 

3.1.1 1990 – 2000 

Science and research  

Following the Murmansk Initiative in 1987 and the establishment of the International Arctic 

Science Committee (IASC) in 1990, Japanese researchers became more interested in the Arctic 

region.76 In June 1990, the Arctic Environment Research Center (AERC) was established under 

NIPR by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) ‘to 

promote sea ice study, oceanography, marine ecology, terrestrial ecology, atmospheric science, 

glaciology, and upper atmospheric science’.77 A year later AERC opened Japan’s Ny-Ålesund 

                                                
69 Numminen, ‘A history’; Pedersen, ‘The Svalbard’. 
70 Japan is an original signatory to the 1959 Antarctic Treaty. It established a Polar Department in 1962 – the 
precursor to NIPR. 
71 National Institute of Polar Research, About Our Institute, [website] 
https://www.nipr.ac.jp/english/outline/summary/history.html, (accessed 22 February 2019). 
72 Arctic Challenge for Sustainability, Research Station, [website], https://www.arcs-
pro.jp/en/project/station/index.html, (accessed 18 March 2019). 
73 China established the National Antarctic Expedition Committee office in 1981 and joined the Antarctic Treaty 
system in 1983. See I. Stensdal, Asian Arctic Research 2005-2012: Harder, Better, Faster, Stronger, Fridtjof 
Nansen Institute, 2013, p. 5; Secretariat of the Antarctic Treaty, Parties, [website] 
https://www.ats.aq/devAS/ats_parties.aspx?lang=e, (accessed March 13 2019). 
74 Tonami, Asian Foreign Policy, p. 30. 
75 L. Jakobson and J. Peng, ‘China’s Arctic Aspirations’, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 
Policy Paper, 2012, http://www.arctis-search.com/China’s+Arctic+Aspirations, (accessed 1 March 2019), p. 5. 
76 Ohnishi, ‘The Process of’, p. 2; National Institute of Polar Research, About Our Institute. 
77 The Arctic Environment Research Center, about us, [website] https://www.nipr.ac.jp/aerc/e/about.html, 
(accessed 22 February 2019). Note: AERC was reorganized in 2004. 
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Research Station in Svalbard.78 AERC’s main tasks are managing the research station and to 

‘facilitate research activities for Japan’s research organs in the Arctic region’.79 Furthermore, 

Japan became the first non-Arctic state to join IASC in 1992.80 

In 1996, Japan and China ratified UNCLOS.81 Also in 1996, Japan was the sole Asian state 

present at the signing of the Ottawa Declaration by the Arctic states, which led to the creation 

of the AC.82 Furthermore, Japan joined the European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association 

(EISCAT),83 which conducts atmospheric and ionospheric measurements with radars located 

north of the Arctic circle84 and is ‘one of the most powerful facilities for sounding the upper 

atmosphere’.85  

While Japan’s NIPR focused more on research on dry land, the Japan Agency for Marine-

Earth Science and Technology (JAMSTEC) started researching the Arctic marine environment. 

In 1998, JAMSTEC sent the oceanographic research vessel Mirai on its first research cruise to 

the Arctic and ‘[s]ince then, invaluable observational studies have resulted from more than 10 

Arctic expeditions by the JAMSTEC’.86 

Followed by the end of the Cold War and supported by rapid economic growth, China’s 

diplomacy ‘truly went global’87 and China started participating more seriously in international 

cooperation, as well as it quickly worked on accumulating knowledge and competence on both 

poles from the 1990s onward.88 In 1992, Beijing jointly organised a five-year scientific research 

program in the Arctic Ocean with two German universities.89 The PRIC was, and remains, 

responsible for the research vessel, Xue Long – the Snow Dragon, an icebreaker which was 

                                                
78 National Institute of Polar Research, About Our Institute.  
79 I. Stensdal, Asian Arctic Research 2005-2012: Harder, Better, Faster, Stronger, Fridtjof Nansen Institute, 
2013, p.17.  
80 National Institute of Polar Research, About Our Institute. 
81 United Nations Division for Ocean Affairs and the Law of the Sea, Chronological lists of ratifications of, 
accessions and successions to the Convention and the related Agreements, [website], 2018, 
http://www.un.org/depts/los/reference_files/chronological_lists_of_ratifications.htm?fbclid=IwAR2v0ham4JAU
MJO0bMAgesI8BOQeq5BtwmihklaS1v3vkAPEzhVXrOPNTbo, (accessed 2 March 2019). 
82 Arctic Council, Ottawa Declaration, 1996, available from https://oaarchive.arctic-
council.org/handle/11374/85, (accessed 5 March 2019). 
83 National Institute of Polar Research, About Our Institute.  
84 European Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association, About EISCAT, [website], 2016, 
https://www.eiscat.se/about/, (accessed 22 February 2019). 
85 Arctic Environment Research Center, Arctic Research, [online leaflet], 2018, 
https://www.nipr.ac.jp/english/publication/pdf/ArcticResearch2018.pdf, (accessed 26 February 2019). 
86 Ohnishi, ‘The Process of’, p. 2. 
87 Shambaugh, China Goes Global, p. 51. 
88 Lanteigne, ‘‘Have you, p. 117; Shambaugh, China Goes Global. 
89 O.V. Alexeeva and F. Lasserre, ‘The Snow Dragon: China’s Strategies in the Arctic’, China perspectives, no. 
3, 2012, p. 62.  
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purchased from Ukraine in 1994. It had on-board research facilities, making it a moveable 

research station.90 

China joined IASC in 1996, ‘which marked its more active participation in scientific 

research in the Arctic’. 91  China’s National Antarctic Expedition Committee Office was 

replaced by the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration (CAA), an entity which continues 

to play a large role in Chinese Arctic efforts today. Its role includes ‘organizing and drafting 

national polar research strategies, plans and regulations’, 92  coordinating and overseeing 

Chinese polar expeditions, as well as being responsible for coordinating international affairs, 

raising the level of knowledge and public awareness in China of issues related to both poles, 

and other research activities.93 CAA was under the State Oceanic Administration (SOA) until 

2018, a government administration then under the Ministry of Land Resources.94 SOA was in 

charge of overall ocean related issues, among them the ‘various affairs concerning the polar 

regions, high seas and international seabed areas’,95 making SOA the main governmental body 

on polar issues until 2018 – when its functions were taken over by the newly formed Ministry 

of Natural Resources.96 

In 1997, Beijing sent the Xue Long on its first Arctic expedition.97 According to PRIC, the 

research goals included ‘the investigation of the Arctic Ocean; the synthetic exploration of 

Bering Sea, Chukchi Sea, floe zone and multi-year sea ice zone’.98 Interestingly, the icebreaker 

made an unexpected stop in the village of Tuktoyaktuk in Canada, much to the surprise of its 

residents.99  

                                                
90 Alexeeva and Lasserre, ‘The Snow’, p. 62. 
91 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy, 2018. 
Available from: http://english.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2018/01/26/content_281476026660336.htm, 
(accessed 21 January 2019). 
92 Stensdal, Asian Arctic, p. 6.  
93 Stensdal, Asian Arctic, p. 6. 
94 W. Guan, ‘China’s Congress approves government reshuffle plan, CGTN America, 16 March 2018, 
https://america.cgtn.com/2018/03/16/chinas-congress-approves-government-reshuffle-plan, (accessed 2 March 
2019). 
95 The State Council of the People’s Republic of China, State Oceanic Administration, [website], 2014, 
http://english.gov.cn/state_council/2014/10/06/content_281474992889983.htm, (accessed 1 March 2019). 
96 Guan, ‘China’s Congress approves’. 
97 Polar Research Institute of China, “雪龙”船简介 / “Xue Long” Ship Profile, [website], 2011, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20110707041620/http://www.pric.gov.cn/bminfotmd.asp?bigid=26, (accessed 4 
March 2019). 
98 Polar Research Institute of China, “雪龙”船简介 / “Xue Long” Ship Profile”.  
99 J. George, ‘Arctic borders need tighter control, former commander says’, Nunatsiaq News, 1 February 2011, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20080516090442/http://www.nunatsiaq.com/archives/nunavut020201/news/nunavut
/20201_4.html, (accessed 4 March 2019). 
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Climate 

Considering that the Arctic is heavily affected by climate change, it is valuable to look at Japan 

and China’s history of addressing climate change, although possible measures might not have 

been taken with the Arctic in mind.100 The Japanese government started its Action Program to 

Arrest Global Warming in 1990, in order to keep emission levels of carbon dioxide (CO2) at 

the 1990 levels on per capita basis by the new millennia. Despite good intentions, the emissions 

continued to increase, and the government failed to achieve their set goal.101  

In 1992, both Japan and China signed the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC). China ratified in 1993 and Japan in 1994,102 which subsequently 

shaped both states’ environmental/climate policies. In an attempt to protect the environment, 

the Japanese government established the Basic Environment Law in 1993, amidst increasing 

concerns about international and domestic environmental issues. The law ‘emphasized 

sustainable development and the promotion of global environmental conservation through 

international cooperation’.103  

Arguably, Japan aspired to find an area where it could excel in globally and ‘saw an 

opportunity in the field of environmental protection, a role that dovetailed nicely with its 

overseas aspirations’.104 Japan volunteered to host the third session of Conference of the Parties 

(COP) and the session was successfully held in Kyoto in 1997. At the conference, then-Japanese 

Foreign Minister (FM), Keizo Obuchi, stated that ‘these ten days could change the history of 

                                                
100 Japan started paying attention to climate change approximately when the World Commission on Environment 
and Developed was commissioned in 1983. The Commission had one high-ranking Japanese official (and an 
influential economist) as a member. Additionally, due to water and air pollution due to rapid economic growth 
during the 1960s and 1970s, Japanese citizens’ awareness of environmental problems was high. In 1983, 
environmental protection became one of China’s basic national policies. Sources: Tonami, Asian Foreign Policy, 
pp. 61-62; L. He, ‘China’s climate-change policy from Kyoto to Copenhagen: Domestic needs and international 
aspirations’, Asian Perspective, vol. 34, no. 3, 2010, p. 8. 
101 Tonami, Asian Foreign Policy, p. 62. 
102 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, China, [website] 
http://unfccc.int/tools_xml/country_CN.html, (accessed 7 March 2019); United Nations Treaty Collection, 
Chapter XXVII Environment, [website], 2019, 
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetailsIII.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-
7&chapter=27&Temp=mtdsg3&clang=_en, (accessed 28 February 2019). 
103 M. Kagawa-Fox, The Ethics of Japan’s Global Environmental Policy: The conflict between principles and 
practice, New York, Routledge, 2012, p. 70. 
104 Kagawa-Fox, The Ethics, p. 71. Tonami has also argued in Asian Foreign Policy, p. 62 ‘Japan aspired to 
world leadership within a significant policy area’. 
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mankind’.105 The conference resulted in the Kyoto Protocol.106  Argued by some, ‘Japan’s 

political leaders and bureaucrats found a way to link global environmental matters to the 

country’s search for ways to play a larger global role’107 and ‘at the same time to develop new 

markets for its expertise and finance’.108 Even so, the Japanese government was reluctant to 

commit to the Kyoto Protocol as it needed to gain support from Japanese business groups and 

re-think the mass production and consumption lifestyle happening in Japan.109  

Some other initiatives by Japan to combat climate change include the 1998 General 

Framework of Promotion of Global Warming Countermeasures, which ‘summarized various 

countermeasures to global warming that should be implemented immediately towards 2010’;110 

and the same year the Law Concerning the Promotion of the Measures to Cope with Global 

Warming.111 A year later, the Japanese government endorsed the Basic Plan Concerning the 

Measures to Cope with Global Warming. These strategies created Japan’s domestic foundations 

to combat climate change.112 

Unlike Japan, China was attempting to achieve rapid economic development and to 

eradicate poverty in the 1990s, which constrained their climate change policy. In light of the 

UNFCCC, ‘the primary goal of China’s policy has been to prevent the setting of emission 

targets from hampering its economic growth and modernization [sic]’.113 In contrast to Japan’s 

new role, China argued that ‘developed countries are the principal emitters of GHGs and should 

bear the primary responsibility in addressing the climate-change problem’;114 and that  

[b]efore China becomes a middle-level developed country, China will not take the 
responsibility of reducing or limiting the emissions of Green House Gases (GHGs). After 

                                                
105 Keizo Obuchi, speech at the opening of the Climate Change Convention in Kyoto, Japan, 1 December 1997, 
http://www.aparchive.com/metadata/youtube/dee34e010e59e6d0829432293d0dbd91, (accessed 28 February 
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106 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, What is the Kyoto Protocol?, [website] 
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University Press, 2004, p. 252. 
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110 Tonami, Asian Foreign Policy, p. 62. 
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China becomes a middle-level developed country, China will consider taking the 
responsibility of reducing or limiting the emissions of GHGs.115 

 
As a result, China signed the Kyoto Protocol in 1998 as a non-annex country and was exempt 

from binding targets.116 

 

Arctic sea routes and resource utilisation 
As an island and a maritime nation, a large chunk of Japan’s interest in the Arctic stems from 

possible access to, and usage of, future Arctic shipping lanes, in particular the NSR, which 

connects Japan and Europe via Russia.117 It can be said that Japan’s interest in Arctic shipping 

routes came alive with the opening of the NSR by Russia following the Murmansk Initiative 

(1987).118 The precursor to the current Ocean Policy Research Institute, the Sasakawa Peace 

Foundation (OPRI),119 then called the Ship and Ocean Foundation (SOF), started a six-year 

international research project to investigate the potential of the NSR in 1993. 

The International Northern Sea Route Programme (INSROP) was created as a joint Japan-

Russia-Norway venture, conducting research in over 14 countries with around 450 academics 

and concluded in 1999. INSROP was ‘one of the first international research projects that aimed 

to prove the technical feasibility of the NSR as an international commercial sea lane’.120 

According to OPRI, INSROP ‘showed it was technically possible to traverse the Arctic Ocean 

year round’,121 while still noting challenges to come.122 The project yielded results on a broad 

spectre of topics such as ‘natural conditions, ice navigation, environmental factors, trade and 

commercial aspects, political and legal factors and so on’,123 which were published in 167 

technical reports, as well as in several books and resulted in other products such as the INSROP 
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Geographical Information System (GIS) Database and the NSR Environmental Atlas.124 Except 

for the more recent Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment (AMSA) in 2009, INSROP ‘was the 

most comprehensive maritime transport study ever undertaken’,125 but it did not include climate 

change research or how ice conditions ‘might eventually enable large scale shipping’.126 

As INSROP was an internationally focused project, the SOF decided to initiate a separate 

Japan program focused on the NSR alongside INSROP, the Japan Northern Sea Route 

Programme (JANSROP). JANSROP was meant to ‘to bring a uniquely Japanese perspective to 

NSR research’, ‘with particular emphasis on the technological aspects of the NSR’.127 It was 

conducted in two phases from 1993 - 1995 and from 1996 - 1997. The program conducted a 

wide array of projects, such as on vessels for NSR navigation, studies on ice and how it 

impacted ice-transiting vessels. JANSROP conducted a voyage via the NSR with Japanese, 

Canadian and Russian researchers and a Russian crew, ‘gather[ing] basic data for the 

establishment of safe and efficient NSR navigation’.128  

Other resource utilisation projects on behalf of Japan included the joint regional seismic 

program called the KANUMAS project in Greenland, which Japan’s state-run129 Japan Oil, Gas 

and Metals National Corporation (JOGMEC) had been a member of since 1989.130  

In this time period,131 China was rapidly working on domestic economic development and 

establishing diplomatic and trade ties with developed countries in Asia, North America and 

Western Europe. Additionally, as a result of the Tian’anmen Square incident of 1989,132 China 
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was isolated from the West well into the 1990s. Therefore, China’s attention was not yet on 

resource utilisation in the Arctic.133 

 

3.1.2 2001 – 2009 

Science and research 

Both states’ interest in the Arctic region increased in the 2000s. In 2003, the Japan Aerospace 

Exploration Agency (JAXA) was established.134 The agency conducts satellite observation of 

the Arctic, monitoring and recording, among others, on changes in the amount of Arctic sea 

ice.135 Furthermore, the Japanese government increasingly allotted more attention and support 

to Arctic research. The Council for Science and Technology Policy decided in 2004136 that it 

was ‘Japan’s aim to realize a long-term, continuous observation of the Polar regions [sic] and 

cryosphere’.137  

In 2005, NIPR hosted the Third International Symposium on the Arctic Research & the 

Seventh Ny-Ålesund Scientific Seminar in Tokyo; and in 2007, Japan held the International 

Symposium Asian Collaboration in the International Polar Year (IPY) 2007-2008. Furthermore, 

Tokyo took the initiative to create the International Symposium on Arctic Research (ISAR), 

which was first held in Tokyo in 2008, under the Science Council of Japan,138 and four more 

ISAR have taken place since then.139  

In 2006, Japan’s MEXT published a ‘White Paper on Science and Technology’, stating 

priority strategies for science and technology, with mention of the environment and the Arctic. 

Although not specifically mentioned in connection to the Arctic, the paper noted how 

JAMSTEC was ‘promoting research on global environment prediction, including variation 

research, hydrological cycle research, global warming research, atmospheric composition 

research, ecosystem change research, and integrated modeling’, as well as ‘promoting 

observation of climate change, observation of the hydrological cycle, observation of global 
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warming and observation of ocean general circulation’.140 The paper did, however, list joint 

research undertaken at that time with the United States (U.S.) via the Japan–U.S. Science and 

Technology Cooperation Agreement ‘to promote comprehensive research into technologies for 

the observation and measurement of the arctic [sic] atmosphere’.141  

Two years later, the Japanese government published an interim report which outlined 

Japan’s current and future strategy in the Arctic. The report underlined ‘the strategic importance 

of Arctic research and the need to establish an integral research project and a consortium to 

coordinate work among Japan’s Arctic researchers’,142 with most of the report focused on the 

scientific side of climate change in/on the Arctic.143 

China stepped up its Arctic research in the 2000s. In 2003, it conducted its second Arctic 

research expedition, via the Xue Long. The expedition’s ‘main mission’ was described exactly 

as the 1997 mission by PRIC, it ‘included the investigation of the Arctic Ocean; the synthetic 

exploration of Bering Sea, Chukchi Sea, floe zone and multi-year sea ice zone’.144 Moreover, 

China opened their research station, the Yellow River Station, in Ny-Ålesund (Svalbard) in 

2004, which it considered ‘an integral step for China to improve its understanding about the 

impact of climate changes in the Arctic to other continents, Asia in particular’.145 Scientific 

research conducted around the station included studies of bacteria cultures, the ecological 

environment, and the ionosphere. It is noteworthy to mention that, according to the Fridtjof 

Nansen Institute (FNI), Chinese scientists spent the most amount of nights on Svalbard out of 

all the Asian countries from 2005-2012, almost doubling the number of nights between 2005 

and 2012,146 showing Beijing’s increasing interest in the region.  

                                                
140 The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, White Paper on Science and 
Technology 2006, 2006, available from 
http://www.mext.go.jp/en/publication/whitepaper/title03/detail03/1372834.htm, (accessed 26 February 2019). 
141 The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, White Paper. See 3.2 Priority Strategies 
for Science and Technology. 
142 L. Jakobson and S. Lee, ‘The North East Asian States’ Interests in the Arctic and Possible Cooperation with 
the Kingdom of Denmark’, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2013, 
https://www.sipri.org/publications/2013/north-east-asian-states-interests-arctic-and-possible-cooperation-
kingdom-denmark, (accessed 27 February 2019), p. 23. 
143 Jakobson and Lee, ‘The North East’, pp. 23-24.  
144 Polar Research Institute of China, “雪龙”船简介 / “Xue Long” Ship Profile. 
145 Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Kingdom of Norway, Chinese North Pole Research Station 
launched in Norway, [website], 2004, http://www.chinese-embassy.no/eng/zngx/t145358.htm, (accessed 2 
March 2019). 
146 Stensdal, Asian Arctic, p. 9. 



34 

In 2005, China became the first Asian country to host the Arctic Science Summit Week 

(ASSW).147 Furthermore, with PRIC’s assistance, the SOA began the Pacific Arctic Group 

within the ASSW in the same year, a programme sponsored by IASC to assist communication 

between scientists in the Asia-Pacific region. The group meets every year to share research on 

Arctic science and developments in the field.148 In 2006, the Chinese government amped up its 

commitment to polar research, allocating a significant increase of $70 million in funding to the 

CAA and to PRIC.149 China joined and actively participated in the IPY 2007-2008. Admittedly, 

the core research project of IPY, Project PANDA, focused exclusively on the Antarctic, which 

shows that China’s focus at the time was still predominantly on the Antarctic.150 Also in 2007, 

China joined EISCAT, eleven years after Japan.151  

To better understand the changes in the Arctic Ocean and possible effects they have on 

environmental and climate changes in China, 152  the third Chinese Arctic expedition was 

conducted, via the Xue Long, in 2008. The expedition conducted ‘multi-disciplinary 

comprehensive studies on marine science and ice observation’, 153  with 121 persons 

participating in the expedition, sixty of which were scientists. Eleven of them were non-Chinese 

scientists. Like the previous two expeditions, the surveyed area covered the Chukchi Sea, 

Bering Sea, as well as the Chukchi Plateau and the Canadian Basin.154   

In an interview from 2008, the Director of CAA, Qu Tanzhou, commented that China’s 

‘main focus in the North is on air-sea interaction, oceanic geology and biology, weather 

observation and glaciology’, and that the Yellow River Station has ‘proved a very fruitful 

platform for consecutive aurora observation’.155. 
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Also in 2008, Japan and China, along with twelve other partner countries, began the North 

Greenland Eemian Ice Drilling (NEEM) project,156 marking ‘the first Chinese participation in 

a Greenland project’.157 To predict and understand possible future climate scenarios, scientist 

drilled into the ice for the purpose of researching ice from the Eemian period, which was the 

last interglacial period when it was warmer and sea levels were higher than today. Scientists 

recovered ice from approximately 130,000 to 115,000 years before the present date, rich with 

DNA on that period’s natural conditions.158 

According to an article in the Arctic Yearbook from 2012, a majority of research articles 

that were published between 1988 and 2008 in various Chinese journals focused on ‘Arctic 

glaciology, climatology, oceanographic science, upper atmospheric physics, as well as on the 

Arctic biological and environmental studies’.159 Interestingly, it noted that ‘[n]o major Chinese 

scientific article ever considered political issues in the Arctic before 2007’,160 with publications 

on various governance aspects, such as Arctic politics, strategic interests and legal issues 

appearing from 2008 onward.161  The above mentioned report by the FNI also noted that 

published articles found on the issue of various governance aspects were published after 2008, 

with the topics in the policy articles ranging ‘from country studies of Arctic Council member 

countries to resources and environmental problems, but all employed legal lenses, and explored 

the juridical implications for China’.162 This strongly suggest that China’s interest in the Arctic 

took off following the Russian flag planting under the North Pole in 2007– similarly as in other 

countries, as it was a ‘wake-up call’ for many.163 

In 2009, an Arctic strategic research department was set up under the PRIC by Zhang Xia, 

as Zhang was ‘the first Chinese specialist to publish on Arctic geopolitics’.164 The department’s 
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role includes coordinating, planning and funding, in order to support Chinese researchers 

carrying out Arctic research within the social sciences whether they be individuals or academics 

institutions.165 

 

Climate  

The Kyoto protocol was ratified by both states in 2002166 and entered into force in 2005.167 

Believing that ‘developed countries need to take the lead in emission reduction efforts’, Japan 

announced the Hatoyama Initiative in September 2009. Under the initiative, Japan stated its 

‘aim to reduce emissions by 25% by 2020, if compared to the 1990 level’.168 Moreover, Japan 

announced at the COP15 in Denmark (November 2009) that it would provide financial 

assistance under the initiative of approximately $15 billion,169 to ‘developing countries which 

are taking active emission reduction measures’ or are ‘vulnerable to the negative impacts of 

climate change’.170 

Largely attributable to its heavy manufacturing and coal industries,171 China has been the 

largest emitter of GHGs in the world since it overtook the U.S. in 2007.172 In 2007, China issued 

its first global warming policy initiative, China’s National Climate Change Program (CNCCP), 

claiming that ‘the government will swiftly adopt measures ranging from laws, economy, 

administration and technology which will combine to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and 

imbue the country with a flexible approach to climate change’.173 Showing a more serious 

stance to addressing climate change compared to the 1990s. 

Furthermore, when asked to sum up the evolving Chinese perspective on climate change in 

the previously mentioned interview (2008), Tanzhou, commented that the ‘Chinese government 
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is very concerned and has already devised a plan to respond to the challenges of climate change’ 

and also that ‘we still need more time and greater breadth of research’ in order to ‘understand 

global change in all of its complexity’.174  

 

Arctic sea routes and resource utilisation 

JANSROP was started up again in a new phase called ‘Development and Operation Programme 

for Environmental Sustainability in East Eurasia’ from 2002 - 2006, with a special focus on the 

Far East Russian regions and the Sea of Okhotsk, dubbed JANSROP II.175 The primary goal 

‘was to stimulate the interest of Asian countries in the NSR and Russian Far East’ and did so 

by ‘providing updated information on legal and socio-economic issues, as well as, on the state 

of preserved natural resources and transport infrastructure in the relevant areas’ through the 

first geographic information system in the world, JANSROP-GIS, 176  accessible via the 

internet.177  

Despite the significance of JANSROP/INSROP to understand the conditions of the NSR, 

the Japanese shipping industry concluded at that point in time, based on the results from 

JANSROP/INSROP, that there were too many uncertainties related to shipping in the NSR for 

economic gain in the near future, resulting in reluctance to invest in Arctic shipping.178  

Despite that the commercial sectors in China were aware of possible shipping and resource 

utilisation, they had just begun to see the opportunities that meant for them in the Arctic. Like 

Japan, the uncertainty, harsh conditions etc. of the Arctic shipping routes resulted in a ‘wait-

and-see approach to the Arctic’179 by the large state-owned shipping companies in China. 

Nonetheless, some development occurred in 2008, when China signed a 10-year lease 

agreement with Hunchun Chuangli Haiyun Logistics Ltd. of the North Korean port of Raijin, 

signed in cooperation with Chinese ministries and the (Chinese) provincial government of Jilin. 

The port is located near the Russia border on the far north-eastern part of North Korea. For the 
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first time since 1938, China gained access to the Sea of Japan. Some Chinese scholars viewed 

the port as a ‘potential Arctic hub’ in the future.180 

China became the world’s largest consumer and producers of rare earth elements (REEs)181 

from 2000 onwards, controlling 90 per cent of the global supply base. Therefore, China gained 

near global monopoly.182 In this period, China showed interest in Arctic mineral deposits, 

particularly in Greenland. China was (and is) notably interested in Greenland due to its rich 

deposits of REEs, for example, uranium, petroleum, gemstones, iron ore, and zinc. Moreover, 

unlike in the U.S., Russia, Norway, and Canada, the mining industry is not dominated by local 

companies due to Greenland’s inability to develop mineral resources unassisted.183 In 2009, a 

Chinese private company184 joined British Nordic Mining in search for gold and copper and 

obtained rights to explore mineral sources in southern Greenland.185 Even so, a spokeswoman 

from the Chinese Foreign Ministry commented at a press briefing in 2013 that to her knowledge 

‘no Chinese enterprises ha[d] been granted oil, gas or mining licenses’ in Greenland.186 

 

International cooperation and Arctic ‘governance’  
In the time period from around 1998 to 2008 Beijing exercised ‘omnidirectional diplomacy’, 

i.e. opened up and went global.187 This is relevant to Arctic discussions as this meant that China 

was becoming confident enough in its rising power role to exert influence on the global stage 

alongside other big powers.188  

A noteworthy relationship to look at is China’s relationship with Iceland. Since 1971, 

Iceland and China have maintained full diplomatic contacts, although the first state visit by a 

Chinese head of state was not until June 2002, when then-President Jiang Zemin visited Iceland 
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‘to increase mutual understanding and friendship, and push forward bilateral relations in the 

new century’,189 arguably becoming a start to ‘China’s special relationship with Iceland’,190 i.e. 

a ‘special relationship’ with a (Nordic) Arctic state. In 2006, China and Iceland signed a 

memorandum of understanding (MoU) about establishing a free trade agreement (FTA)191 and 

in 2007, formal negotiations began. Negotiations slowed down in 2008 due to various reasons 

in both states. Then, Iceland hit a deep recession at the end of 2008 and a newly elected 

Icelandic coalition government decided to seek refuge by applying for European Union (EU) 

membership in early 2009. EU membership would invalidate the FTA and China subsequently 

called for suspension of the talks.192  

Another interesting development in bilateral relationships is the Sino-Russian relationship. 

In 2001, China and Russia signed the Sino-Russian Treaty of Good-Neighbourliness, 

Friendship and Cooperation which ‘marked both countries’ willingness to ensure each other’s 

security ad mutual trust, and to undertake cooperative initiatives based on the principle of 

reciprocity, especially in the energy sector’.193 Furthermore, in 2009, the Chinese and Russian 

Presidents at the time, Hu Jintao and Dmitry Medevdev, signed an agreement which was meant 

to bring the Sino-Russian relationship to a higher level than before and included 205 major 

bilateral projects.194 

 

Arctic Council 

In April 2009, at the 50th anniversary celebration of the Antarctic treaty, Seiko Hashimoto, the 

State Secretary for Foreign Affairs of Japan, announced Tokyo’s intentions to apply for 

observer status to the Arctic Council.195 In his speech, Hashimoto stated Japan’s desire ‘to take 

part in international discussions on issues relating to the Arctic’,196 connecting Japan to the 
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Arctic political framework. In its application to the AC, citing its history of polar research, 

Japan ‘appealed to how its scientific achievements contribute to Arctic science’,197 along with 

its commercial and environmental interests in the region.198 Following its application, Japan 

was accepted as an ad-hoc observer.199 

Even though the Russian flag planting in 2007 indicated China’s deeper interest in the 

Arctic, China had already applied for observer-ship to the AC in 2006 and was subsequently 

granted ad hoc observer status, but Chinese representatives did not start attending AC meetings 

until 2007.200  Furthermore, China’s application for permanent observer-ship was rejected, 

respectively. Therefore, Beijing engaged in intense lobbying to ensure that their 2009 

permanent observer application would be accepted at the ministerial meeting of the AC in May 

2013.201  

During his visit to Svalbard in 2009, China’s Assistant FM, Hu Zhengyue, made a speech 

which has been argued to be ‘the first prominent articulation of how China perceives its role in 

this region’. 202  Three things were emphasised in the speech of ‘China’s view on Arctic 

cooperation’: cooperation under UNCLOS, gains from joint scientific research and win-win 

opportunities, as well as the global effects of environmental change occurring in the Arctic.203 

 

3.2 Chapter conclusion 
In this chapter the Arctic participation of Japan and China until 2009 was examined. Both Japan 

and China begun displaying strong scientific interest in the Arctic in the 1990s. This scientific 

interest expanded in scope to include political, economic, and environmental dimensions of the 

Arctic in the 2000s. Already in the 1990s, Japan actively participated in scientific partnerships 

and displayed a deep interest in the feasibility of the NSR as a future shipping route. Although 

Beijing displayed interest in the Arctic in the 1990s, the lack of polar history, i.e. scientific 

capabilities, proved an important difference between China and Japan. China worked on 

building circumpolar capabilities in the 1990s, but Japan’s history of Antarctic research made 
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it more prepared than China to start Arctic research and exploration. Even so, China’s interest 

and scientific capabilities grew substantially, as can be seen for example by the sheer number 

of publications published in the 2000s on the topic, the establishment of a research station and 

various international scientific cooperation on the region. Another difference was their stance 

on addressing climate issues. Japan had worked on addressing climate change since the 1990s, 

while China prevented setting emission targets that could hamper economic growth and 

modernisation. However, following rapid economic growth, China started to address the issue 

in the 2000s, while simultaneously becoming the largest emitter of GHGs in the world.  

Some commonalities between the two countries included their growing interest in the 

region, both economically and geopolitically. Both considered the region to have become 

important enough politically to apply for observer status to the AC. Economically, both states 

showed interest in Greenland, and both participated in exploration projects. Even though both 

states found Arctic shipping to present future possibilities, commercial sectors in both countries 

concluded shipping an unfeasible option at the time due to harsh conditions and high financial 

risk, although the degree of research conducted behind those decisions differed substantially.  

  



42 

4 The Arctic Policies 
All eight member states of the AC have published their Arctic Policies, as well as one 

Permanent Participant and many observer states.204 In 2013, China and Japan were accepted as 

permanent observers to the AC along with South Korea, India, Singapore and Italy.205 On 

account of their diplomatic, economic and political structures, China and Japan, along with the 

other three Asian states, hold that observer-ship in the AC is necessary, as well as forming 

specific policies on Arctic affairs for various reasons, among them being potential access to the 

possible resources in the region.206 With the exception of India, the Asian observer states have 

each published an Arctic policy, outlining their national priorities in the region.207 Initially, 

there was scepticism among the Arctic states about granting observer status to the Asian states, 

as there were concerns about their motives and goals, as well as the possible impact their 

involvement could have on the geopolitical status of the region.208 Indeed, bringing in the Asian 

states forces the question of who can be defined as an Arctic stakeholder.209 

 

Japan and an ‘Ideal Arctic’ 

A challenge for Japan has been to differentiate itself from China as a power in its own right, 

while simultaneously cooperating with China and the other Asian states on Arctic issues.210 On 

October 16, 2015, Japan claimed the spotlight as the Japanese Arctic Ambassador, Kazuko 

Shiraishi, announced Japan’s official Arctic Policy for the first time during the Arctic Circle 

Assembly in Reykjavík, which had just been adopted that very day by the Prime Minister (PM) 

and his Cabinet in Tokyo.211 

Japan’s Arctic Policy was based on Japan’s Basic Plan on Ocean Policy from 2013. The 

Basic Plan on Ocean Policy listed Japan’s priorities in the Arctic to be: (1) observation of and 
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research on the Arctic from a global perspective; (2) international cooperation on the Arctic; 

and (3) examination of the feasibility of the Arctic Sea Route.212  The Arctic Policy was 

‘intended to define policy for more specific measures’,213 and ‘to set Japan as an important 

player that contributes to the international community through its action to Arctic issues’,214 as 

well as to realize a ‘common view’ with other Arctic stakeholders on an ‘Ideal Arctic’.215 In a 

speech at the 2018 Arctic Circle, Japan’s FM, Taro Kono, described the ‘Ideal Arctic’ as having 

three elements: 1) understanding and clarifying the ‘mechanisms of environmental changes in 

the Arctic’; 2) ‘sustainable economic activities’ while ‘respecting the ecosystem and the life of 

indigenous peoples’; and lastly, 3)‘the rule of law must be ensured and international cooperation 

must be promoted in a peaceful and orderly manner’.216  

Moreover, aiming to use a multidisciplinary approach to the Arctic, in its policy, Japan sees 

itself as being ‘called upon’ to ‘recognize both the Arctic’s latent possibilities and its 

vulnerability to environmental changes’ and to ‘play a leading role for a sustainable 

development in the Arctic in the international community’.217 Although, who exactly is calling 

upon Japan is left unexplained. The policy document is a bit shorter than China’s Arctic 

Policy;218 yet the former is concise, with seven priorities that Japan aims to address in the 

Arctic: (1) Global Environmental Issues; (2) Indigenous Peoples of the Arctic; (3) Science and 

Technology; (4) Ensuring the Rule of Law and Promoting International Cooperation; (5) Arctic 

Sea Route; (6) Natural Resource Development; and (6) National Security. In order to effectively 

address these issues, Japan lists three specific initiatives: Research and Development, 

International Cooperation, and Sustainable Use.219  

 

China, a ‘near-Arctic state’ 

Around the time that China and Japan gained observer status to the AC, Chinese specialists had 

already started to identify China as a ‘near-Arctic state’, a phrase which China officially picked 
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up and has used since,220 which resulted in further anxieties towards China’s intentions in the 

Arctic.221 On the one hand, the anxiety stems from the simple fact that China has no sovereign 

territory in the Arctic yet calls itself a ‘near-Arctic state’.222 On the other hand, the rising status 

of China in global power politics means that foreign policy actions taken by Beijing are being 

watched closely by the international community,223 notably due to China’s growing military 

and economic power.224 This means that China needs to carefully position itself and avoid being 

seen as overassertive in the region in order to circumvent backlash among the Arctic states, 

while simultaneously protecting its own interests.225 

China wants to be considered as a serious Arctic stakeholder,226 therefore, China worked 

on reforming ‘its long-lasting Arctic policies and formulating a more formal and enterprising 

Arctic strategy as a part of the invisible national grand strategy’.227 In January 2018, China 

published its official Arctic Policy, and made it available in English for an international 

audience.228 The policy fits into China’s foreign policy tradition of assuring other states that 

Beijing respects the international order and the sovereignty of other states.229 It is the first white 

paper on a region outside of its own geographic territory published by China – which, along 

with the fact it was also published in English, shows China’s interest in the region. Publishing 

an official policy might possibly alleviate some of the concerns held by other states, as it makes 

China’s Arctic intentions public, showing willingness by China to provide some form of 

transparency.230 Moreover, it might strengthen China’s position in the region, as a formal policy 
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might make its interests more credible as the Arctic is officially placed into its national grand 

strategy.231 

The policy document is quite thorough and of considerable length, stating China’s regional 

priorities and the policy goals of: understanding, protecting, developing and participating in the 

governance of the Arctic. Beijing plans to achieve these policy goals through four principles: 

respect, cooperation, win-win result, and sustainability.232 The policy defines these principles 

as follows: respect ‘should be reciprocal’; cooperation ‘means establishing a relationship of 

multi-level, omni-dimensional and wide-ranging cooperation’; win-win result means ‘all 

stakeholders [...] should purse mutual benefit and common progress in all fields of activities’; 

finally, sustainability ‘means promoting the sustainable development’ and ‘realizing 

harmonious coexistence between man and nature’.233 China claims to have ‘long been involved 

in Arctic affairs’, listing its signing of the Spitsbergen Treaty.234 Interestingly, in the foreword, 

China declares itself to be a ‘champion for the development of a community with a shared future 

for mankind’ and ‘an active participant, builder and contributor in Arctic affairs who has spared 

no efforts to contribute its wisdom to the development of the Arctic region’,235 setting the tone 

for the rest of the Arctic Policy. In contrast to Japan, China’s ambitious claim to be a ‘champion’ 

of the Arctic, indicates that it perceives itself having a role in the Arctic versus Japan’s view of 

having a role in regard to the Arctic. This is also supported by China’s reference to ‘governance’ 

versus Japan (see below). 

This chapter seeks to gain a better understanding of the intentions of China and Japan in 

the Arctic by analysing and comparing their official Arctic policy documents. As both the style 

and length of the policies differ, the analysis will be divided into themes that are frequented in 

both policies for a coherent and understandable comparison. The policies will be divided into: 

environment; science and technology; international cooperation and Arctic ‘governance’; and 

finally, resource utilisation. Granted, on their own the Arctic policies might not reveal the full 

extent of states’ interests and intentions regarding the Arctic. For example, as observer states in 
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the AC, China and Japan accepted the rules set by the AC.236 This already sets the tone for their 

papers, as going against said issues would risk their observer-ship237 by challenging the current 

norms of the region. What they do contain, however, are the states’ stated national priorities 

that they wish to articulate to their domestic and foreign audiences, respectively. Additionally, 

the policies are what the states can presumably be held accountable for and/or measured against 

vis-à-vis their actual ‘off-paper’ activities. Further analysis of the actions and intentions of 

Japan and China will then be continued in the subsequent chapter. 

 

4.1 Environment 
Both China and Japan emphasize the rapid environmental changes that are happening in the 

Arctic due to climate change in their policy papers, connecting them to changes such as ‘global 

sea-level rise, increase[d] frequency of extreme weather events’,238 ‘damaged biodiversity and 

other global problems’239 that warming of the region could have globally.240 

Japan deduces that it has a responsibility as a member of the international community to 

protect the environment, both on the regional and global level. Protecting and understanding 

the Arctic has been a big feature of Japan’s Arctic engagement, as the Japanese government 

contends that possible developments in the Arctic could lead to possible implications with 

respect to the interests of Japan globally.241 This is reflected in the policy, as the environment 

is listed as a ‘need to address issue’, stating Tokyo’s concerns over the effects that climate 

change can have domestically, regionally, and globally. Japan links the possible associated 

impacts of climate change domestically, stating ‘concerns that change in the Arctic environment 

could increase the frequency of extreme weather events in Japan and other mid- and high-

latitude states’.242 By linking changes in the Arctic directly to Japan, this can be interpreted as 

a partial justification by Japan for its interest in the Arctic. 

Moreover, that the ‘international community is faced with new challenges: clarifying the 

mechanisms of Arctic warming and its possible implications for the entire globe, and studying 
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responses to Arctic warming’.243 Presumably, ‘clarifying the mechanisms of Arctic warming’ 

means understanding the causes of Arctic warming and the effects they may have – an 

ambitious goal. Additionally, by connecting the Arctic environment to the international 

community, Japan seeks to move decision making about the Arctic environment to the global 

level, moving it from being an issue that can be decided upon solely between the Arctic states. 

Indeed, the Japanese government has previously commented that it believes the Arctic ‘should 

be recognized as a part of the common heritage of mankind. The international community 

should protect this area and use it for peaceful purposes’.244 How Japan aims to reconcile this 

viewpoint with the conditions of observer-ship to the AC remains to be seen. 

Framing themselves to be a strong player in combating climate change, Japan provides 

short justifications for its participation in addressing environmental issues stemming from 

changes in the Arctic. Yet, despite listing the environment as a ‘need to address issue’, Japan 

does not present a special initiative in its Arctic Policy dedicated to the environment. However, 

under its ‘Research and Development’ initiative, Tokyo is aiming to strengthen research on the 

Arctic for a ‘comprehensive understanding of the environmental changes in the Arctic and their 

effects on the rest of the globe’.245 

Moreover, Japan plans on sharing information with stakeholders, e.g. via Japan projects 

such as the Arctic Challenge for Sustainability Projects (ArCS),246 which is in line with Japan’s 

history of using scientific and technological knowledge to engage in the Arctic region.247 The 

project was announced in July 2015 and its goals are: 

1.  To understand climate changes in the Arctic holistically as well as their global 
impact through comprehensive and integrated research, 

2.  To predict future changes and assess their possible socio-economic impact, 

3.  To deliver robust scientific information to stakeholders for decision making and 
solving problems.248 
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The project will be further examined in chapter five. 

Unlike the Japanese Arctic Policy, a specific section is dedicated to the environment in the 

Chinese Arctic Policy under ‘Policies and Positions in Arctic Affairs’, where Beijing states its 

dedication to: (1) Protecting the Environment; (2) Protecting the Ecosystem; and (3) Addressing 

climate change. 249  Similarly to Japan, China declares its commitment to resolve global 

environmental issues and its respect for relevant treaties, followed with some assurance that 

China respects the Arctic states and their environmental protection laws and regulations. Also, 

that China is ‘improving the Arctic environment by enhancing the environmental background 

investigation of Arctic activities’ and assessing them.250 Furthermore, Beijing puts emphasis on 

the marine environment and aims to improve ‘environmental responsibility awareness of its 

[China’s] citizens and enterprises’,251 along with working with other states to control and reduce 

possible marine pollutants, although no specific methods are introduced in order to achieve 

these goals. To protect the ecosystem, China vaguely discusses how it, among others, is 

conducting scientific evaluations of the impact of climate change on the Arctic, on its wild 

fauna, flora and the migration of birds, aiming to ‘improve the adaptability and resilience of the 

Arctic ecological system’.252 

Taking ‘the issue of climate change seriously’,253 Beijing lists the Nationally Determined 

Contributions (NDC) and the Paris Agreement as one of the steps China is taking to address 

climate change in its national agenda and planning, stating how ‘China’s emission reduction 

measures have a positive impact on the climatic and ecological environment of the Arctic’.254 

Aiming to raise the public’s awareness on climate change, Beijing plans on educating the public 

and promote international cooperation.255 Unlike the first two environmental participation goals, 

this goal appears less vague on the participation element as China has been vocal on the global 

stage, stating its commitment to combat climate issues as the largest emitter of carbon dioxide 
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in the world.256 Last summer, China and the European Union (EU) reaffirmed their commitment 

to the Paris Agreement and agreed to step up their cooperation in lowering their GHG emission 

economies, as well as showing support for the UN Climate Change Conference that was held 

in December – urging other nations, especially the U.S., to step it up,257 which is mirrored in 

China’s call to other states to step up their climate game in the Arctic policy. 

To some extent, China’s claim of being a ‘near-Arctic state’ stems from Beijing’s concerns 

about environmental changes in the Arctic impacting the Chinese ‘climate system and 

ecological environment’, which could possibly affect ‘its economic interests in agriculture, 

forestry, fishery, marine industry and other sectors’. 258  Chinese scientists have conducted 

research on climate changes in the Arctic and the possible linkages the changes in conditions 

have on the climatic conditions in China. Their studies have connected harsh winters, extreme 

storms,259 changes in air quality,260 as well as some other unusual climate events to the melting 

of Arctic ice and other change in Arctic conditions.261   

 Like Japan, China argues in its Arctic Policy that ‘[t]he Arctic situation now goes beyond 

its original inter-Arctic States [sic] or regional nature’, taking a more dramatic stance than Japan 

as the statement continues with ‘having a vital bearing on the interests of States [sic] outside 

the region and the interests of the international community as a whole, as well as on the survival, 

the development, and the shared future for mankind’.262 This statement implies an attempt by 

Beijing to re-imagine the Arctic that might, or should, include non-Arctic states, justifying it 

on the basis of global interests. Similar to Japan’s policy, this statement could be translated into 

an attempt by China to assert its belief that Arctic affairs are no longer a matter to be decided 
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solely in discussions between the Arctic states.263 Moreover, by using the term ‘mankind’ 

would suggest that China is attempting to connect the situation in the Arctic to the ‘common 

heritage of mankind’ clause found in UNCLOS.264 If the Arctic is re-defined as a region that 

has a significance for the human race in its entirety, this would mean that the region could not 

be simply divided among the Arctic states, making the exploration and exploitation of the 

region open to all.265 Yet, if it were, it also suggests that the Arctic needs to be protected– 

considering its importance to ‘mankind’. Still, even under the current legal status quo, there are 

parts of the Arctic such as the high seas and the Area which are beyond the Arctic states’ 

jurisdiction. Therefore, the ‘common heritage of mankind’ clause of UNCLOS is already 

relevant in terms of staking an Asia claim in the Arctic, as can be seen with the mirrored 

language in both policies by China and Japan of global inclusion in the Arctic. 

 

4.1.1 Conclusion 
A problem both China and Japan face is effectively constructing an Arctic identity.266 As both 

states lack sovereign territory in the region, it can be said that by making themselves 

indispensable in the battle against climate change they are both trying to put a piece in the 

construction of their Arctic image while simultaneously constructing a compelling narrative of 

the Arctic. They differ in what type of image they are putting forth, as China seems to be ‘selling’ 

its desired participation in the Arctic more than Japan, listing up issues such as ‘protection of 

the Arctic species’267 that might sit well with indigenous populations while not really specifying 

how, while Japan appears more comfortable with letting its niche, science, lead the way in 

environmental protection. 

 

4.2 Science and technology 
Science and technology features prominently in Japan’s Arctic Policy, which is in line with 

Japan’s history of polar research and frequent use of scientific diplomacy in its international 
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relations.268 Going over its history of observation and research in the Arctic in the policy, Japan 

places itself as a long-term, highly interested actor in the Arctic sciences before going into 

discussions about the need for further Arctic research. The paper places Japan as an important 

scientific actor, proclaiming that ‘[o]bservation data and scientific knowledge from Japan have 

made major contributions to understanding the environmental changes in the Arctic’ and that 

‘Japan has conducted satellite, ocean, and land observations and simulations at a high level, and 

has received a high evaluation from the international scientific community’.269 Japan argues, 

despite previous research, that scientific understanding of the region is still inadequate and that 

Japan should make ‘the best use of its strengths, engage in active international cooperation, and 

enhance collaboration between stakeholders in comprehensive, cross-disciplinary research’.270 

In order to achieve this, seven specific initiatives are introduced under the ‘Research and 

Development’ (R&D) initiative: 1) Promoting of Arctic research to contribute to policy 

decision-making and problem-solving: 2) Strengthening observations and analysis systems and 

developing the most advanced observation instruments; 3) Establishment of a research network 

in Japan; 4) Establishment of research and observation stations in Arctic states; 5) Data sharing 

and management; 6) Training and supporting researchers; and 7) Arctic research vessel.271 

Similar to Japan, China traces its history in the Arctic sciences, claiming that ‘to explore 

and understand the Arctic serves as the priority and focus for China in its Arctic activities’.272 

This can be seen as an attempt to ‘legitimize [sic] China’s growing role and interest in the Arctic 

despite its short Arctic history and lack of sovereign rights’.273 In China’s policy goal of 

understanding the Arctic, China seeks to ‘improve the capacity and capability in scientific 

research’ to get a deeper understanding of the Arctic and its conditions in order to ‘create 

favorable conditions for mankind to better protect, develop, and govern the Arctic’.274 

Under the ‘Policies and Positions in Arctic Affairs’, science is the first policy goal that is 

introduced, titled, ‘Deepening the exploration and understanding of the Arctic’.275 Although the 

policy document does not specifically classify sub-science and technology goals under this 
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initiative, the discourse can be roughly categorized into: 1) freedom of research; 2) current 

research; 3) expedition and research; 4) investment in science; 5) personnel training and public 

awareness; and 6) Polar equipment. 

 

4.2.1 Promotion of Arctic research 

The first R&D initiative in Japan’s Arctic Policy, as mentioned above, seeks to gain a deeper 

understanding of the environmental changes occurring in the Arctic and to strengthen Arctic 

research and projects, using methods such as the Japanese ArCS project.276 Using the project, 

Japan aims to share scientific information to various stakeholders such as ‘international 

organizations, governments, the private sector and NGOs’277 in order to facilitate fact-based 

decision making,278 for ‘political judgement, resolution of Arctic problems and international 

discussions’.279 

Up first in China’s policy goal is the freedom of research discourse. It fits into a frequented 

theme of reassurances which appears throughout the Chinese Arctic Policy, that China respects 

international law and the jurisdiction of the Arctic states. China claims that it ‘respects the 

Arctic States’ [sic] exclusive jurisdiction over research activities under their national 

jurisdiction’ and ‘maintains that scientific research in areas under jurisdiction of Arctic States 

[sic] should be carried out through cooperation in accordance with the law’.280 Yet, an exception 

can be seen to this non-confrontational view when a possibility arises that Arctic states could 

make the Arctic strictly their business. Immediately following the previous statement, China 

‘stresses that all States [sic] have the freedom of scientific research on the high seas of the 

Arctic Ocean’.281 This is in line with the assurances put forth repeatedly in the policy, while 

also underlining international, i.e. China’s, rights in the region. It demonstrates Beijing’s 

intention of not being excluded from the region, or possibly a fear of being excluded, hinting at 

the great importance the region has to China. 
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4.2.2 Observations and research platforms 

Japan’s second R&D initiative focuses on strengthening observations of the Arctic for the 

purpose of furthering the understanding of ‘mechanisms of changes in the Arctic 

environment’,282 using ‘Japan’s strength’283 such as observatory stations, research vessels and 

advanced satellites, as well as creating stronger equipment for Arctic conditions. Initiative four 

aims to further enhance ‘Japan’s strength’ by establishing research and observation stations in 

the Arctic states and with them, ‘promote closer international cooperation through observations 

in the Arctic and joint research projects’.284 What is particularly noteworthy is that the initiative 

explicitly states Tokyo’s intention of establishing ‘research and observation stations in the 

United States, Russia, and other Arctic states’.285 Besides a short mention of Greenland later in 

the policy, this is the only time in the paper that any states are given special attention exclusively 

outside of the frequently referenced ‘Arctic states’ grouping. Japan recognizes that it does not 

have sovereign territory in the Arctic,286 therefore, Japan’s relations with the U.S. and Russia 

have influenced the Japanese government’s perspective on the region.287 In order to secure 

Japan’s Arctic engagement, relevant organizations have published policy papers which 

recommend that the Japanese government should strengthen its ties with the U.S. and Russia,288 

and this initiative clearly shows Tokyo’s intention to do so. 

Japan’s seventh R&D initiative suggests creating a new ‘research ship’ for the Arctic, with 

‘functions to enable participation in international Arctic observation projects’, by means of 

‘equipment such autonomous underwater vehicles (AUV)’. 289  According to the OPRI, a 

multipurpose research icebreaker would ‘enable Japan to play a major role in the scientific and 

technological fields globally’,290 especially since the two out of the three icebreakers currently 

owned by the Japanese government are only used as patrol boats by the Japanese Coast Guard, 

operating from Hokkaido.291 Having a functional ice-breaker, not just a research ship, will 
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likely have a notable impact on Japan’s capabilities on utilizing and exploring the Arctic sea 

routes.292  

In current research, China introduces an extensive list of Arctic science and observations 

China is ‘actively involved in’, which include ‘Arctic geology, geography, ice and snow, 

hydrology, meteorology, sea ice, biology, ecology, geophysics and marine chemistry’. 293 

Moreover, that China actively ‘carries out continues observation of atmosphere, sea, sea ice, 

glaciers, soil, bio-ecological character and environmental quality’, by the means of ‘multi-

element Arctic observation system, construction of cooperative research (observation) stations’ 

and by ‘development and participation in the Arctic observation network’.294 

Committed to ‘improve its capacity in Arctic expedition and research’, the next sub-science 

goal discusses how China aims to strengthen the construction and maintenance of research 

stations, as well as ‘promoting the building of icebreakers for scientific purposes’.295 When the 

policy was published, China had one ice-breaker, the Xue Long, and was already working on 

its second ice-breaker, Xue Long 2, designed specifically for scientific exploration. China 

launched Xue Long 2 in September 2018, and it has already begun sea trial.296 This clearly puts 

China at an advantage vis-à-vis Japan in ice-breaking capabilities, as well as the ability to move 

around/in the Arctic serves as a projection of power.  

China’s goal of investment in science can be described as twofold, first in actual financial 

investment, and second, in investing greater effort to advance Arctic research. Beijing shows 

its commitment to the Arctic sciences in its readiness to finance expensive Arctic research and 

states in the policy that it is ‘constantly increasing investment in scientific research’,297 as well 

as building modernized research platforms and improving Arctic research. Beijing claims to 

put great effort into advancing the natural sciences and basic subjects, such as earth science and 

life science, chemistry and physics. However, how it plans to advance them is not explicitly 

stated. A noteworthy statement is that China also aims to ‘strengthen social science research 

including Arctic politics, economy, law, society, history, culture and management of Arctic 

activities, and promote innovation in both natural and social sciences’. 298  Whether it is 
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intentional or not, this particular statement is quite ambiguous and bold. Is Beijing’s intention 

to improve the understanding of (Chinese) academics and the (Chinese) public of the Arctic 

social (and natural) sciences? Or is Beijing’s intention to strengthen these sciences and/or 

influence society in the Arctic states themselves? Considering the fact that China is aware of 

the critical scrutiny it is under over its Arctic interests and the perception that it is ‘seeking to 

influence regional politics or to annex resources in the Arctic’,299 the ambiguous wording of 

this statement is particularly peculiar. 

Although China has an extensive list of issues where it is planning on furthering Arctic 

science, it is inevitable that economic concerns will comprise a bigger share in China’s Arctic 

approach as it becomes a larger power in the international system. 300  China claims that 

‘availability of technical equipment is essential to understanding, utilizing and protecting the 

Arctic’.301 Therefore, 

China encourages the development of environment-friendly polar technical equipment, 
actively participates in the building of infrastructure for Arctic development, pushes for the 
upgrade of equipment in the fields of deep sea exploration, ice zone prospecting, and 
atmosphere and biology observation, and promotes technology innovation in Arctic oil and 
gas drilling and exploitation, renewable energy development, navigation and monitoring in 
ice zones, and construction of new-type icebreakers.302 

This statement shows how China clearly connects technological progress with easier access to 

Arctic resources.303 

 

4.2.3 Networks and information growth 
To further ‘Japan’s strength’, its third R&D initiative aims to establish an interdisciplinary 

network for information sharing in Japan, connecting universities and various organisations.304 

The first three initiatives reflect Japan’s ideas that it should lead in what it does best – science. 

Japan believes that scientific research is what it excels at as a technologically advanced nation, 

as well as believing that scientific research is what is expected of it by the AC.305 Therefore, it 

appears it aims to play a leading role on those issues in the Arctic region. R&D initiatives five 
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and six are quite straightforward, with Japan aiming to create and participate in an ‘international 

data sharing network to enable more efficient research in the Arctic’, as well as aiming to 

develop capable personnel by training young scientists to dispatch overseas ‘to continue 

developing’ Japan’s Arctic research and ‘develop personnel who are able to play a leading role 

in international discussions of Arctic issues and their solutions’.306 Both initiatives show a 

desire by Japan to increase knowledge on the Arctic and be the leader in obtaining and providing 

that knowledge. 

In China’s science goal of personnel training and public awareness is a direct continuation 

of the previous discussion on its investment in science, noting that China ‘is also working to 

strengthen personnel training and public awareness of the Arctic, support higher learning and 

research institutions to train professionals specialized in natural and social sciences on the 

Arctic’.307 This statement would support the view that China simply aims to improve the 

understanding of academics and the public, although the ‘also’ begs to challenge that. Similar 

to the Japanese policy, the Chinese policy notes China’s intention to ‘strengthen personnel 

training’ on the Arctic.308 Yet, unlike Japan, it aims to strengthen ‘public awareness of the 

Arctic’ as well as to ‘build science popularization and education centers, and publish cultural 

products on the Arctic to improve public knowledge’.309 What kind of ‘cultural products’ is not 

further explained, as well as how China aims to make Arctic science more accessible to the 

public, leaving it openly vague. Beijing also ‘pushes for an open and inclusive monitoring 

network’ 310  of the Arctic and actively ‘promotes international cooperation on Arctic 

research’,311  such as via Chinese higher learning institutions and other platforms, such as 

IASC.312    
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4.2.4 Conclusion 
After looking at the discussions on science in both China’s and Japan’s policies some 

similarities between both documents can be observed. Even though science does not serve as 

the flagship as it appears in Japan’s Arctic Policy, China is an active user of science in its Arctic 

diplomacy. By the means of science, China attempts to demonstrate that it is not aiming to 

challenge the Arctic governments’ role or authority in the region.313 Simultaneously showing 

the value of possible contributions China can make in this area, such as polar equipment, 

funding, and its discoveries in Arctic. Science is put forth on one level in Beijing’s attempt to 

construct a multi-level cooperation framework to mutually benefit all stakeholders in the Arctic, 

showing two of its principles – cooperation and a win-win result.314 

Furthermore, a commonality in both policies is the desire of cooperative research for 

confidence-building, as well as using current, or proposed, research stations as ‘entities that 

legitimize [sic] national or sovereign claims’,315 in the Arctic. Arguably, scientific partnerships 

and opening research/observation stations can aid in building confidence and trust between non-

Arctic and Arctic actors.316 Additionally, although Japan and China put slightly different spins 

on the topic, it can be interpreted that by making science and partnerships prominent in their 

policies that, in a non-threatening way, both states seek to make certain that they have a voice 

in Arctic discussions.317 

 

4.3 International cooperation and Arctic ‘governance’ 
Japan’s Arctic Policy promotes international cooperation and ensuring the rule of law under its 

category of ‘need to address’ issues. Japan emphasizes the need to ensure that issues regarding 

territorial rights and maritime delimitation continue to be resolved peacefully under 

international law, hinting to the role of the Arctic states to do so.318 In addressing legal issues 

regarding the Arctic Ocean and other oceans, Japan stresses that the ‘[f]reedom of navigation 

and other principles of international law must be respected’.319 Moreover, Japan specifically 
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mentions cooperating with the Arctic states in finding a balance between preserving the marine 

environment and freedom and safety of navigation in the ‘ice-covered areas’, which – as 

referenced by Japan to Article 234 of UNCLOS (in a footnote) – are ‘within the limits of’ 

EEZs.320 

Tokyo makes known its interest in global environmental protection, resource development 

and in the Arctic sea lanes. Tokyo believes that it needs to be involved in formulating 

international agreements and rules regarding Arctic issues, as well as using its ‘scientific 

knowledge and advanced technology’ for further contributions to the AC.321 Additionally, that 

it ‘is important for Japan to participate actively in international forums other than the AC’, 

including the Arctic Circle and Arctic Frontiers, as well as developing ‘bilateral cooperative 

relationships with Arctic and other states concerned’ alongside ‘multilateral initiatives’.322 

Three special initiatives are introduced under the International Cooperation (IC) initiative to 

address the above-mentioned issues: 1) Active participation in response to global issues 

regarding the Arctic and formulation process of international rules for the Arctic; 2) Further 

contributions to activities of the Arctic Council; and 3) Expansion of international and bilateral 

cooperation with Arctic and other countries.323 

In China’s policy, it stated that China is an ‘important member of the international 

community’,324 and frames itself to be a responsible actor, who among other things, shoulders 

the responsibility to promote peace and security in the Arctic as a UN Security Council (UNSC) 

member. It could be a possible attempt to alleviate concerns about China’s economic ambitions 

in the Arctic by showing China’s respect for international law while simultaneously 

emphasising China’s global power status as a UNSC member.325  

In the discussions on ‘Arctic governance and international cooperation’, China starts by 

stating its commitment to supervise Chinese ‘citizens, legal persons or other organizations in 

the Arctic’ in accordance with international and national laws on ‘environmental protection, 

resource conservation, and sustainable development’;326 and that ‘China takes an active part in 
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the international governance of the Arctic’.327 Additionally, that ‘China upholds the current 

Arctic governance system with the UN Charter and the UNCLOS as its core’,328 which could 

be seen as a part of China’s ‘responsible great power’ rhetoric in that China should promote 

stability and peace by means of its status.329 However, the statement directly continues, that 

China ‘plays a constructive part in the making, interpretation, application and development of 

international rules regarding the Arctic, and safeguards the common interests of all nations and 

the international community’.330 Furthermore, the paper also noted that331 

[t]here is no single comprehensive treaty for all Arctic affairs. The Charter of the United 
Nations, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the Spitsbergen 
Treaty and other treaties and general international law govern Arctic affairs at present.332 

 

The ‘at present’ in this statement needs a bit of attention. All the Arctic states, with the exception 

of the U.S., have ratified UNCLOS and uphold that new governance regimes are unnecessary 

in the Arctic region.333 The ‘at present’ implies Beijing being open to the possibility of change 

to the Arctic governance structure in the future. A hypothetical scenario could arise where the 

Arctic states leave out non-Arctic ‘stakeholders’ in decision making regarding the region. In 

this case, China would be open to the possibility of diverting from the current governance 

framework, and its commitment to upholding international law, as in its eyes, the principle of 

mutual respect would have failed.334 It is a possibility as China’s history with those laws can be 

questioned in its activity in the South China Sea.335  

China has made expansive territorial claims in the South China Sea, that constitute up to 

90 per cent of the South China Sea, resulting in multiple territorial disputes with neighbouring 
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countries over contested territories and overlapping EEZ’s.336 China has constructed artificial 

islands by transforming reefs through massive dredging operations, damaging the area’s marine 

ecosystem. On these islands, China has built military facilities such as airstrips, radar facilities, 

naval harbours and more.337 In 2013, the Philippines filed a complaint to The Permanent Court 

of Arbitration (PCA) at The Hague, claiming that China violated the former’s sovereign rights 

and jurisdiction through its extensive claims and actions. In 2016, the international tribunal 

‘found that China had violated the Philippines’ sovereign rights in its exclusive economic 

zone’338 under UNCLOS and deemed China’s territorial claims unlawful, as well as stating that 

‘China has inflicted irreparable harm to the marine environment’.339  Yet, despite being a 

contracting party to the PCA,340 China refused to participate in the tribunal’s proceedings and 

follow its decision. The Chinese Foreign Ministry claimed the ruling to be ‘invalid and ha[ve] 

no binding force’ and that ‘China does not accept or recognize it’,341  continuing with its 

activities in the region. Due to this behaviour, reasonable doubt can be cast on Beijing’s 

commitment to international law in the Arctic region.  

Although, some scholars have pointed out that the South and East China Seas are deemed 

a ‘core interest’ by China, as well as the important role nationalism plays in the disputes which 

‘is not present in the Arctic neither from a Chinese viewpoint nor from the Arctic states 

themselves’.342  Therefore, Beijing’s activities in the South China Sea must be taken into 

consideration in discussions regarding international law and the Arctic, yet, it is also important 

to see whether or not the Arctic moves into the area of ‘core interests’ for China before 

automatically connecting the two. 
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Bilateral and multilateral dialogue 
Japan’s first ‘International Cooperation’ (IC) initiative starts of by repeating Japan’s intention 

of sharing its scientific observation and research regarding climate change and global warming 

with relevant parties. It then continues by listing international frameworks for maritime safety 

and protection of the marine environment in the polar seas and how Japan is, among others, 

implementing the ‘Polar Code’ from the International Maritime Organization (IMO); and how 

Japan aims to ‘[c]ontinue to be an active participant in the discussions based on opinions from 

related industries’ on these issues. 343  Furthermore, Tokyo wishes to participate in the 

formulation of rules for the high seas of the Arctic Ocean ‘for preservation and management of 

fishery resources’, based on a scientific foundation on sustainable use.344 It seems logical, as 

Japan is one of the top producers and importer countries of fisheries products worldwide.345 

In its third IC initiative, Tokyo returns to scientific diplomacy and reiterates its desires from 

its science initiative to promote scientific and technical cooperation and to establish research 

and observation stations to strengthen joint international Arctic research, highlighting Japan’s 

willingness to participate in bilateral discussions. Additionally, Japan seeks to actively promote 

its Arctic presence. By the use of forums such as the Arctic Circle, Arctic Frontiers, and other 

related forums, Tokyo aims to ‘communicate Japan’s viewpoint’ and research on the Arctic346 

Interestingly, Japan does not mention any Japan-China-South Korea cooperation despite it 

being a valuable opportunity to ‘communicate Japan’s viewpoint’. Diplomatic relations 

between Japan and China cooled after 2010, partially due to disputes over maritime boundaries. 

Consequently, the Japan-China-ROK Trilateral Summit that had been held annually from 2008-

2012 did not resume until November 2015.347 This could explain why at the time of publishing 

the policy Japan-China-Korean dialogue was absent.348 
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With the few exceptions of increasing Japan’s capacities in e.g. science and 

infrastructure,349 international cooperation entailing Arctic partners is in roughly sixteen out of 

the nineteen specific initiatives that are introduced in Japan’s Arctic Policy. Interestingly, the 

term ‘governance’ is never used in the entire Arctic Policy. Japan employs a more reserved 

stance by stating that Japan should ‘participate’ in previously mentioned affairs and be an active 

‘participant’ in issues related to the Arctic, rather than to be an actor in, or contributing to, 

‘governance’. 

Like Japan, China aims to build partnerships in the region on a bilateral and multilateral 

level, cooperating on issues such as scientific expeditions and climate change. The paper lists 

bilateral dialogues and agreements between China and a few Arctic states as well as non-Arctic 

states. Interestingly, the high-level China-Japan-South-Korea trilateral dialogues on Arctic 

issues is specifically mentioned. 350 In addition, China wishes to advance international 

cooperation on the Arctic and plans on using convenient tools at its disposal to do so, such as 

its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) – showing a desired push towards internationalization of the 

Arctic.351 Some ‘[c]oncrete cooperation steps’ for the benefit of all parties include building a 

‘blue economic passage’ linking China and Europe, building a ‘global infrastructure network’ 

and ‘enhancing Arctic digital connectivity’. 352  Using the BRI gives Beijing a position of 

strength as it can finance large-scale projects in the region under Chinese values and 

principles,353 a ‘win’ for Beijing. It furthermore states its support for ‘all Arctic stakeholders in 

Arctic governance and international cooperation’, naming platforms such as the Arctic Circle, 

Arctic Frontiers and the China-Nordic Arctic Research Center (CNARC).354 

‘At the global level’, the paper notes China’s participation in rule formulation on climate 

change, global environmental issues, international maritime issues, as well as on management 

of fisheries in the high seas. Acknowledging that some might find Beijing Arctic presence 

undesirable,355 Beijing once again puts forth its reassurance to other states that China ‘fulfills 

all its international obligations in accordance with the law’.356 China states its commitment to 

relevant international multilateral framework for governance like the IMO, which includes the 
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‘Polar Code’, advocating for stronger international cooperation on maritime issues – especially 

to advance maritime technology to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from maritime transport. 

Beijing once again mentions UNCLOS and relevant environmental and climate change treaties. 

An interesting addition is Beijing’s call for ‘a legally binding international agreement for 

managing fishery resources in the high seas portion of the Arctic’, which should have scientific 

underpinnings and that is required to protect the freedoms of all states in the high seas. A point 

which will be returned to below.357 

 

The Arctic Council 

In its second IC initiative, to further its contributions to the AC, Japan plans on sending 

government officials and experts to participate in the AC’s Task Forces, Working Groups and 

to other council meetings, as well as examining how direct dialogue with the AC chair and 

member states could strengthen Japan’s contribution. Moreover, Japan ‘will pay close attention’ 

to developments in the role of observers.358 Even though China has been more vocal about an 

expanded role for observers within the AC than Japan, Tokyo appears quite open for an 

expanded role. In March 2017, Japan’s Arctic Ambassador Shiraishi noted in an interview that 

‘We [Japan] expect that in the future Arctic Council meetings should incorporate some 

opportunity for observer countries to speak before the gathered representatives’, although she 

carefully noted that Japan is not ‘suggesting that observer nations should have the opportunity 

to speak at every plenary session’.359 A larger role within the AC could further legitimise 

Japan’s foothold as an Arctic stakeholder, as well as providing possible future benefits if the 

AC moves from an intergovernmental forum to a formalized organization. 

‘At the regional level’, China ‘highly values’ the AC’s work in the region and 

acknowledges the AC’s legitimacy as the region’s main intergovernmental forum on Arctic 

affairs. The paper lists agreements that were facilitated by the AC and have been adopted by 

the Arctic states and China’s respect for those agreements. Additionally, Beijing aims to 

dispatch experts to participate in the AC’s work, including the Task Forces and Working 
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Groups.360 Along with the benefits mentioned above for Japan, being active in the AC and 

contributing to the Working Groups gives China the opportunity of forming the future ‘norm-

setting process’ in the AC, which would be a win for China, as it would help solidify its claim 

of being a serious Arctic actor.361 

 

4.3.1 Indigenous peoples and national security 
There are two issues that deserve special attention within the international cooperation and rule 

of law discussion. The Japanese policy lists them as an important ‘need to address’ Arctic issues, 

yet does not introduce any special initiatives dedicated to address them. Indeed, they do not 

even get a short mention in the other initiatives. These are the issues of indigenous peoples of 

the Arctic, and national security. 

Indigenous peoples 
In the background and purpose of its policy, Japan states that it will ‘[r]espect the rights of 

indigenous peoples to continuity in their traditional economic and social foundations’. 362 

Furthermore, articulating the sensitive balance of the indigenous peoples’ lifestyles which is 

affected by environment change in the Arctic, Japan expresses the ‘need to examine’ how it can 

‘contribute to achieve sustainable development of which indigenous peoples can see benefits 

while protecting the foundations of traditional cultures and lifestyles’. 363  It is phrased in 

language sensitive to the indigenous peoples and their represented Arctic states. It may be that, 

at the time of writing, Japan simply did not have enough knowledge on these issues to formulate 

a specific initiative dedicated to it. Another possibility is that Tokyo did not wish to form a 

specific initiative and is simply acknowledging the indigenous peoples’ rights in the Arctic as 

required of AC observers.364 Although in the process of officially being recognised as such, 

Japan has an indigenous population of its own, the Ainu, with which the state of Japan shares a 

sensitive history.365 A specific initiative might have been pushing it on Japan’s part, risking 
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being considered as overstepping, considering indigenous peoples own self-determination on 

their issues, and would go against the sensitive political language present in the entire policy. 

As to the status of indigenous peoples in China’s Arctic Policy, throughout the document 

China gives prominence to indigenous peoples’ special status in the Arctic, emphasising its 

respect for their traditions and culture. In its policy goals ‘to protect’ and ‘to develop’, China 

states its respect of the ‘diverse social culture and the historical traditions of the indigenous 

peoples’ and that it ‘aims improve the living conditions of the local people’.366 In addition, in 

its principles of ‘respect’ and ‘win-win’, the interests and traditions of the indigenous peoples 

are briefly mentioned. What is particularly noteworthy is that in the resource utilisation section 

of the policy, China claims that it takes part in the utilisation of Arctic resources ‘on the 

condition’ that ‘interests and concerns of indigenous peoples in the region’ be respected.367 

Importantly, unlike Japan, China never mentions indigenous rights in the entire policy. 

 

National security 
A notable feature in Japan’s policy is that Japan discourages militarisation in a short paragraph 

regarding Arctic security concerns, especially since the topic of security is generally avoided in 

Arctic discussions.368  The paper noted a ‘risk’ that access to shipping routes and natural 

resources in the region could result in ‘friction among states’,369 and that it is important to make 

sure that the movement of strengthening military presence in the area does not lead to tension 

and confrontation in the Arctic.370 Japan is aware of the fact that it might depend on maritime 

access to new sea-lanes in the future for stability and to secure its economic growth. Alterations 

to the security environment could negatively impact that, and in turn, on Japan’s national 

security.371 

Unlike Japan, China omits the national security element from their policy, but has an 

initiative aimed at peace and stability in the region. Nonetheless, a commonality that both 

policies share is that peace and stability in the region serves Japan’s and China’s fundamental 
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interests. China commits itself to peaceful solutions in Arctic matters and upholds that it will 

reinforce cooperation with the Arctic states to properly handle security challenges that could 

arise in the Arctic region.372   

 

4.3.2 Conclusion 

After looking at the two different approaches to affairs of Arctic ‘governance’ and international 

cooperation some commonalities can be seen between China and Japan, as well as some clear 

distinctions. Both states put forth reassurance that they respect the rights of the Arctic states in 

the region while simultaneously stressing the rights of non-Arctic states under international law, 

particularly UNCLOS. Furthermore, they consider the AC to be the most legitimate governance 

forum on Arctic issues, at least currently. Perhaps this view stem from the fact that both states 

have permanent observer status within the AC, which gives them some influence in the region 

vis-à-vis other non-Arctic actors without observer status. Both states wish to further their 

cooperation and increase the role of observer states within the forum. In addition, Tokyo and 

Beijing aim to build partnerships on the multilateral and bilateral levels, using the tools at their 

disposal to do so, further solidifying their Arctic engagement. Moreover, both believe that 

upholding peace and stability in the region is currently in the best interest of both states and 

that the multilateral institutional framework of international law, such as UN treaties and the 

IMO’s ‘Polar Code’ is highly relevant in the region. Both states aim for Arctic cooperation 

constructed on many levels in a complicated network of institutions. China’s principles of 

‘mutual respect’ and ‘win-win’ can be applied here for both states as both are willing to 

cooperate on the basis on mutual respect to achieve a win in Arctic affairs, which currently 

means supporting and upholding the current norms and laws of the region.  

A significant difference between the two policies is that China repeatedly uses the phrase 

of ‘governance’ while the Japanese document does not employ the term even once but uses the 

more deferential term of ‘participation’ when discussing international cooperation and law, 

which gives the effect of Japan’s policy not appearing as assertive as China’s policy. That is, 

Japan does not hint at challenging the current Arctic governance system like China and/or does 

not boldly attempt to convince the reader that it is in fact, a ‘champion’ of the Arctic. It appears 

that China believes itself to be a valuable player deserving a leading role in Arctic affairs on 

behalf of the ‘international community’, given its global prominence and rising economic and 
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political power elsewhere,373 positioning itself as a leader of the ‘international community’ 

deserving of special Arctic status, while Japan positions itself as just one of many in that 

‘international community. 

 

4.4 Resource utilisation 
An issue that has received notable attention when discussing Arctic affairs is access to Arctic 

resources. Even if China and Japan have stated their wish to conduct scientific research and 

combat climate change, both states openly acknowledge in their policies that they are interested 

in the possible economic opportunities the region presents. 

The ‘Sustainable Use’ initiative in the Japanese Arctic Policy is in line with the document’s 

overall theme of careful political language. With the first mention of resource utilisation in the 

Arctic in the paper’s introduction, Japan presents a footnote stating the rights of the Arctic 

coastal states and their sovereignty over the resources in their EEZ’s and continental shelves.374 

Japan’s interest on sustainable use in the Arctic is introduced in four initiatives: 1) Work toward 

greater involvement of Japanese companies in economic activities in the Arctic; 2) the ‘Arctic 

Sea Route’; and on natural resource development, in particular, 3) mineral resources; and 4) 

marine living resources.375 The first initiative is quite self-explanatory and simply aims to 

‘[c]onsider measures’ to make Japanese companies aware of business opportunities in the 

Arctic.376 

Unlike Japan’s modest intentions, China’s policy is quite optimistic and bold in its 

intentions on resource utilisation in the Arctic. Beijing boldly states its resource utilisation 

desires, officially putting the Arctic region into its grand strategy of the BRI where it envisions 

the Arctic as a ‘Polar Silk Road’.377 It shows how important Arctic shipping is to China, fitting 

the region into China’s global ambitions.378 The ‘Polar Silk Road’ envisions a maritime road, 

connecting China with Europe ‘through developing the Arctic shipping routes’.379 Moreover, 

Beijing puts forth the bold claim that: 
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China’s capital, technology, market, knowledge and experience is expected to play a major 
role in expanding the network of shipping routes in the Arctic and facilitating the economic 
and social progress of the coastal States [sic] along the routes. China has shared interests 
with Arctic States [sic] and a shared future with the rest of the world in the Arctic.380 

Considering China’s awareness of the scrutiny it faces in its Arctic goals and the anxiety of the 

Arctic states, this is quite an assertive statement.381 Indeed, it is open to doubt whether or not 

any other state other than China itself expects it to play a major role in maritime evolvement or 

in the economic and social progress of the coastal states.382   

The paper notes that the development of resources in the Arctic could have a huge impact 

on China’s economic development and energy strategy as a major energy consumer and trading 

nation. Beijing is interested in the Arctic’s 1) natural resources; 2) shipping; 3) accessing fish 

stocks; and 4) possible Arctic tourism opportunities, listing them as four economic participation 

goals under its initiative of Arctic utilisation. China underscores that protection and rational use 

of the region must be upheld when pursuing economic interests. Once more, China cites 

international laws and treaties and its respect for the Arctic states, and ‘encourages its 

enterprises to engage in international cooperation’ to explore and utilise the Arctic.383   

 

4.4.1 The Arctic sea routes 

Considering that Japan refers to the NSR as the ‘Arctic Sea Route’ shows the importance it 

places on the route. Yet, unlike China’s bold and ambitious intentions for Arctic resource 

utilisation, Japan is moderate in its estimation of economic gain from the Arctic sea routes.384 

Tokyo believes, as of 2015, that the NSR is not yet ready for safe and reliable use due to factors 

such as sea ice conditions and lack of infrastructure and regulation along the route by the coastal 

states. Therefore, the policy has an aura of soberness regarding the Arctic sea route, recognizing 

the current limitations presented. However, in acknowledging the importance the NSR could 

have in the future, the paper notes that ‘the private sector and the [Japanese] government should 

work together to give the future potential of this route serious consideration’.385 Moreover, that 
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Japan should ‘participate actively in the international debates regarding the drafting of new 

rules’.386 

Due to Japan’s belief that utilising the NSR for shipping is not a viable option in the short 

term, the specific initiative for the route simply intends to ‘[i]dentify the natural, technical, 

systemic, and economic challenges of the Arctic Sea Route, and promote preparation of an 

environment for its utilization [sic] by Japanese shipping companies and others’. 387 

Furthermore, Tokyo intends to use its scientific expertise to help develop technologies for 

secure navigation in the Arctic Ocean, such as by ‘constructing systems to support maritime 

navigation such as a system to predict sea ice distribution and one to forecast weather’.388 

Beijing is highly interested in the development of Arctic shipping routes as an alternative 

to its traditional southern maritime route, with shipping listed first among the economic 

participation goals. China declares its respect for ‘the legislative, enforcement and adjudicatory 

powers of the Arctic States [sic] in the waters subject to their jurisdiction’, while claiming that 

‘the freedom of navigation enjoyed by all countries in accordance with the law and their rights 

to use the Arctic shipping routes should be ensured’ under UNCLOS and relevant treaties.389 

Moreover, Beijing ‘maintains that disputes over the Arctic shipping routes should be properly 

settled in accordance with international law’.390 Once again, an attempt to emphasise China as 

a non-threatening Arctic actor. Yet, China’s history with international rulings regarding 

maritime disputes could discredit this attempt.391 The paper explicitly explains that the ‘Arctic 

shipping routes comprise the Northeast Passage, Northwest Passage, and the Central 

passage’.392 Beijing reiterates its wishes to build a ‘Polar Silk Road’ by using all three sea routes 

and ‘encourages its enterprises to participate in the infrastructure construction for these routes’, 

as well as to go on trial voyages which help ‘pave the way for their commercial and regularized 

operation’. 393  Once again, China mentions its support for the international multilateral 

framework in emphasizing the IMO and its supports to the organization in playing ‘an active 
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role’ in rule formation for the Arctic and its support of the ‘Polar Code’ – stressing the need for 

navigation security in the shipping routes.394 

 

4.4.2 Natural resources and tourism 

Much like its position on Arctic shipping, Japan’s policy recognises that due to the current harsh 

Arctic conditions, Japan’s aim at mineral resource extraction ‘should be addressed steadily over 

the mid and long term’.395 Japan plans on paying attention to progress and diversification in 

resource development technology and the needs of the private sector, as well as engage in 

cooperative relationships with the coastal states. The specific initiative for mineral resources is 

very brief and is solely dedicated to a project in an ocean area northeast of Greenland. Tokyo 

means to ‘continue financial support for Greenland Petroleum Exploration Co., Ltd.’ in the 

exploration conducted by JOGMEC.396 

The paper continues soberly regarding living marine resources. Japan’s ‘need to address’ 

discussion and specific initiative are more or less the same, vaguely stating the need for 

cooperation with the coastal states to find balance between ensuring ‘food security’ and 

‘sustainability of the resources’, 397  perhaps by the establishment of a ‘conservation and 

management framework’398 just ‘in case marine living resources are developed’.399 

China’s economic participation goal for non-living resources is quite straightforward. As 

these resources are mostly located within sovereign territory, China relies on bilateral 

agreements for access to mining and energy. Securing energy sources is important for China, 

as a ‘rapidly growing, energy-hungry country’400 and therefore China’s participation goal is to 

cooperate with other states to exploit these resources. All of course, while respecting the 

sovereign rights of the Arctic states, with the requirements that Chinese enterprises ‘observe 

the laws of the relevant States [sic]’ and that they ensure the protection of ‘the eco-

environment’.401 
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China has a large trawling fleet, hauling in around 15.4 million tons of fish a year globally, 

more than any other country.402 Being such a large harvester of fish, the policy shows China’s 

concern about the likelihood of fish stock moving northward, prompting ample interests of 

possible fishing in the Arctic.403 The policy states that ‘China will [...] play a constructive part 

in the management of fisheries in the high seas in the Arctic Ocean’.404 China claims in its 

policy that it ‘favor[s] conservation in a scientific manner and of rational use’405 and while all 

states enjoy a lawful right to fishing in the high seas, stresses the importance that the ecosystem 

be protected. China supports legally binding international agreements regarding the 

management of the fisheries in the high seas and a special ‘fisheries management organization’ 

based on UNCLOS.406 

 Interestingly, China employs the term ‘rational use’ here rather than ‘sustainable 

development’ as it does in other sections of the document, which could imply China’s high 

interest in utilisation of Arctic marine resources. Furthermore, it only mentions the Arctic 

coastal states in this section, completely leaving out, for example Iceland,407 for whom fishing 

remains an important economic activity.408 The section ends with an interesting paragraph 

which underscores all four of China’s principles, where it ‘advocates transparent [cooperation] 

and reasonable [sustainable] exploration and utilization [sic] of Arctic genetic resources, and 

fair and equitable sharing and use of the benefits generated by the exploitation of such 

resources [respect and win-win]’. 

As previously mentioned, China claims to only take part in economic exploitation of the 

region if the indigenous peoples and their interests are respected. In addition, the paper states 

that the economic exploitation takes place ‘on the condition’ that it ‘empower[s] local citizens, 

foster[s] social and economic progress’, as well as ‘improv[es] education and medical services’ 
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so that all peoples of the Arctic ‘will truly benefit from the development of Arctic resources’ – 

emphasizing the possible win-win situation made possible by China’s involvement.409 

    

Tourism 

China’s policy has a short economic goal for Arctic tourism, while Japan’s policy does not, 

advocating ‘low-carbon tourism, ecotourism and responsible tourism’. 410  The paper notes 

Beijing’s intentions to ‘raise the environmental awareness of Chinese tourists’ and the 

regulation it conducts of sellers of tourism, in hope of contributing to the ‘sustainable 

development of Arctic tourism’.411 Tourism is a highly polluting industry, with recent studies 

showing that around 8 per cent of GHG emissions worldwide can be accredited to the 

industry.412 How exactly China aims to reconcile tourism and environmental protection is 

uncertain, especially when taking into consideration that Chinese tourists constitute a 

significant number of tourists worldwide.413 

 

4.4.3 Conclusion 
To summarise, while both China and Japan hope for economic gain from arising opportunities 

in the Arctic, their current outlooks are highly contrasting. The outlook of the Japanese 

government towards economic gains in the close future are moderate, yet it encourages its 

companies to invest in Arctic opportunities for future access. Integrating science and 

technology into its utilisation goals, Japan uses science and technology as a non-threatening 

vehicle for Japan’s economic security and employs a deferential tone in its discussions. In 

contrast to Japan, China is optimistic and highly ambitious in both short-term and long-term 

economic opportunities, taking steps to incorporate the Arctic into its BRI, dubbing it a ‘Polar 

Silk Road’. This optimism could partially be explained by the intervening period between the 

two policies, as China had already started some economic activity in cooperation with Arctic 

states at the time of publishing (see chapter 5).  

                                                
409 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy, emphasis 
added. 
410 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy. 
411 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy. 
412 M. Lenzen et al, ‘The carbon footprint of global tourism’, Nature Climate Change, vol. 8, 2018. 
413 A. Yan, ‘Chinese tourist numbers surge as overseas travel becomes easier’, South China Morning Post, 22 
August, 2018, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/society/article/2160906/chinese-tourist-numbers-surge-
overseas-travel-becomes-easier, (accessed 10 February 2019).  



73 

The Chinese policy attempts to present the ‘social and economic progress’414 the Chinese 

involvement in the Arctic will bring with its ‘Polar Silk Road’ to the local citizen. As the natural 

resources are mostly located within the coastal states’ EEZ jurisdiction, China shows its desire 

to cooperate, at least presently. Interestingly, in each heading under the utilisation category in 

every economic goal China uses the term ‘participating’, rather than, for example, ‘utilising’. 

It might be an attempt to construct a less aggressive overall tone. Yet, China does have its own 

initiatives and big plans to build a ‘Polar Silk Road’, which shows that China is not just going 

to wait for Arctic partners to take the lead, actively going forth itself. 

 

4.5 Chapter Conclusion 
This chapter aimed to find out to what extent the Arctic policies of China and Japan are similar 

(or different). After examining the different themes, we can see that in some areas both policies 

have some similarities, while in others, they are highly contrasting, which references each states’ 

different visions of the Arctic-to-be. A problem which both China and Japan are dealing with 

as non-Arctic states is successfully constructing an Arctic identity, which would help legitimise 

their Arctic engagement. The Arctic policies can be seen as an extension of what they wish to 

project to their audiences in hopes of being acknowledged as legitimate regional stakeholders. 

What both policies have in common is that both Japan and China use the changing climate 

conditions in the Arctic and the supposed global climate repercussions to legitimise the 

participation of non-Arctic actors in the Arctic region – i.e. legitimising their Arctic 

participation on global grounds. Both bring attention to how their national efforts and scientific 

knowledge have played a role in combating climate change, such as China claiming that 

‘emission reduction measures have a positive impact on the climatic and ecological 

environment of the Arctic’415 and Japan claiming to have ‘played a leading role in formulating 

the Kyoto Protocol, the Aichi Biodiversity Targets, and other agreements’;416 and that their 

expertise furthered knowledge of the Arctic region. By doing so, Japan and China use their 

expertise to justify their involvement on the basis of it being for the interest of the global good 

– for mankind. With the distinction that, unlike Japan, China appears to consider itself the ‘first 

among equals’. 
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 Moreover, by using scientific, economic and diplomatic initiatives through a complex 

network of bilateral and multilateral agreements and projects, both policies reveal steps taken 

at creating a multi-level cooperation framework to achieve their desired policy objectives. 

Creating effective partnerships can further legitimise both countries’ stakeholder image, as well 

as reinforce the image they project in their policies of being presently committed to existing 

international laws and treaties. 

The overall approach of the polices differs between the two countries. Perhaps due to its 

pacifist constitution and overall ‘soft-power’ image globally, Japan’s level of concern does not 

appear to match China’s concern with how other actors will perceive their Arctic policy, despite 

Japan’s use of highly sensitive political language throughout the policy. Japan’s Arctic Policy 

rests on the pillars of science, business and diplomacy, yet the pillar of business is shrouded in 

the language of science diplomacy. In the paper, Japan uses science and technology as a vehicle 

for stakeholder approval and for economic goals. For example, business can be spotted in the 

science and research projects, observation stations, regional- and multilateral institutional 

engagement, many which might relate to future resource utilisation. All the specific initiatives 

introduced employ political language, and are facilitated by science, in an attempt of 

constructing a trustworthy Arctic stakeholder image. Moreover, as the policy shows a moderate 

expectation of short-term economic goals, the policy serves to facilitate economic goals for the 

mid- to long term future. 

China also uses science and technology in its Arctic policy, but its economic interests 

openly comprise a much larger share of its Arctic approach than Japan’s. China appears very 

concerned about how international actors perceive China’s intention in the Arctic, as the policy 

fervently states China’s respect for international law in almost every new topic introduced, 

possibly implying China’s awareness of needing Arctic states’ 

permission/acknowledgement/cooperation to be able to proceed in the region. Furthermore, to 

achieve that goal, reiterating respect for international law can serve to calm the anxieties over 

China’s Arctic engagement, systematically picturing China as a ‘responsible great power’, 

which strongly implies that China has great interest/stakes in the region. Due to their economic 

prowess and global standing, the paper clearly reflects China’s belief that is deserves a right to 

speak on Arctic affairs.  

In contrast to Japan, China’s policy seeks full-on economic engagement, ranging from 

short-term to long-term goals. Dubbing the Arctic sea routes as a ‘Polar Silk Road’, China 

makes it clear to its foreign audience that it regards the Arctic as a region of both economic and 
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political significance. The ambiguity of the policy leaves some questions unanswered, such as 

how China constructs the hierarchy of international law and the Arctic states, especially having 

integrated the region into its national grand strategy. Considering that even under the current 

legal status quo, there are still parts of the Arctic that constitute the ‘common heritage of 

mankind’ and are beyond Arctic state jurisdiction, how (or if) aggressively will China push 

forward their ‘rights’ in the region if confronted or provoked by the Arctic states? 

In sum, Japan’s Arctic Policy present science and multilateral solutions for the Arctic in a 

quite moderate, conservative and deferential manner, focusing on science rather than economic 

possibilities, while China’s Arctic Policy uses a mix of economic and scientific diplomacy to 

construct a multitiered reciprocal ‘win-win’ framework to achieving its energy security goods 

and a larger Arctic stakeholder role for China in the future. 
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5 Arctic participation 
The previous chapter examined the Arctic policies of China and Japan with the aim of 

understanding their priorities in Arctic affairs and weigh the differences between them. In this 

chapter, the conduct of China and Japan ‘off paper’ in Arctic affairs in the time period from 

2009 until late-March/early-April 2019 will be examined and compared, with more focus given 

to recent events. Furthermore, it will analyse how each state’s conduct measures up to its Arctic 

policy. As China’s policy was published in January 2018, there are fewer post-policy activities 

to consider in the comparison as compared with Japan’s 2015 policy. Nevertheless, some early 

observations and assessments as to the relationships between China’s Arctic policy and 

practices can be made. For an efficient analysis, this chapter will use the same thematic split as 

the previous chapter, ending with a policy versus practice comparison in each theme, split by 

country. 

 

5.1 Environment 

5.1.1 Addressing climate change 

As noted in the previous chapter, Beijing listed its NDC and commitments to the Paris 

Agreement, and how its actions had a positive effect on the Arctic in its Arctic policy; and Japan 

claimed to have played a leading role in ‘other’ international environmental related agreements. 

Furthermore, ‘Arctic warming is part of global warming; consequently, reducing overall global 

warming will also result in reduced Arctic warming and slow the rate of melting of snow and 

ice’.417 Therefore, a brief look at their actions on climate change outside the Arctic is needed, 

before going into the Arctic context. 

Following the 2011 Fukushima disaster, a majority of Japan’s nuclear power plants were 

switched off.418 Since then, Japan has ramped up its fossil fuel usage, such as coal, oil and 

gas,419  and plans on constructing new coal plants.420  Japan pledged 26 per cent emission 

                                                
417 Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP), Summary for Policy-makers: Arctic Climate Issues 
2015 Short-lived Climate Pollutants, AMAP, Oslo, Norway, 2015, p. 12. 
418 Tonami, Asian Foreign Policy, p. 55. 
419 The Carbon Brief, The Carbon Brief Profile: Japan, [website], 2018, https://www.carbonbrief.org/carbon-
brief-profile-japan, (accessed 20 March 2019). 
420 Climate Action Tracker, Japan, [website], 2018, https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/japan/, (accessed 
20 March 2019); Climate Action Tracker, China, [website], 2018, 
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/china/sources/, (accessed 20 March 2019). Note: Climate Action 
Tracker is an independent scientific analysis organisation on world climate. 
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reduction below its 2013 levels by 2030 as a part of the Paris Agreement process (2015),421 and 

has expanded its use of renewable power, which constituted 10 per cent of its electricity in 

2017.422 A long-term strategy on climate is aimed to be revealed in June 2019 by the Japanese 

government.423 Whether it includes the Arctic remains to be seen. 

China actively cooperated on climate issues between 2013 – 2016 with the U.S.,424 and 

pledged in its NDC for the Paris Agreement to ‘achieve the peaking of carbon dioxide emissions 

around 2030 and making best efforts to peak early’.425 However, it remains unclear how high 

emissions will rise before they are considered as the intended peak. China’s 13th Five-Year Plan 

planned an increase in non-fossil fuel energy and decreased coal consumption.426 Moreover, 

China has invested heavily in ‘green’ renewable energy in recent years and attempted to make 

the BRI partially ‘green’.427 Yet, China is the world’s largest emitter and consumer of coal, and 

last year’s unprecedented global carbon emission levels were largely attributed to coal burning 

in China and India.428  

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), coal needs to be 

eliminated globally from the power sector by 2050 if the warming is to be contained to the 

1.5°C level of the Paris Agreement,429 which both China and Japan ratified in 2016.430 Yet, 

                                                
421 Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, ‘Submission of Japan’s Intended Nationally Determined 
Contribution (INDC)’, INDCs as communicated by Parties, 2015, 
https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/submissions/INDC/Published%20Documents/Japan/1/20150717_Japan's%20IND
C.pdf, (accessed 21 March 2019). 
422 The Carbon Brief, The Carbon Brief Profile: Japan. 
423 D. Hurst, ‘Does Japan’s New Climate Change Strategy Go Far Enough?, The Diplomat, 16 April 2019, 
https://thediplomat.com/2019/04/does-japans-new-climate-change-strategy-go-far-enough/, (accessed 29 April 
2019). 
424 The White House, ‘U.S.-China Climate Change Cooperation outcomes’, [website], 2016, 
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/09/03/fact-sheet-us-china-cooperation-climate-
change, (accessed 20 March 2019); The White House, ‘FACT SHEET: U.S.-China Cooperation on Climate 
Change’, [online fact sheet], 2016, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/09/03/fact-sheet-
us-china-cooperation-climate-change, (accessed 20 March 2019). 
425 China’s National Development and Reform Commission, ‘Enhanced action on climate change: China’s 
intended nationally determined contributions’, NDC Registry, 2015,  
https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/ndcstaging/PublishedDocuments/China%20First/China's%20First%20NDC%20Su
bmission.pdf, (accessed 20 March 2019). 
426 X. Li et al., ‘Hydropower development situation and prospects in China’, Renewable and Sustainable Energy 
Reviews, vol. 82, 2018, pp. 232-239. 
427 Koivurova et al., China in the Arctic and the Opportunities, pp. 41-43. 
428 D. Carrington, ‘‘Brutal news’: global carbon emissions jump to all-time high in 2018, The Guardian, 5 
December 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/05/brutal-news-global-carbon-emissions-
jump-to-all-time-high-in-2018, (accessed 20 March 2019). 
429 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Global Warming of 1.5°C: Summary for Policymakers, 
Switzerland, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2018. 
430 T. Phillips, ‘China ratifies Paris climate change agreement ahead of G20’, The Guardian, 3 September 2016, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/03/china-ratifies-paris-climate-change-agreement, (accessed 20 
March 2019); Y. Obayashi, ‘Japan ratifies Paris Agreement after the pact enters into force’, Reuters, 8 
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along with high domestic use of coal, both are investing in coal generation projects overseas. 

Additionally, many of China’s BRI project investments are in fossil fuels.431 Still, both states 

are on track to meet their 2030 NDC targets, which could be due to them setting ‘relatively low 

targets for their national plans’.432  

 

Black carbon 
Black carbon (BC) is a massive contributor to climate change occurring in the Arctic, with 

approximately 20 per cent of snow/ice loss and 14 per cent of Arctic warming being attributed 

to the albedo effect over the century.433 Due to the quantity of their emissions, Southeast and 

East Asia are responsible for approximately two-fifths of all BC that reaches the Arctic,434 as 

well as two-thirds of BC warming effects in the Arctic comes primarily from BC emissions 

‘outside Arctic countries that raise global temperature and thus affect the Arctic indirectly’.435 

From 2012-2013, Japan’s OPRI conducted a survey on the level of Arctic BC coming from 

shipping along the NSR, as well as simulations to assess the effects of soot coming from 

shipping.436 Moreover, Japan has taken an active role within the AC’s Framework for Action 

on Black Carbon and Methane that was established in 2015. It voluntarily submitted its national 

report on enhanced BC and methane emissions in 2015,437 and participates in the (AC’s) Expert 

Group on Black Carbon and Methane (EGBCM), along with some other observer states, 

including South Korea and India.438 The EGBCM assesses and educates on the implementation 

progress of the Framework, e.g. via ‘the high level’ ‘Summary of Progress and 

                                                
November 2016, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climatechange-paris-japan-idUSKBN1330J9, (accessed 20 
March 2019). 
431 Koivurova et al., China in the Arctic and the Opportunities; pp. 42-43; H. Tabuchi, ‘As Beijing Joins Climate 
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(accessed 21 March 2019). 
432 M. McGrath, ‘Climate change: CO2 emissions rising for first time in four years’, BBC News, 27 November 
2018, https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-46347453, (accessed 20 March 2019). 
433 D. Koch et al., ‘Coupled Aerosol-Chemistry-Climate Twentieth-Century Transient Model Investigation: 
Trends in Short-Lived Species and Climate Responses’, Journal of Climate, vol. 24, 2011, pp. 2711-2712. Note: 
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(accessed 21 March 2019). 
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Recommendations’ report. 439  Additionally, Japanese and U.S. researchers developed an 

advanced model last year, ‘to assess the ability of black carbon particles to absorb sunlight and 

contribute to global warming’, which ‘will aid in the assessment of the effectiveness of 

removing black carbon from the atmosphere to suppress climate change’. 440  Moreover, 

Japanese researchers developed the Continuous Soot Monitoring System (COSMOS), which is 

now regarded as ‘the standard BC observation technology’ in the EGBCM.441 

In contrast, China has been inactive in addressing BC. As of April 2019, China has not 

submitted its national report on BC and methane emissions to the Framework,442 and unlike its 

Asian neighbours, is not a part of the EGBCM - ‘probably because of the limited policy 

attention to black carbon and the lack of knowledge on black carbon emissions and their sources 

at the domestic level’.443  

 

5.1.2 Arctic initiatives 

GRENE - Arctic Climate Change Research Project 

In June 2010, the Japanese Cabinet decided on a new strategy for growth, which resulted in the 

Science and Technology Basic Plan (December 2010), published by the Council for Science 

and Technology. In the plan ‘green innovation’ was positioned ‘to be one of the main pillars 

supporting responses to the issues of energy and climate change’, which resulted in the Green 

Network of Excellence (GRENE) Program.444  

Through a strategic collaboration between universities and research institutions, GRENE 
aims to promote both the highest level of research in the world and the training and 
development of human resources. [...] GRENE is also involved in research in the areas of 
environmental informatics, botanical science, and advanced environmental materials.445 

                                                
439 Arctic Council, Expert Group on Black Carbon and Methane, [website], 2015, https://arctic-
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444GRENE Arctic Climate Change Research Project, Arctic Climate Change Research Project, [website] 
https://www.nipr.ac.jp/grene/e/, (accessed 17 March 2019). 
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In recognition of the ‘great scientific challenge’446 climate change presents, the Arctic 

Climate Change Research Project was started within the GRENE framework. The project was 

funded by MEXT and ran from 2011-2016. It was jointly managed by NIPR and JAMSTEC. 

The project aimed to tackle ‘all aspects of the Arctic climate system; the atmosphere, ocean, 

cryosphere, land and ecosystems from a multi-disciplinary approach’,447 engaging over 360 

scientists from 39 institutions. The project had four strategic research targets: 

1.   Understanding the mechanisms of warming amplification in the Arctic 

2.   Understanding the Arctic system for global climate and future change. 

3.   Evaluation of the impact of Arctic change on weather and climate in Japan, marine 
ecosystems and fisheries. 

4.   Projection of sea ice distribution and Arctic sea routes.448 

 
The findings of the project have been published by various scientists in various journals.449 

A summarization of the project’s results provided by GRENE are as follows: the first strategic 

research target ‘clarifie[d] the seasonality and the relative contributions of various factors that 

were separately investigated, and also provide[d] a comprehensive understanding of the 

mechanism of Arctic warming amplification’. The second strategic research target ‘revealed 

that snow duration is getting shorter and that reduction of sea ice extent may lead to extreme 

events such as heavy snowfall in mid-latitude regions due to changes in the atmospheric 

circulation pattern’. Furthermore that, these ‘may also affect the Arctic and sub-Arctic 

ecosystems, resulting in changes in the CO2 budget’.450 

The results from the third research target hinted at a ‘Arctic-mid-latitude climate linkage’ 

and suggested that ‘[c]limate change in the Arctic brings cold spells and snowstorms over 

Japan’. Furthermore, that ‘[c]hanges and shifts in the Arctic marine ecosystem have been 

evident’, such as ‘a northward shift in the geographic distribution of the zooplankton 

                                                
446 GRENE Arctic Climate Change Research Project, Arctic Climate Change Research Project. 
447 GRENE Arctic Climate Change Research Project, Arctic Climate Change Research Project. 
448 GRENE Arctic Climate Change Research Project, Arctic Climate Change Research Project. 
449 E.g. M. Yoshimori et al., ‘Robust Seasonality of Arctic Warming Processes in Two Different Versions of the 
MIROC GCM, Journal of Climate, vol. 27, 2014, pp. 6358-6375; R. Shibuya, K. Sato and M. Nakanishi, 
‘Diurnal Wind Cycles Forcing Inertial Oscillations: A Latitude-Dependent Resonance Phenomenon, Journal of 
Atmospheric Science, vol. 71, 2014, pp. 767-781; S. Shin et al, ‘Recent ice mass loss in northwestern Greenland: 
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450 GRENE Arctic Climate Research Project, Summary of outcomes, 2011–2016, [website] 
https://www.nipr.ac.jp/grene/doc/grene-seika-e20160909.pdf, (accessed 17 march 2019).  
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community benthos, fish and marine mammals’. The fourth research target revealed ‘seasonal-

scale sea ice prediction, which is necessary for a decision of whether or not to take the Arctic 

route’ and the project ‘improved the statistical method of the prediction using satellite remote-

sensing data’. During the project, ‘multidisciplinary efforts, studies for realizing the sustainable 

use of Arctic sea routes have advanced greatly’.451  

 

The ArCS Project, ‘International Collaborative Researches’  

Taking over from the GRENE project is the current ArCS project, a national flagship research 

project by Japan, which started in September 2015 and will continue until March 2020. The 

project is funded by MEXT and key roles are carried out by NIPR, JAMSTEC and Hokkaido 

University.452 To recapitulate, the project goals are: 

 

1.   To understand climate changes in the Arctic holistically as well as their global 
impact through comprehensive and integrated research,  

2.   To predict future changes and assess their possible socio-economic impact,  

3.   To deliver robust scientific information to stakeholders for decision making and 
solving problems.453 

 

The aim of the project is to understand and explain the ‘changes in the climate and environment, 

clarify their effects on human society’, as well as to ‘provide accurate projections and 

environmental assessments for internal and external stakeholders so that they can make 

appropriate decisions on the sustainable development of the Arctic region’.454 The project is 

split into four categories: ‘International Collaborative Researches’; ‘Research Station’; 

‘Overseas Visits by Young Researchers’; and ‘Dispatch of Experts’.455  

The first category, ‘International Collaborative Researches’, largely focuses on the 

environment and climate change. There are eight study themes which are being carried out 

                                                
451 GRENE Arctic Climate Research Project, Summary of outcomes, 2011–2016. 
452 Arctic Challenge for Sustainability, About ArCS. 
453 Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, ArCS（Arctic Challenge for 
Sustainability）Project. 
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455 Arctic Challenge for Sustainability, Project Menu, [website] https://www.arcs-pro.jp/en/project/, (accessed 18 
March 2019). 
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within the category: 1) Predictability study on weather and sea-ice forecasts linked with user 

engagement; 2) Variations in the ice sheet, glaciers, ocean and environment in the Greenland 

region; 3) Atmospheric climate forcers in the Arctic; 4) Observational research on Arctic Ocean 

environmental changes; 5) Study on Arctic climate predictability; 6) Response and biodiversity 

status of the Arctic ecosystems under environmental change; 7) People and Community in the 

Arctic: Possibility of Sustainable Development; 8) Arctic Data archive system (ADS).456 A 

brief explanation of each theme can be seen in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. ‘Schematic of the International Collaborative Researches’. Source: ArCS website.457 

 

One of the achievements made by Japan under this theme is the previously mentioned BC 

measuring instrument, COSMOS, which, for example, ‘proved conventional measurements 

overestimated’ BC density.458 The other categories of the ArCS project will be looked at below. 

 

Chinese environmental initiatives 

According to a report by the 2nd Arctic Ministerial report from 2018, there are three notable 

Chinese projects connected to the Arctic environment.459 China initiated a ‘comprehensive 

investigation’ of the Arctic environment in 2012, called the ‘Arctic Environment 

                                                
456 Arctic Challenge for Sustainability, International Collaborative Researches, [website] https://www.arcs-
pro.jp/en/project/collaborated/index.html, (accessed 18 March 2019). 
457 Arctic Challenge for Sustainability, Project Menu. 
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Comprehensive Assessment’. The initiative focused on ‘marine physics, abyssal oceanic 

circulation, basin geology/tectonics, and sea ice response to climate change’, involving Chinese 

polar experts and several disciplines.460  

The second project the ‘Northern Hemispheric Cryosphere Change, Its Effects and 

Adaptive Strategy Project’, ‘developed an accurate algorithm to invert Arctic Sea Ice 

Concentration (SIC) from satellite observations and found an anomaly of extremely low SIC in 

the central Arctic ocean’, as well as obtained information on the links between lower-

atmospheric weather and climate patterns to the state of the cryosphere.461 

The third project is supported by China’s Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST), 

called ‘Arctic Amplification Processes and Global Effects Caused by Arctic Sea Ice Retreat’ 

and is the first Arctic related initiative found in the larger ‘National Programme on Key Basic 

Research Projects of China’. It focuses on ‘Arctic amplification phenomenon and ocean forcing 

effects’, and the ‘critical physical processes and interaction mechanisms among sea ice, ocean, 

and atmosphere that result in Arctic amplification’.462 

China has been working within the AC’s Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI) of the 

AC’s Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF) Working Group and hosted the third 

AMBI workshop in December 2018.463 

China is a critical partner when it comes to the East Asian-Australasian Flyway, where 
much of the cause for concern lies in the migration bottleneck of the Yellow Sea region, 
where birds rest and feed in this densely populated region on the coasts of China, North 
Korea and South Korea.464 

The Chinese government announced changes to China’s land reclamation policy in 2018 and 

announced enhanced conservation measures of its coastal development to address the issue of 

disappearing and shrinking of vital intertidal areas to the Flyway.465 

 

                                                
460 2nd Arctic Ministerial, ‘Co-operation in Arctic science’, p. 64. 
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5.1.3 Practice versus policy 

Japan 
As Japan did not have a specific Arctic initiative dedicated to the environment in its policy, a 

clear comparison proves difficult. Even so, some comparison is possible.  

Japan has been highly active in scientific research on the Arctic environment, initiating two 

large scale research projects on the Arctic, which included extensive research on understanding 

the changes occurring in the Arctic environment. Moreover, Japan has made important 

contributions to knowledge on BC. Therefore, Japan’s research demonstrates achievement with 

respect to the policy goal of working towards a ‘comprehensive understanding of the 

environmental changes in the Arctic and their effects on the rest of the globe’.466 However, the 

significant increase of Japan’s domestic, and international, use of coal and other fossil fuels 

raises doubts about its commitment to address climate change. As noted above, Arctic warming 

is a part of global warming, therefore, overall global warming reduction or increase impacts the 

Arctic – which means that Japan’s increased emissions negatively affect the Arctic by default. 

Thus, Japan’s environmental discussion in its Arctic policy corresponds with its external 

conduct with respect to the Arctic region, while its domestic actions and overseas investments 

in coal counters its policy. 

 

China 

China introduced three Arctic environmental goals in its policy: 1) Protecting the Environment; 

2) Protecting the Ecosystem; and (3) Addressing climate change.  

To achieve its first environmental goal, China has conducted some environmental projects 

and research on the Arctic region. Yet, unlike the policy, there appears to be no indication that 

China is ‘improving the Arctic environment by enhancing the environmental background 

investigation of Arctic activities’. 467  To be sure, China is conducting environmental 

investigations, but increased knowledge does not automatically translate into action nor 

improvement. Moreover, there is no indication 468  that China has worked on raising the 

                                                
466 The Headquarters for Ocean Policy, Japan’s Arctic Policy, p. 6. 
467 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy, emphasis 
added. *Based on material in English. 
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‘environmental responsibility awareness of its citizens and enterprises’,469 as it claimed in the 

policy.  

China’s actions appear to mostly correspond to its second goal, as it has/is conducting 

research on migrating birds within the AC’s AMBI and has taken some steps domestically to 

assists the East Asian-Australasian Flyway. However, the policy appears to exaggerate the 

extent of China’s actions, as it claimed that China ‘improves the adaptability and resilience of 

the Arctic ecological system’.470 There is no direct indication that China’s actions improve the 

resilience of the ecological system of the Arctic in its entirety, respectfully.  

Lastly, China has taken some positive steps to address climate change and is quite visible 

on the global stage.471 Yet, despite China’s rapid growth in renewable energy, it has not been 

enough to offset its increased usage of fossil fuel.472 Indeed, the fact remains that China is the 

largest GHG emitter in the world. Hence, it contrasts China’s policy’s statement that ‘emission 

reduction measures have a positive impact on the climatic and ecological environment of the 

Arctic’.473 To be sure, emission reduction measures are an improvement – when compared to 

possible inaction by China. Therefore, on a grander scale than Japan, China’s domestic actions 

negatively influence the Arctic by default.  

 

5.2 Science and technology 

5.2.1 Promotion of Arctic research 
In May 2011, The Japan Consortium for Arctic Environmental Research (JCAR) was 

established under the NIPR. While the GRENE Arctic project sought international cooperation 

on Arctic research, JCAR’s aim is to boost research activities within Japan on the Arctic. It is 

‘a nationwide network-based organization for promoting arctic [sic] environmental research’, 

‘coordinat[ing] future arctic [sic] research plans’ and the ‘development of research 

infrastructure’.474 Furthermore, in 2016, the Japan Arctic Research Network Center (J-ARC 

                                                
469 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy. 
470 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy, emphasis 
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Net), was established and launched by the AERC, Hokkaido University Arctic Research Center, 

and JAMSTEC’s Institute of Arctic Climate and Environment Research. The network is 

intended for advanced and interdisciplinary research, to make ‘the best use of research 

infrastructures of the three research centers such as research vessels and overseas laboratories’, 

as well as it ‘mediates between research communities, industries, and government offices to 

promote activities’ for problem solving in the Arctic.475 

As previously mentioned, the third goal Japan’s ArCS project is to ‘deliver robust scientific 

information to stakeholders for decision making and solving problems’. 476  Results from 

research under the ArCS projects and opportunities for researchers are regularly posted on the 

ArCS website, as well as it provides easy access to their Arctic Data Archive System (ADS). 

The system 

collects observational and model simulation datasets obtained by various Japanese research 
projects. The collected datasets are stored in databases and openly available for researchers 
on the website with the aim of promoting the use of data across multiple disciplines and 
providing an opportunity of collaboration between modelers and observational scientists.477 

 

In 2017, ADS had been accessed 2 million times – 70 per cent from abroad.478 Therefore, Japan 

has increased data access and cyberinfrastructure to support international Arctic research via its 

third ArCS goal.479 

In March 2019, a Norwegian newspaper reported that proposals by Norway for a research 

strategy for Svalbard bothered China.480 In 2016, the Norwegian government made a report 

outlining a plan to prevent Norwegians being a minority on Svalbard and a blueprint was 

published for Ny-Ålesund that included Norway’s desire: for research to be limited to natural 

science, e.g. Norway does not want anyone to research the Svalbard Treaty itself or why 
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Norway secured its rights to the archipelago; that the research should be published in English; 

and that individual countries are not represented on Ny-Ålesund, but by their institutions and 

Norway will not refer to the various buildings as stations but rather will refer to their 

institutional names.481 This did not sit well with China, which stressed freedom of research, 

including law and social sciences, and equal treatment for all signatories of the Spitsbergen 

Treaty – expressing concerns about the push for a universal research strategy on behalf of 

Norway. According to the article, a Chinese representative commented that China fully accepts 

Norway’s sovereignty over Svalbard, while stressing China’s importance as an Arctic player, 

and that the demand for publishing in English was discriminatory against other languages. 

Furthermore, that China will not change the name of their Yellow River Station.482  

 

5.2.2 Observations and research platforms 
The second category of Japan’s ArCS Project, ‘Research Station’, is intended to ‘promote closer 

international cooperation through on-site observations and joint research projects, and to 

promote the effective capacity building by dispatching young researchers to the stations’.483 

According to ArCS, Japan ‘will secure collaborative bases in the states which face the Arctic 

Ocean, after the establishment of these research stations’. 484  Additionally, it noted the 

strengthened research activities by other nations in Ny-Ålesund, e.g. China’, and Japan should 

therefore renovate its Ny-Ålesund station and improve its capabilities.485 As of October 2018, 

Japanese researchers are conducting field observations in cooperation of the respective 

countries at the Spasskaya Pad Scientific Forest Station in Yakutsk and Ice Base Cape Baranova 

in Severnaya Zemlya in Russia; and at the Poker Flat Research Range in Alaska in the U.S.486 

Interestingly, Iceland, Sweden and Finland are mentioned separately. Yet, Japan does take care 

to mention cooperation with these three states by listing the aurora observation stations in 

Iceland, the close cooperation with the Swedish Institute of Space Physics, and the Finnish 

Sodankylä Geophysical Observatory and the University of Oulou through their operations of 

the EISCAT radar facilities.487  
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In 2013, the Icelandic Centre for Research (RANNÍS) and China’s PRIC signed an 

agreement to establish a joint aurora observatory in Kárhóll, Iceland.488 In 2017, PRIC proposed 

to expand the scope of research of the observatory to include research on oceanography, 

atmosphere, geophysics, glacier, remote sensing and biology, and got full support of its 

Icelandic counterpart. In October 2018, the observatory was inaugurated and renamed to fit its 

expanded scope, to the China-Iceland Arctic Science Observatory (CIAO) and officially began 

its operations.489 This means that China now administers two research stations in the Arctic 

region. 

 

Icebreakers 

In terms of constructing a new icebreaker, Japan’s OPRI studied commissioning a multipurpose 

research icebreaker in 2013-2014, capable of Arctic expeditions year-round, ‘to help Japan 

contribute to solving the issue of global climate changes as well as bolster relations with Arctic 

states through regional development efforts’.490 Furthermore the project ‘considered ways to 

utilize Japanese engineering and experience as well as necessary aspects in building and 

operating an Arctic research vessel capable of supporting international research’, 491  as an 

icebreaker would be an effective platform for international joint research and give Japan the 

chance to play a bigger role globally in technological and scientific fields.492 However, there 

has been no news of Japan commissioning a new research icebreaker. Therefore, it is unlikely 

that it will launch a new icebreaker in the close future. The only recent mention of an icebreaker 

is that ‘Japan determines to pursue considerations on a new Icebreaker [sic] for the Arctic 

research’ in the 2nd Arctic Ministerial report.493 However, JAMSTEC has been working on an 

AUV ‘for Arctic Ocean observations’494 and carried out a field test of a prototype during an 

Arctic expedition via Mirai in 2017.495 

Since 2009, China has conducted five more Arctic expeditions to date via the Xue Long, its 

most recent in 2018. Moreover, Beijing has refitted the icebreaker twice (since 2006). The fifth 
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(2010) expedition marked the most northern point that a Chinese-flagged vessel had reached in 

the Arctic.496  Scientists obtained ‘over 8 million groups of data with respect to aerology, 

oceanography, hydrology and ecology’.497 Then in 2012, the Xue Long became the first Chinese 

vessel to transit the Arctic Ocean, ‘drawing attention to the possibilities of operating outside 

the exclusive economic zones of the Arctic littoral states in the conditions of the rapidly 

warming Arctic and decreasing Arctic sea ice’. 498  During this expedition, the Xue Long 

anchored in Iceland to assist in strengthening scientific cooperation between the two countries 

on marine and polar sciences, as well as opening the icebreaker to the public both in Akureyri 

and in Reykjavík.499 

In its 8th expedition (2017), China crossed the Northwest Passage (NWP) for the first time. 

Interestingly, Beijing asked for (and received) permission by the Canadian government for 

transit for a scientific exploration, yet at the end of the trip the Chinese state news agency, 

Xinhua, reported a successful navigation of a possible new trade route between northeast Asia 

and North America, calling it a truly ‘golden waterway’.500 It is worthy of attention because 

Canada claims the NWP to be internal waters while the US and the EU claim it to be an 

international strait.501 

China conducted its most recent Arctic expedition in 2018, to the Chukchi Sea, Bering Sea, 

Canada Basin and parts of the Arctic Ocean,502 and deployed two original Atmosphere-Sea-ice-

Ocean (ASO) unmanned stations that were developed by PRIC,503 showing China’s ‘increasing 
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level of scientific and technological potential’. 504  Additionally, Beijing launched its first 

domestically built icebreaker, the Xue Long 2 in September 2018. Construction started in 2016 

and was in cooperation with Finland’s Aker Arctic Technology. The icebreaker is expected to 

officially enter into service sometime this year.505 The state-of-the-art icebreaker will enhance 

China’s polar science capabilities and provide new opportunities for scientific cooperation 

under PRIC. In addition, last summer the state-owned China National Nuclear Corporation 

(CNNC) announced it was looking for partners to work on a nuclear-powered icebreaker. 

Currently, Russia is the only state that operates a nuclear-powered icebreaker. Therefore, 

when/if it materializes it would give China a significant edge in ice breaking capabilities – 

especially vis-á-vis Japan.506 Besides being valuable to China’s scientific knowledge and Arctic 

capabilities, the expeditions by Xue Long have received some news coverage in the Chinese 

media and served to ‘popularise’ China’s Arctic activities.507 

 

5.2.3 Networks and information growth 

In the belief that young researchers ‘share a concerted field of vision in addressing Arctic 

concerns well beyond the borders of government, industry and academia’,508 the third category 

of Japan’s ArCS Project, ‘Overseas Visits by Young Researchers’, is intended to send young 

Japanese researchers to overseas research organizations dealing with Arctic studies. The 

research themes that are included in this sponsorship are the natural and social sciences, as well 

as ‘practical science’ such as agriculture, engineering and medicine. By engaging young 

researchers, Japan hopes that ‘this will advance [Japan’s] expertise on the focus of the Arctic 

research through the acquisition of techniques and the co-production of knowledge’.509 As with 

the other categories of the project, the overseas visits program opportunities are regularly 

advertised by ArCS. 
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In 2013, the CNARC510 was established in Shanghai by four Chinese and six Nordic 

institutes. CNARC’s research themes include: (1) Arctic climate change and its impacts, (2) 

Arctic resources, shipping and economic cooperation, and (3) Arctic policy-making and 

legislation’.511 Its purpose is to ‘[p]rovide a platform for academic cooperation to increase 

awareness, understanding and knowledge of the Arctic and its global impact’, as well as 

‘[p]romote cooperation for the sustainable development of the Nordic Arctic and a coherent 

development of China in a global context’.512 Its main activities are the China-Nordic Arctic 

Cooperation Symposium, the CNARC Fellowship/Internship Program, information sharing and 

cultural exchanges ‘in Arctic context’, as well as joints research projects.513 

The annual symposia have been held six times since 2013, rotating between Chinese and 

Nordic hosts. In their fellow-/internship program, CNARC has sponsored 17 fellowships for 

Chinese and Nordic scholars to do research in leading corresponding universities and institutes, 

with four more fellowships scheduled for 2018-2019. The fellow-/internships ‘assisted in 

building up contacts between Nordic and Chinese researchers through people-to-people 

exchange’.514 There have been several international seminars and publications facilitated by 

CNARC. These include the book Sino-Nordic Arctic Cooperation: Objectives and Approaches, 

published in Chinese in December 2018 with the intended aim of filling a literature gap in 

Chinese on the Nordic Arctic. Moreover, CNARC states that it has ‘facilitated information 

sharing and cultural exchange between Chinese and Nordic partners, including at international 

conferences such as the Arctic Circle and Arctic Frontiers’, as well as ‘through Shanghai-based 

Arctic diplomat meetings, and by providing support for many Arctic-related seminars and 

exchanges in Shanghai’. Although, how exactly is not specified.515 

Along with fourteen other nations, Japan and China are a part of the upcoming International 

Multidisciplinary drifting Observatory for the study of the Arctic Climate (MOSAiC), which is 

‘the largest international Arctic cooperation project ever funded’.516 It is the first year-around 

expedition conducted in the central Arctic and is planned from September 2019 until September 
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2020. The aim of the project is to explore ‘mechanisms acting in the coupled climate system 

and investigate environmental wintertime conditions in the Arctic Ocean’,517 with the goal of 

improving regional and global weather forecast models and climate models. China and Russia 

will provide fuel and key logistical support to R/V Polastern, while Japan (among other nations) 

will participate in the project by dispatching researchers at various points in the expedition, 

playing a part in science projects and by processing data.518 

 

5.2.4 Financing 

According to a survey on R&D by Japan’s Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 

(2018), Japan’s spending on science and technology in 2017 was at a record high, rising 3,4 per 

cent from the previous year to a record of approximately $1.9 billion. 519 Even so, Japan ranks 

third in R&D spending globally, spending less than half on R&D than China. Regarding 

exclusive spending on Arctic issues in Japan and China, accurate numbers are hard to come by 

as spending is allocated through various ministries and agencies. In Japan, MEXT has allocated 

the largest funding for Arctic activities.520 The above-mentioned research activities, such as the 

GRENE and ArCS projects, are largely funded by MEXT.521 As of 1 April 2018, NIPR’s entire 

budget was just under $33.104 million,522 although how the amount is divided between polar 

regions is not specified.523 

In an attempt to become a world-class innovator by 2050 as a part of achieving the ‘Chinese 

Dream’ set out by President Xi Jinping, China has steadily increased R&D spending over the 

past two decades,524  with annual increases being three times that those of the rest of the 

world.525 China ranks second globally on R&D expenditure, standing approximately at $451.2 

billion.526 From 2000-2015, China’s R&D expenditure increased annually on average about 18 
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per cent,527 accounting for approximately $4.512 billion according to the above survey on 

R&D.528  

 

 

Figure 3. Research expenses and GDP ratio in G7 countries, China, South Korea and Russia – 
showing only top five spenders. Author’s own compilation based on excerpts from the Survey of 
Research and Development by the Japanese Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications.529 

 

In China’s case, some financing ministries include MOST, the Ministry of Natural 

Resources (MNR), the Ministry of Education, SOA, the National Natural Science Foundation 

of China (NSF). Most of China’s polar spending has been on expeditions to the Antarctic and 

Arctic, e.g. via the Xue Long, and on infrastructure, with much less dedicated purely to 

research.530 According to a statement by China in October 2018 to the 2nd Arctic Science 

Ministerial Meeting, the NSF ‘funds about 40 Arctic research projects per year, at a level of up 

to 18 million RMB (~$2.7 million US) in 2015’.531 The above mentioned projects are mostly 

funded by these institutions.532 

 
 

5.2.5 Practice versus policy 

Japan 

After looking at Japan’s conduct in science and technology, it appears that Japan is achieving 

in implementing almost all areas of its Arctic R&D initiative. By the means of the ArCS project, 
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Comparison of Science and Technology Research Spending
Country Research expenditure ($ billion) Ratio of GDP (%)
1. United States 5.111 2.74%
2. China 4.512 2.11%
3. Japan 1.913 3.48%
4. Germany 1.182 2.93%
5. South Korea 0.794 4.23%
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Japan has successfully checked off six out of seven R&D initiatives. The one initiative which 

cannot be considered checked off is the ‘Establishment of research and observation stations in 

Arctic states’, as Japan has not ‘establish[ed] research and observation stations in the United 

States, Russia, and ‘other’ Arctic states’.533 However, Japanese researchers are engaged in 

observations at some Arctic state’s institutions, e.g. in Russia and the U.S., in cooperation with 

the respective countries. Therefore, Japan is working on ‘promot[ing] closer international 

cooperation through observations in the Arctic and joint research projects’.534 It appears that 

Japan’s R&D initiative might have been mostly, if not entirely, created based on the ArCS 

project as the two are almost identical.  

 

China 
After looking at China’s participation in science and technology, it appears that China’s conduct 

is not entirely in line with its policy. China’s discontent with Norway’s plans for Svalbard has 

not reached the extent that it could fully challenge China’s policy statement that it ‘respects the 

Arctic States’ [sic] exclusive jurisdiction over research activities under their national 

jurisdiction’.535 Additionally, the Svalbard case is unique as signatory states have agreed-upon 

rights on the archipelago. However, the ‘Svalbard Treaty does not regulate research activities’, 

and Norway does have ‘exclusive right to exercise authority’536 over Svalbard. Therefore, if it 

escalates, China’s policy might truly be put to the test. 

China appears to be ‘actively involved in’537 various scientific observations and research 

(including the environmental research) as it claimed in its policy and has cooperated with other 

states to construct observation stations, (e.g. CIAO), to enhance its observation system. China 

also successfully checked off ‘the building of icebreakers for scientific purposes’. Additionally, 

it built ‘modernized research platforms’ such as the ASO unmanned research stations which 

show China’s increasing scientific capabilities. These both demonstrate achievement with 

respect to its goal of ‘improve[ing] its capacity in Arctic expedition and research’.538 If China’s 
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goal of ‘strengthen[ing] social science research’ meant Chinese understanding,539  then its 

actions correspond with its policy (e.g. CNARC). If not, then based on the material,540 there is 

no indication that China has strengthened social science research within the Arctic states. 

Moreover, there was no indication541 that China has been strengthening ‘public awareness of 

the Arctic’ or ‘publish[ing] cultural product on the Arctic to improve public knowledge’.542 

Somewhat similar to Japan, China’s goals that were consistent with its policy, were already 

underway or completed at the time of publishing.   

 

5.3 International cooperation and Arctic ‘governance’ 

5.3.1 Bilateral and multilateral dialogue  

Japan’s diplomatic relationships with the Arctic states have generally been good and steady, 

focusing on scientific and economic cooperation. Japan’s PM Abe was welcomed in his tour of 

Europe in 2017, which included some of Arctic states;543 and the Japan-U.S. alliance remains a 

cornerstone of Japanese foreign policy.544 However, a notable exception is the Japan-Russia 

relationship.  

Japan and Russia have a long and complicated relationship often described in Japan as 

‘close (geographically) and distant (politically)’.545  They have long cooperated on various 

economic efforts546 and on Arctic research. Since 2014, there has been more intense research 
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cooperation under governmental direction, which resulted in joint Japan-Russia workshops.547 

Yet, the two countries have been in territorial disputes over four (inhabited) islands since World 

War II, known as the Northern Territories in Japan and the Southern Kurils in Russia – which 

currently controls them.548 The islands have become more strategically important in terms of 

the Arctic as they are situated at the end of the NSR – which is of high national strategic interest 

to Russia.549  PM Abe proposed ‘a new approach’ to the bilateral relationship in 2015 by 

somewhat bypassing the territorial talks and focusing on expanded cooperation via economic 

engagement. 550  Additionally, he has met with President Vladimir Putin 25 times since 

September 2013, ‘to explore joint economic projects in the context of discussions about the 

Northern Territories and potential peace treaty negotiations’.551 Since taking office as PM, Abe 

has been working on settling an official peace treaty with Russia, but the territorial dispute 

remains a key obstacle for both states. To Japan’s surprise, Putin told Abe in September 2018 

that they should ‘conclude a peace treaty before the end of this year, without any 

preconditions’.552 In March (2019), the Deputy Foreign Ministers of both states met to continue 

peace treaty talks, yet few details have been made public.553  

Since the 2014 Ukraine crisis, China-Russia relations have tightened.554 Russia currently is 

one of China’s closest Arctic partners, with the two engaged in economic and military 

cooperation. 555  Although some have called their relationship ‘a marriage of convenience 

without divorce’, due to its structural complexity and ‘potential mutual distrust’.556 Unlike the 

seemingly strong relationship with Russia, diplomatic relations between Canada and China 

recently took a sharp downturn. An arrest of a senior executive of the Chinese firm Huawei by 
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Canadian authorities and China’s detention of two Canadians only days later, as well as a death 

sentence passed on a Canadian smuggler by China, has heavily strained ties and both 

governments issued travel bans in January.557 What this means for Arctic cooperation remains 

to be seen. 

In contrast, China and Iceland have long maintained a good diplomatic relationship. The 

FTA talks between Iceland and China resumed in 2012 and an FTA was officially signed in 

2013.558 Some have argued that the FTA served as an ‘ice-breaker’ to European markets, a 

‘side-door approach’ to the European economy559 and ‘an entry point to reach the Nordic Arctic 

states’.560 Unlike the successful relations and FTA between China and Iceland, since 2010, the 

China-Norway relationship has been quite dramatic. Before 2010, Norway and China had 

engaged in talks about a possible FTA. Furthermore, in August 2010, the Norwegian FM was 

invited to give a presentation on the Arctic and was welcomed kindly in Beijing. The minister 

met with his Chinese counterpart amidst public declarations of future Chinese-Norwegian 

cooperation and the meeting was reported by the official Chinese media.  

Just two months later, following the announcement that the Noble Peace Prize would be 

awarded to Liu Xiaobo, a Chinese human rights activist and an outspoken critic of the Chinese 

government who was imprisoned in 2009 for ‘inciting subversion of state power’,561 China 

froze high-level diplomatic relations with Norway.562 China perceived the award as an ‘insult 

to the Chinese nation’ and the diplomatic freeze lasted six years, until both governments 

released a document in December 2016 confirming the ‘normalisation of relations’. 563 

Although high-level government communication was suspended, Norway and China still 

interacted via multilateral forums such as in CNARC and the Arctic Frontiers. Furthermore, 

Norway did not use its veto power to block China’s application for observer status in 2013.564  
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Following the normalisation of relations, talks about an FTA resumed, as well as high-level 

governmental contact.565 In August 2018, Norway’s King Harald V and Queen Sonja made 

their first state visit to China in 21 years, at the invitation of President Xi. Accompanying them 

was the largest business delegation ever from Norway to China, with about 340 people from 

140 companies. The Norwegian ambassador to China commented that the ‘visit [was] a political 

and symbolic expression of the deepening relationship between China and Norway’,566 while a 

Chinese MFA spokesman commented that the visit presented an important opportunity to 

expand cooperation, facilitate people-to-people exchanges and deepen mutual trust to further 

the relationship between the two countries.567   

 

The Arctic Circle 

Iceland’s former President Grímsson has been interested in increased Chinese engagement in 

the Arctic, stating that non-polar states should have a voice in Arctic affairs.568 For that reason, 

Grímsson introduced the non-profit and non-partisan global forum called the Arctic Circle in 

April 2013, just a month before AC Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna.569 Japan and China have 

both used the Arctic Circle as a place to articulate their views on Arctic affairs and to publicise 

their interests in the region, although China has recently been more visible at the forum. In 

October 2018, Japan’s FM Taro Kono became the first Japanese FM to publicly visit Iceland, 

and to attend the Arctic Circle. It can be interpreted as a more serious attitude towards the Arctic 

by Japan – particularly since Iceland holds the AC chairmanship this year. During Kono’s visit, 

he and his Icelandic counterpart discussed increased bilateral cooperation between Iceland and 

Japan on Arctic issues, climate and environment, and possible free trade.570 
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China made a splash at the 2018 assembly, with its Ministry of Foreign Affairs holding a 

‘China Night’ reception for the entire assembly, as well as many breakout sessions were 

dedicated to the BRI.571 In May 2019, the Arctic Circle China Forum will be held in Shanghai, 

where China’s Arctic involvement will be the focal point, particularly through its BRI, ‘as well 

as dialogue on ocean and marine science, transport and infrastructure, renewable energy, 

indigenous socioeconomic development and stewardship, and Arctic governance’.572  

 

Arctic Council  

Japan and China both gained full observer-ship to the AC in 2013.573  The AC Rules of 

Procedure state that the ‘primary role of observers is to observe the work of the Arctic Council’ 

and that ‘observers should continue to make relevant contributions through their engagement 

in the Arctic Council primarily at the level of Working Groups’.574 During PM Abe’s tour of 

Europe in 2017, he expressed to the Finnish President Sauli Niinisto that Japan desired to play 

a larger role within the AC – which Finland held chairmanship at the time.575 The fourth 

category of Japan’s ArCS project, the ‘Dispatch of Experts to Arctic-related Meetings’, is 

specifically aimed towards the AC and other high-level meetings. Tokyo states that 

[s]ince [Japan joined the AC as an observer country], an increasing number of requests for 
Japan’s participation in various international meetings have been made by the AC as well 
as AC member countries and organizations, with the expectation of utilizing Japan's 
capabilities for science and technology. Requests for dispatching Japanese Arctic experts 
to high-level diplomatic meetings related to the Arctic have been also increasing.576 

Furthermore, according to Japan, the ‘AC makes international policies regarding the Arctic, 

and its decisions have a decisive influence on Japan’s scientific and economic activities related 

to the Arctic’,577 Japan dispatches experts that are participating in the ArCS project to the 

workings of the AC. 
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Japan dispatches scientific experts to the AC’s working groups, such the Arctic Monitoring 

and Assessment Programme (AMAP) and CAFF; task forces, such as the Scientific 

Cooperation Task Force (SCTF), as well as expert groups, such as the EGBCM. Japan notes 

particular emphasis on sending expert scientists to AMAP, as it believes it is ‘doing the most 

active work among the working groups [sic] and deeply relates to natural science’.578 In these 

activities, the ‘dispatched experts are expected to contribute to Japan’s research and observation 

achievements to the global community through their presentations or panel discussions’.579 

Moreover, when requested by MEXT or the Japanese government, ArCS dispatches experts 

to high-level diplomatic meetings related to the Arctic who can ‘provide appropriate advice or 

support for these meetings’.580 Japan specifically notes its intentions to send expert to IPCC 

related meetings to ‘gather information that will be effective for Japan’s research and policies, 

and report this information as well as the outcomes of the meetings as soon as they return’.581 

Furthermore, that all expert meetings will ‘lead to promoting Japan’s global reputation and 

demonstrating a greater presence in the issues of sustainable development and environmental 

protection in the Arctic’.582 

When it comes to participation in the AC, the Chinese participation in the Working Groups 

has been somewhat limited, with high rotation and inconsistent attendance by Chinese 

representatives.583 China has focused more on high-level meetings rather than the Working 

Groups and Task Forces. However, as already mentioned, China is interested and involved in 

the AMBI within CAFF. China has attended some meetings in other Workings Groups but has 

not actively engaged in their projects. China is scheduled to hold a presentation in spring 2019 

at the meeting of the Protection of Arctic Marine Environment (PAME).584 

 

Formulations of international rules for the Arctic  
The most prominent international negotiations regarding Arctic shipping has been the IMO’s 

‘Polar Code’ which set forth mandatory standards and regulations for ships that are operating 
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in ice-covered waters.585 Formal negotiations on the ‘Polar Code’ began in 2009 and the Code 

was adopted in 2015. According to a study published in 2019, both China and Japan took part 

working on draft texts between sessions in the Correspondence Group, ‘but they generally kept 

a low profile’.586 Furthermore, a 

review of the documents submitted to the IMO subcommittee tasked with the Polar Code 
negotiations, including reports of the Correspondence Group, provides no indication that 
any Asian state saw these negotiations as an opportunity to influence developments in an 
arena important for Arctic governance. Most of the documentation from these meetings 
was submitted by Arctic states or by European states with observer status in the Arctic 
Council, like Germany and France. Of the 141 documents on the matter submitted to this 
subcommittee before the adoption of the Polar Code, none originated with an Asian state.587 

When the draft had reached the committee level at the final stretch of the process, China co-

sponsored two papers with South Korea before the final adoption by the Council and Japan co-

submitted a single submission with Iceland. China joined the U.S. to delete a savings clause 

proposed by Russia and supported by Canada in a draft Preamble, which in result, prevented 

that states ‘may retain local navigation rules and regulations for certain routes and waterways 

under their jurisdiction’,588 until a harmonious system could be adopted. Judging by the above, 

the authors of the study concluded that the Asian influence on Arctic shipping governance is 

currently modest at best, due to Asian states’ generally low profile during the ‘Polar Code’ 

negotiations and lack of ‘Asian state challenges to regulatory unilateralism in the Arctic’.589 

In 2015, the five Arctic coastal states issued a declaration to prevent commercial fishing in 

the high portion of the Central Arctic Ocean. The negotiations were expanded and China, Japan, 

South Korea, Iceland and the EU were invited to participate in negotiations on a legally binding 

agreement. The legally binding moratorium was approved by all parties in November 2017 and 

signed in October 2018. The agreement bans commercial fishing in the Arctic and extends for 

16 years while more research is done on the area and sufficient regulations and mechanisms to 

protect Arctic fish stocks are in place. No known commercial fishing has taken place in the area 

which shows a precautionary attitude towards fishing in the high seas by all parties. 590 
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5.3.2 Indigenous peoples and national security 

Indigenous peoples 

It is useful to look at Japan’s and China’s stance towards indigenous rights globally as their 

actual activities in the Arctic regarding indigenous peoples are limited, especially in the case of 

China.  

Domestically, Japan is currently in the process of passing a landmark bill officially 

recognising its Ainu population as indigenous peoples by law. Under this bill, discrimination 

against the Ainu will be outlawed and preferential measures and subsidies will be offered in 

attempts to preserve Ainu culture. Additionally, the government plans to create a national Ainu 

park and museum in 2020. It is a fairly recent development and the Japanese government only 

began recognising the Ainu as indigenous in 2008. In 2014, Japan was reprimanded by the 

Human Rights Committee to ‘improve the poor human rights conditions for minorities in 

Japan’.591 Furthermore, the bill has been criticised by leaders of Ainu groups and scholars as it 

does not give the Ainu rights to territorial resources or land rights,592 and that ‘[o]n the surface 

you can find superficial recognition but there is nothing positive for the Ainu in the draft bill in 

terms of international human rights standards’.593  

Regarding the Arctic, some events have been held under the ArCS project on indigenous 

peoples, connecting the Arctic and Japanese cultures, such as the recent event held in March 

2019, called ‘Greenlandic and Ainu hunting cultures: From a perspective of environmental 

conservation and cultural succession’.594 When questioned about Arctic indigenous peoples in 

an interview in 2017, Arctic Ambassador Shiraishi stated that ‘support for indigenous peoples 

is important to Japan’ and that Japan is ‘very proud of Japanese researchers and businesses who 
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are involved in such initiatives’, specifically mentioning a wind power generation project that 

Japan’s involved in in the Sakha Republic.595  

Beijing upholds that there are no indigenous populations within its territory as it considers 

indigeneity and the legal definitions originating from (European) colonisation and conquest. 

Therefore, as the populations in China are outside of the context of (western) colonial or post-

colonial conquest, China upholds that special indigenous rights do not apply to any ethnic 

minority group identified officially within its territory.596   

Globally, China has been somewhat supportive of indigenous rights within the international 

UN framework. Beijing voted in favour of adopting the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples, as well as supported the World Conference on Indigenous Peoples.597 

During the UN Permanent Forum for Indigenous Issues, the Chinese representative stated that 

‘[a]lthough China does not have indigenous issues per se, it firmly supports the promotion and 

protection of the basic human rights and fundamental freedoms of all indigenous peoples 

around the world’.598 Furthermore, he emphasised that 

efforts to promote and protect the rights of indigenous peoples and strengthen their 
comprehensive development still face serious challenges, including the failure of some 
developed countries to earnestly implement the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples.599 

 
Some scholars have argued that the latter statement by China could be interpreted to mean some 

of the Arctic states, although not openly.600 Regarding Arctic indigenous peoples ‘interests and 

concerns’ in the context of commercial activities in the region, there 

is no indication that any particular attention was given to indigenous interests in the 
decision on investments in Arctic Russia. Chinese mining operators in Canada expressed 
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views that the processes of negotiating agreements with local communities is too long and 
burdensome, contributing to their limited interest in the investments in Canada.601 

 
Moreover, Chinese commercial actors in places such as South America and Africa have been 

accused of disregarding indigenous interests in e.g. instances of mining, hydropower and 

agricultural projects. The Chinese government has attempted to address this by adopting 

guidelines for proper management, although whether or not such attempts have tangible results 

remains up for question.602 

 

National security 

An element that needs to be looked at regarding national security and Arctic security is China’s 

relationship with Russia and Japan’s relationship with the U.S and NATO. China and Russia 

have been deepening their political, economic and military relations quickly in recent years. In 

September last year, Russia launched one of its largest military exercises ever, Vostok-2018, 

with Chinese troops participating.603 Moreover, this April-early May, the two countries are 

planning on holding joint naval exercises, to be repeated annually.604 Additionally, Russia’s 

‘destabilising actions and policies [that] go beyond Ukraine’ in recent years are considered ‘a 

clear breach of international norms’ by NATO, 605  fuelling increasing concerns over its 

intentions.606 Russia has also been reopening and building its Arctic military bases, upping its 

military spending and increased its number of large-scale military exercises in the Arctic, the 

Baltic and in Caucasus in recent years.607 

Japan is one of NATO’s ‘partners across the globe’.608 Japan has participated in NATO 

operations and exercises, as well as making ‘generous contributions’ to various NATO 
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projects.609 Considering increasing U.S.-Russia tensions and the U.S.-Japan alliance,610 as well 

as the other four out of eight Arctic states are in NATO, makes it relevant to national security 

and to the Arctic context if a conflict should arise. If China sided with Russia and Japan with 

U.S./NATO, it would mean that these two large powers would be on opposing sides, which in 

turn might affect their national security. 

 

5.3.3 Practice versus policy 

Japan 

To achieve its first Arctic IC initiative, Japan has/does ‘actively convey the findings of its 

scientific observations and research’ with other countries.611 Regarding the ‘Polar Code’, Japan 

participated in the formulation of the Code but generally kept a low profile. Whether it is an 

‘active participant in discussions based on opinions from related industries’612 remains unclear. 

Additionally, Japan participated and signed a legally binding moratorium on fishing, therefore, 

successfully checked off formulating rules for preserving and managing fishery resources. 

In implementing its second IC initiative, Japan has contributed the AC’s Working Groups 

(e.g. EGBCM) and is dispatching experts to the AC under its ArCS project. Additionally, Japan 

has made high-level visits to two Arctic States and discussed increased relations, including on 

Arctic issues and an increased role within the AC, either during its AC chairmanship (Finland) 

or just before its upcoming chairmanship (Iceland). Therefore, Japan’s conduct matched its 

policy in further contributing to activities of the AC and ‘participat[ing] actively in discussions 

of expanding the role of observers’.613 

As noted above, Japan has not yet established research/observation stations in the Arctic 

states. Yet, Japan is promoting scientific and technical cooperation via its ArCS project and 

scientists are conducting research in Arctic states. Moreover, Japan has increased its bilateral 

relations with Russia, as demonstrated by increased scientific (e.g. joint workshops), economic 

(‘new approach’), 614  and diplomatic cooperation (attempts to achieve a peace treaty). 
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Additionally, FM Kono’s visit and speech at the 2018 Arctic Circle certainly promoted Japan’s 

Arctic presence and his speech on an ‘Ideal Arctic’ served to implement the goal to 

‘communicate Japan’s viewpoint’615. Therefore, Japan’s actions mostly matched its Arctic 

policy. In terms of indigenous peoples, Japan’s domestic developments on recognising the Ainu 

could possibly support its stated intentions regarding ‘the rights of indigenous peoples to 

continuity in their traditional economic and social foundations’.616 Yet, no events have occurred 

to put Japan’s statement to the test. 

 

China 

After examining China’s conduct regarding Arctic issues, some discrepancies between its 

actions and its policy can be spotted. First, there is no indication that China ‘takes an active part 

in the international governance of the Arctic’.617 Second, there is no evidence that it ‘playe[d] 

a constructive part in the making, interpretation, application and development of international 

rules regarding the Arctic, and safeguards the common interests of all nations and the 

international community’.618 As no resolutions or action has been taken by the UNSC on the 

Arctic,619 China’s UNSC status does not automatically translate into ‘governance’ power in the 

Arctic. Moreover, China is only an observer to the AC, there by the decision of the Arctic states 

– therefore simply a ‘guest’ at the AC decision table, respectively. In terms of China’s ‘at 

present’ policy rhetoric,620 excluding its actions in the South-China Sea, there have been no 

developments that put China’s commitment to the UN Charter and UNCLOS to the test in the 

Arctic context. 

China’s actions do match its policy in terms of bilateral issues, as the policy simply listed 

bilateral dialogues and agreements already well underway before the publication of the policy, 

such as the relationship with Iceland and the dialogue with Russia on the Arctic. Moreover, 

China is fully using the Arctic Circle, both the main forum and the upcoming China-forum, and 
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there has been no reason to doubt China’s support for CNARC. Also, like Japan, China 

participated and signed the legally binding moratorium on fishing. Interestingly, the policy 

stated that China ‘calls for a legally binding international agreement’621 on fishing – yet at the 

time of publication of the policy the negotiations were already well underway. 

In terms of indigenous peoples, China’s policy statements cannot be truly put to the test 

due to China’s limited contact with Arctic indigenous peoples.622  However, there was no 

indication that investments in Russia occurred ‘on the condition’ that ‘interests and concerns of 

indigenous peoples’623 were taken into consideration.624 It might prove unfruitful to connect 

China’s viewpoint regarding its own ethnic minorities with the Arctic indigenous peoples, as 

China considers the latter to be indigenous but not the former. 

 

5.4 Resource utilisation 
Japan and China are both energy-hungry nations and there is ongoing need for external energy 

supplies for domestic use. Therefore, the Arctic remains an area of strategic long-term interest, 

considering their dependency on imports of energy and resources.625 

 

5.4.1 The Arctic sea routes 
Media and scientists have often depicted Asian shipping companies to be highly interested in 

Arctic shipping as a result of their maritime trade and high imports.626 Yet, that might not be 

the case. Japan’s attention to shipping in the NSR resurged in 2010 after lying dormant after 

INSROP and JANSROP. The results from both programs still impacted the shipping sector 

which resulted in reluctance to invest in Arctic shipping.627 Even so, since 2010 the OPRI has 

pushed for increased attention to the region and convened conferences and studies on Arctic 
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developments, including the NSR, and presented recommendations for an Arctic strategy in 

2012.628 However, according to a survey published in 2016, interest in Arctic shipping was 

modest by Japanese shipping companies, as the results from the previous programs were still 

highly influential – i.e. the costs still outweighed the benefits.629 

Current Japanese involvement in Arctic shipping is closely linked with the Yamal LNG 

project (see below). Japan’s Mitsui O.S.K. Lines (MOL) – ‘one of the world’s most powerful 

shipping companies’630 – became the first Asian shipping company to operate an ice-breaking 

LNG carrier, ‘pioneer[ing] the Northern Sea Route’, jointly ordered with the China Ocean 

Shipping Company Limited (COSCO) in 2018.631 The icebreaker started services for the project 

in November 2018.632 

Unlike the optimism shown by Chinese scholars and media, Chinese shipping companies 

showed a general disinterest in Arctic shipping according to a survey conducted in 2013.633 

However, COSCO announced in 2015 that it would begin regular container shipping services 

through the region and in 2016 aimed to ‘expand Cosco’s [sic] use of the Northeast Passage for 

more regular trading, explore navigation in Northwest Passage, and develop ice-classed 

vessels’.634 COSCO has sent 10 vessels along the NSR from 2013 – June 2018, and ran eight 

transits over the Arctic just in 2018. Some of the transits in 2018 were done by a trio of ice-

capable cargo vessels which were the first Chinese merchant vessels specifically built for Arctic 

shipping.635 In late 2018, COSCO and MOL launched two more ice-breaking LNG carriers for 

the Yamal LNG project, with three more ice-breaking LNG vessels due to be built for the 

companies in 2019.636  
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Last year, China’s Maritime Safety Agency held a conference that ‘sought to take inventory 

of, and to facilitate, the development of the country’s polar shipping capabilities’ called the 

‘Practice and Prospects on the Polar Silk Road’. 637  Chinese shipping companies ‘are 

encouraged – but not strongly – to take part in Arctic shipping’ as part of the BRI, but as of yet, 

COSCO is the ‘most active player by far’ among Chinese (and Japanese) enterprises in Arctic 

shipping.638 The greater caution on Arctic shipping by Japan vis-á-vis China could be explained 

by the closer involvement in the formulation of the Arctic Policy by ‘maritime-sector 

bureaucracies responsible for industries with Arctic experience’639 and the impact that INSROP 

and JANSROP had on those bureaucracies. 

 

5.4.2 Natural resources and tourism 

Oil and gas 
As discussed in chapter three, Japan has been a part of oil exploration in Greenland via the 

KANUMAS project since 1989. In 2011, the Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum of the 

Government of Greenland opened licensing rounds in the offshore northeast Greenland and in 

the Greenland Sea. Subsequently, JOGMEC was awarded exploration licenses to develop an 

oil field off the coast of Greenland in 2013. 640  A new development in Japan’s energy 

exploration was JOGMEC’s collaboration with ConocoPhillips and the U.S. Department of 

Energy (DOE) in 2012, on finding ways to recover methane hydrate energy resources safely in 

the Arctic in order to make available new supplies of clean-burning natural gas. In 2017, the 

DOE and JOGMEC jointly conducted another round of testing on methane hydrates on the 

North Slope in Alaska.641  

China recently overtook Japan as the world’s largest importer of natural gas following 

increased demand for more environmentally friend fuel and might overtake Japan in LNG 

imports in the 2020’s. However, as of yet, Japan is the world’s largest consumer of LNG and 
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relies heavily on LNG imports.642 Japan has been the largest importer of Russian LNG in the 

past decade, notably via the Sakhalin Project II, an oil and gas development project in the 

Russian Sakhalin Island. The first shipment of LNG under the export project arrived in Japan 

in 2009643 and by 2014 Japan imported approximately 80 per cent of the entire LNG produced 

in Sakhalin.644 Besides Russia, Japan has received shipments of LNG from Norway through the 

Arctic, first in 2012.645 Japan’s FM Kono announced at the 2018 Arctic Circle that Japan is 

‘promoting a comprehensive energy development cooperation with Russia in its Arctic region, 

while fully taking account of the environment’,646 referring to the MoU signed, in the presence 

of President Putin and PM Abe, between JOGMEC and Russia’s Novatek in September 2018 

on cooperation in the Yamal project and Gydan peninsulas, which includes the Arctic LNG 2 

project.647  

Russia has become a large component of Beijing’s ‘Polar Silk Road’ as its main Arctic 

energy interest in potential oil and gas. China’s National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and 

Russia’s Rosneft signed a crude oil supply contract in 2013 to supply China for a twenty-five-

year period.648 Moreover, CNPC and Gazprom signed a massive 30-year contract in May 2014 

to supply pipeline gas from Russia to China.649 Increased cooperation eventually led to the 

current centrepiece in the ‘Polar Silk Road’, the Yamal LNG project – based on the Yamal 

Peninsula and operational since December 2017. China’s CNPC owns 20 per cent of the project 

and China’s Silk Road fund 9.9 per cent while Russia’s Novatek owns just above 50 per cent.650 

The CNPC received its first shipment of Yamal LNG via the NSR in July 2018 and is expected 

to start receiving at least 3 million tonnes starting in 2019.651  
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Despite the ongoing ‘trade war’ between the U.S. and China, three Chinese companies are 

currently negotiating with the Alaska Gasline Development Corporation regarding gas 

exploration and its refinement into LNG in Alaska.  In 2017, a non-binding joint development 

agreement was signed between the parties which included China financing 75 per cent, with 75 

per cent of the Alaskan LNG aimed for the Chinese market (press estimate). 652  Another 

development occurred in October 2018. The CNPC and CNOOC voiced their interest in bidding 

for licenses for oil exploration off the coast of Greenland when they become available in 2021, 

with representatives from both companies having met with Greenland’s Energy Minister.653  

Still, there have been some less successful energy projects. In 2013, the China National 

Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) explored for oil in the Dreki region (Drekasvæðið) in the 

North Atlantic in partnership with Icelandic and Norwegian firms, which was the first drilling 

operation undertaken offshore in the Arctic by a Chinese firm.654 However, as survey findings 

were poor, CNOOC and its Norwegian counterpart withdrew from the project in January 

2018.655 

 

Mining 
As noted in chapter 3, China is interested in Greenland’s rich REE deposits. The most visible 

economic venture in Greenland is the joint mining Kvanefjeld Project between China’s Shenghe 

Resources656 and Australia-based Greenland Minerals in southern Greenland, most notably a 

planned REE and uranium mine.657 Kvanefjeld is the second-largest REE deposit in the world 

and the sixth-largest in uranium.658 Shenge holds a 12.5 per cent stake in the project and in 2018, 
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a MoU was signed, allowing Shenge to take the lead in marketing and processing extracted 

materials from the site. Moreover, in January it was announced that Shenge would be partnering 

with the CNNC ‘to enhance the procedure for separating REEs from uranium and thorium 

deposits at the Kvanefjeld site’,659 prompting concern by the main opposition party in the 

Greenlandic government over possible environmental interests and over the degree of Chinese 

interests in the project. Notably, Chinese involvement in Greenland has raised concerns in 

Denmark, which just last year intervened in a possible Greenland airport expansion project, 

blocking Chinese investment.660 China has also been involved in mining in Canada, although 

interests started to diminish after 2016 as Chinese companies found it challenging to meet local 

requirements as well as decision-making processes and investments in Canada were slower than 

expected.661 

 

Tourism 
Chinese and Japanese tourists in the Arctic have increased steadily over recent years. For 

example, in the time period 2007-2018, tourists visiting Iceland (via Keflavík airport) have 

increased from 9,500 Chinese passengers to 89,000 and 6,000 to 19,000 Japanese passengers 

from 2007 – 2018.662 Additionally, Chinese tourists to Canada have increased from 13,656 to 

64,113 – but Japanese tourists decreased from 39,136 to 26,218. 663  Chinese tourists are 

estimated to be between 25 – 50 per cent of annual Arctic visits (press estimate).664 

During the Antarctic Treaty conference in 2017, an initiative on responsible Chinese polar 

tourism for both poles was launched by several Chinese travel companies, although it appears 

focused on the poles themselves rather than the Arctic in its entirety.665 The first international 
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conference on Arctic tourism in Japan was held at Hokkaido University in June last year, called 

‘Sustainability is Cool in Arctic Tourism’ with the theme ‘To be a sustainable Arctic tourism’ 

and was organized in cooperation between Japanese and Finnish institutions.666 

 

5.4.3 Practice versus policy 

Japan 
In its participation on resource utilisation in the Arctic, Japan appears to be mostly in line with 

its policy. As Japan’s first sustainable initiative simply aimed to ‘[c]onsider measures to 

support Japanese companies, for greater awareness of business opportunities in the Arctic’,667 

it proves difficult to assess. Yet, it appears that some ‘encouragement’ might have occurred, as 

a major Japanese company signed a MoU on the Yamal LNG project with Russia, in the 

presence of PM Abe and President Putin. It is a large business opportunity, as well as 

strategically important to Japan considering its massive imports of LNG and its usage of the 

NSR for shipping. Besides the Yamal project, in utilising the NSR, the moderate expectations 

of the policy match the industry’s outlook on shipping as the results of INSROP and JANSROP 

are still influential in Japan. Moreover, under the ArCS project’s theme of ‘Predictability study 

on weather and sea-ice forecasts linked with user engagement’,668 Japan is actively working on 

its initiative of ‘constructing systems to support maritime navigation such as a system to predict 

sea ice distribution and one to forecast weather’ and the ‘challenges’ of the route.669 Therefore, 

Japan’s actions match its policy in terms of the ‘Arctic Sea Route’. There has been no indication 

that the Japanese government stopped providing financial support for JOGMEC’s exploration 

project in Greenland and so Japan is consistent with its policy regarding its mineral initiative. 

As already noted, Japan signed a legally binding moratorium on commercial fishing in the 

Arctic Ocean. Therefore, there is no known development of ‘marine living resources’670 by 

Japan (or other states). As a result, there are no activities to test Japan’s commitment to this 

policy initiative. 
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China 

After examining China’s participation in utilising Arctic resources, it appears that some of its 

actions in line with its policy, while some are not. To create a ‘Polar Silk Road’, there was no 

activity that indicated that states other than China itself expects it ‘to play a major role in the 

expanding the network of shipping routes’ or ‘facilitat[e] the economic and social progress of 

the coastal States [sic] along the routes’.671 Even so, China and Russia have significantly 

increased their economic relationship and their enterprises have conducted both trial and actual 

commercial voyages through the NSR, which appear to ‘pave the way’ for ‘regularized 

operations’ judging by their future shipping plans.672 However, development of infrastructure 

and/or trial voyages to ‘pave the way for commercial and regularized operation’673 have not 

occurred on the other two sea routes. Moreover, besides COSCO’s current Yamal shipments 

on the NSR, there has been limited interest by Chinese shipping companies in utilising the 

(three) Arctic sea routes.674 Nonetheless, China’s conduct appears in line with its policy as it 

simply states that it ‘hopes to work with all parties’ to construct its ‘Polar Silk Road’ via the 

shipping routes.675 

On exploration and exploitation of non-living resources, there has been no indication that 

China goes against its policy by disrespecting ‘the laws of the relevant States [sic]’ or their 

jurisdiction over oil, gas and mineral resources;676 and China/Chinese companies have been 

properly negotiating agreements on exploiting resources with the Arctic states.677 

Moreover, like with Japan, as there are no developments on fishing in the high seas in the 

Arctic Ocean, a comparison is not possible on China’s claim that it ‘favor[s] conservation in a 

scientific manner and of rational use’.678 However, its signing of the moratorium on fishing 

matches its claim of supporting an international agreement on fisheries management. 

Additionally, no developments have occurred that support, or contradict, China’s statement that 
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it ‘will [...] play a constructive part in the management of fisheries in the high seas in the Arctic 

Ocean’.679 Besides the initiative by Chinese travel companies on responsible polar tourism, no 

material was found which backed China’s claim that it ‘advocates low-carbon tourism’ or 

‘ecotourism’.680 

 

5.5 Chapter conclusion 
After looking at the conduct of Japan and China in each theme, some similarities and differences 

can be observed. Both states stress the seriousness of climate change and are honouring 

international climate agreements (e.g. Paris Agreement), while simultaneously taking part in 

coal consumption and other polluting industries. China has been more active in pursuing ‘green’ 

energy than Japan but is also much larger emitter of GHGs. Japan has been more active than 

China in environmental and scientific research projects, conducting two comprehensive 

systematic Arctic programmes, largely dedicated to the environment. However, China has been 

highly active in Arctic expeditions via the Xue Long, receiving attention in the Chinese (and 

foreign) media, which in turn actively publicises each trip to the Chinese public. 

Bilateral relationships with the Arctic states differ substantially, with Japan engaging in 

overall good diplomatic relations – even with the territorial dispute with Russia. In contrast, 

China’s relationships are fairly dramatic. Some are great as with e.g. Russia and Iceland, or 

experienced sudden downturns as with Norway and Canada. China has increasingly 

strengthened its relationship with Russia, diplomatically, militarily and economically, with the 

Yamal LNG project as a centrepiece of its ‘Polar Silk Road’. However, no other developments 

under the ‘Polar Silk Road’ have occurred regarding the other shipping routes. Japan also joined 

the Yamal project, showing the increased importance of Russia in both states’ Arctic relations.  

Japan has actively conducted resource exploration for a long time, e.g. in Greenland, while 

China’s activities are fairly recent, with the increasing interest in Greenland somewhat rattling 

Denmark. Multilaterally, both states have participated in Arctic law with the moratorium on 

Arctic fishing and the formation of the ‘Polar Code’ – although both kept a low profile in the 

process of the latter. Japan has been more active within the workings of the AC and actively 

tries to send specialists under its ArCS program to Working Groups, Task Forces or other high-
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level meetings. China has been fairly active in the AMBI under CAFF, which shows a certain 

type of interest on China’s behalf in migratory birds and fauna. Thus, where Japan has been a 

consistent contributor to Arctic issues, steadily proving its value over time, especially in science 

and technology, China’s Arctic contributions and involvement has been narrower and more 

strategic in nature, e.g. its cooperation with Russia on economic and military issues, projection 

of power and diplomacy via its icebreakers, even its FTA with Iceland. 

Overall, Japan’s Arctic participation appears almost completely in line with its policy. 

Considering that the ArCS project begun only a month before the publishing of the policy it is 

not unlikely that the two were created as a set and/or developed by the same actors. It is not that 

unexpected considering that ArCS is national flagship project with Japan’s major Arctic 

institutes participating, and a continuation from the GRENE Arctic project. Notably, Japan’s 

resource utilisation goals also state either a project already underway at the time of publishing 

such as the exploration project in Greenland or vague ‘encouragements’ to participate in other 

business opportunities. By having the policy based almost entirely on already underway 

initiatives and projects presents lower risk of ‘losing face’ for Japan than introducing entirely 

new plans that it might not achieve, and/or lower risk of ‘ruffling feathers’ as a result of 

overambition. 

In contrast, China’s conduct compared to its policy is more complicated. Its conduct 

matches the policy on honouring international climate agreements, conducting environmental 

research and on acquiring scientific knowledge, plus China’s ‘hope’ to build a ‘Polar Silk Road’. 

However, many of China’s policy statements were highly exaggerated – e.g. its role in 

environmental research, or simply lacked evidence to support them – e.g. China’s claims of 

having a large role in Arctic ‘governance’. This can be interpreted as China’s desire to play a 

larger role in Arctic affairs, but more importantly, it shows its attempt to project an image to a 

foreign (and domestic) audience – and convince them – that China has a much larger role and 

presence in the Arctic than it actually does in reality. 
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6 Conclusion 
This thesis attempted to find out to what extent the Arctic policies of China and Japan are 

similar (or different)? And to what extent they are playing out in practice? To start off, China 

and Japan’s Arctic interests and involvement before 2009 were examined in a historical context. 

Their histories showed that while Japan began actively conducting research in the Arctic in the 

1990s, China was only starting circumpolar research in this period. Moreover, that the interests 

of both states expanded from scientific interests in the 2000s to include the economic, political 

and environmental dimensions of the Arctic, and so both states applied for observer status to 

the AC in 2009. By applying, both states accepted the AC’s criteria, therefore declaring to 

adhere to the norms and rules associated with the AC. That is, at that point in time, China and 

Japan accepted to be ‘norm-takers’ rather than risk being left out of future Arctic discussions. 

Furthermore, applying was a game changer in the attention given to the Arctic by both states, 

who stepped up their attention to and engagement with the region following their application.  

 

Science and environment, constructing narratives 

Japan has steadily and actively contributed to Arctic issues, most notably in science and 

technology – including environmental research. Since 2009, it has completed one large 

comprehensive scientific research on the Arctic environment – the GRENE Arctic project, and 

then started an even larger undertaking which includes more social aspects – the ArCS project. 

Both projects have facilitated a more comprehensive understanding of what is happening to the 

Arctic. Since being accepted as an observer to the AC in 2013, Japan has contributed to the 

workings of AC, such as in the EGBCM with its important contribution on understanding and 

measuring BC. In 2015, Japan published its Arctic policy, which presented Japan’s intention of 

continuing to use science as its method for Arctic engagement and reinforce its identity as a 

scientifically advanced nation, as the policy heavily centred around Japan’s scientific 

capabilities. The ArCS project and Japan’s policy are closely connected, with all the science 

and technology initiatives in the policy mirrored in the ArCS project (or vice versa). Japan has 

not yet achieved to establish research/observation stations in Russia and the U.S. as desired or 

commissioned an icebreaker, but otherwise has mostly achieved its stated course of action from 

its policy in terms of science.  

While China has conducted scientific and environmental research on the region and is 

clearly growing as a scientific power in the Arctic – and tries to project that in its Arctic policy 

– it has not reached Japan’s established level of research and engagement. China has actively 
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conducted marine scientific research of the Arctic and since 2009 has completed five Arctic 

expeditions. Additionally, China launched its second icebreaker in 2018. Unlike Japan, China 

has not contributed to studies on BC nor provided information about its own BC emissions. In 

terms of AC activities after being accepted as an observer in 2013, China has mostly focused 

on the AMBI under CAFF. Despite their scientific and environmental research and knowledge, 

both Japan and China have contributed to Arctic climate change by their domestic activities 

such as via their use (and production) of fossil fuels, especially coal, in the past decade. China 

became the largest emitter of GHGs in 2007 and the emissions continue to rise. Japan began 

relying heavily on fossil fuels from 2011 onward, after shutting off most of its nuclear power 

plants. Despite listing the environment and addressing climate change as a priority in their 

policies, by contributing to global climate change, both states are negatively affecting the Arctic 

by default. 

Even so, both states stress the ramifications climate change has for the entire planet in their 

Arctic policies, connecting change occurring in the Arctic to global climate repercussions – and 

they have the science to back-it-up due to their extensive scientific research in the region. They 

claim that changes in the Arctic need to be addressed by the international community as a whole 

as it is an issue for mankind. They put themselves in, and bearing responsibility to, that 

international community – with the distinction that China clearly considers itself the ‘first 

among equals’. Furthermore, they both attempt to use their national efforts and scientific 

knowledge on climate and the environment to make themselves indispensable, justifying their 

involvement on global grounds. Moreover, both underscore the freedom of all states in 

scientific, maritime, and economic activities in areas of the Arctic belonging to the global 

commons, i.e. ‘the common heritage of mankind’ – bringing the Arctic into the international 

sphere.  

In parallel, both states give prominence to the Arctic as a regional territory, and to having 

a presence within that territory. As both states have no territory in the Arctic, they attempt to 

construct proximity to enhance their legitimacy as Arctic stakeholders. By emphasising their 

scientific research and expeditions in/to the Arctic, and the extensive knowledge they have of 

the region, both states are constructing proximity by the means of knowledge, as well as making 

themselves indispensable to Arctic science. China attempts to bring itself even closer, as it 

publicly declares itself to be a ‘near-Arctic state’, which shows the importance of being in the 

Arctic to solidify a legitimate stakeholder image. Both the regional and global narratives serve 
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in parallel to further legitimise China and Japan as Arctic stakeholders, as members of the 

‘Arctic club’ but also a part of the international community, claiming a stake on both grounds. 

 

Arctic ‘governance’, relations and resources 

There is a clear difference between Japan and China outside of the two narratives above, 

although deeply connected to them. That is the matter of ‘governance’. First, Japan never 

employs the term ‘governance’ in its policy but uses the deferential term of ‘participation’ and 

presents itself as a ‘participant’ in Arctic affairs. In the past decade, Japan has worked on 

increasing bilateral and multilateral relations with the Arctic states mostly based on scientific 

and economic cooperation. It has been actively exploring resources in the Arctic, most notably 

in Greenland, and is completely in-line with its policy in that regard. It has also made a 

significant effort to resolve and better its relations with Russia, which appears to be paying off, 

as the two states are once again discussing a peace treaty and engaged in large economic 

undertakings.  In its Arctic engagement, Japan currently shows no indication in its policy nor 

in practice of openly challenging the Arctic ‘governance’ regime. Nonetheless, Japan has 

worked on making the Arctic more ‘international’, especially since 2015, for example by its 

policy, high-level meetings with the Arctic states, scientific cooperation, and by using forums 

such as the Arctic Circle to discuss its vision for an ‘Ideal Arctic’. 

In contrast, China has dramatically moved from paying attention and studying the 

governance aspect of the Arctic following the Russian flag planting, to declaring itself a 

massive contributor to and influencer of ‘international governance of the Arctic’ in 2018.681 A 

significant leap in a decade. In the past decade, China’s Arctic engagement and contributions 

have been strategic in nature, such as China’s move to strengthen its relationships with Russia 

via military and economic cooperation, its icebreaker diplomacy, and its relationship with 

Iceland. Yet, interestingly, China’s dramatic relationship with Norway and more recently 

Canada, might indicate that China does not consider the Arctic so high on its agenda that it is 

willing to let ‘outside’ issues slide when it conceives itself to be disrespected or its political 

landscape challenged. In its policy, China makes very large statements and claims about its 

significant role in governance and decision-making in the Arctic, even referring to itself as a 

‘champion’ of the Arctic, as well as underlining its importance as a global power. Moreover, it 

tries to convince the reader of its long history of engagement in the Arctic. Yet, China’s actual 

                                                
681 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy. 
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conduct and power in Arctic affairs and governance is highly modest in comparison, and its 

history significantly shorter, respectfully. 

Japan and China emphasise their respect – in China’s case repeatedly – of the sovereignty 

and territorial rights of the Arctic states in all affairs within their respective jurisdictions in their 

policies. Furthermore, they advertise their acknowledgement of the AC as the most legitimate 

governance structure to discuss and to have an impact on Arctic issues. In doing so, they are 

behaving as is expected under the current norms of the region, therefore ensuring some level of 

order and predictability. It also serves to legitimise their own Arctic stakeholder image, as being 

observers in the AC brings them closer to having decision making power and influence vis-á-

vis non-Arctic actors without observer status. Indeed, despite China’s projected image of a 

powerful Arctic actor, both Japan and China alike have very limited decision-making power 

under their current status as observers within the current norm structure facilitated by the AC. 

If they so wished, the Arctic states could – theoretically – exclude them from the current 

structure and decision making. Whether China and Japan would simply accept being ‘kicked 

out’ is a different matter. 

Interestingly, that is where China’s ‘Polar Silk Road’ might possibly come into play. 

China’s BRI is an incredibly ambitious and large undertaking, an initiative based on Chinese 

values and most importantly – it is a developing international norm. China created the BRI, a 

new norm of economic cooperation outside of western values. By bringing the Arctic into a 

norm of its own making, could be understood as an attempt by China to move away from being 

a ‘norm-taker’ into a possible ‘seller of norms’. That is, as opposed to completely pushing for 

a new norm structure, which might risk China’s observer status and overly challenge the Arctic 

states, especially considering the history of anxiety towards China’s ambitions in the Arctic, 

China is attempting to ‘sell’ its participation to interested states. The ‘Polar Silk Road’ serves 

as an opportunity for China to engage with the Arctic states under Chinese values and might 

facilitate the larger future role China clearly wants in the Arctic. Indeed, judging by its policy 

and actions, China clearly believes that its great power status should ‘naturally’ move into the 

Arctic sphere. 

 

It all relates back to theory... 
The Arctic is undergoing a ‘transformative change’. The ‘opening’ of the Arctic is changing its 

global role. With the change occurring at rapid speed, the world is trying to keep up. The region 

does not have a long history of established institutions, norms, and rules as the Arctic’s opening 
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is unprecedented in modern history. What the Arctic is, and means is changing. It creates an 

opportunity to establish new norms and new identities, subsequently creating new political 

realities. China and Japan are trying to expand their identity and wish to be seen as legitimate 

Arctic ‘stakeholders’. However, they seem to recognise their lack of power under current norms. 

Their policies serve to input new norms of possible ‘international’ Arctic participation, but they 

also recognise the current need to be allowed to participate. Japan is using its ‘soft-power’ 

image and established international identity as a scientific actor to steadily advance its 

importance to the Arctic structure, and it appears to be working. China adopts a different 

approach – it power projects. It uses its policy as a sales-pitch to convince other states of the 

possible gains they would obtain by Chinese participation in the Arctic, as well as uses the 

policy to draw attention to its own expectations of playing ‘a major role’ in the future.682  

It relates back to ‘identity and recognition’. Japan and China are building their Arctic 

identities in the international system, but this identity still needs to be recognised and accredited 

to them by other actors in order to be legitimate as their Arctic engagement still strongly relies 

on the Arctic states. Moreover, like the Arctic states needed to identify themselves – as Arctic 

nations and as ‘real players or actors’ – and partially did so through their strategy papers and 

self-descriptions, China and Japan are doing the same. With statements like being a ‘near-Arctic 

state’683 (China) or being ‘called upon [...] to play a leading role for sustainable development 

in the Arctic’ (Japan),684 China and Japan are seeking to be recognised as ‘real players’ and 

‘actors in the Arctic region’,685 i.e. legitimate Arctic ‘stakeholders’. In conclusion, while Japan 

and China are both pushing for an increased role for themselves in the Arctic, they are both 

currently willing to accept the norm that power lies with the Arctic states in exchange for a seat 

at the table – i.e., their fear of being excluded currently trumps the need for making the Arctic 

global. 

 

 

 

 
 
  

                                                
682 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy, 
683 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s Arctic Policy, 
684 The Headquarters for Ocean Policy, Japan’s Arctic Policy, p. 2. 
685 Bailes and Heininen, Strategy Papers, p. 116. 
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