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Warming in the Arctic has led to diminishing summer sea ice extent, potentially opening the region to ex-
panded travel and shipping routes as well as development. The U.S. will pass the chairmanship of the Arc-
tic Council to Finland in May 2017, creating a timely moment for reflection on the state of Arctic diplomacy.

Anjuli Bamzai highlighted the role the National Science Foundation (NSF) plays in supporting research 
in the Arctic. Governed by the Arctic Research Policy Act of 1984, the U.S. Arctic Research Commission 
(USARC) sets goals and objectives for Arctic research activities, which range from the health and wellbe-
ing of Arctic residents, to national security interests, to understanding the role of the Arctic in global sys-
tems. The Arctic Council, as an intergovernmental forum, also hosts a Scientific Cooperation Task Force. 
Research focal areas include national defense; maritime safety; sea level rise; indigenous people and their 
sovereignty; and environmental stewardship and coastal erosion. 

Within this context, NSF sponsored over 150 projects in the region from 2004-2014, and has participated 
in many large scale international research collaborations.  Dr. Bamzai noted that the extreme environment 
of the Arctic requires the sharing of resources between Arctic states, encouraging collaboration. The Arctic 
is a unique region with implications for national security, and scientific collaborations across boundaries 
enable the sharing of data, facilities, and ideas, leading to an improved understanding of the Arctic system.

Seth Andre Myers noted that international relations in the Arctic region (which includes the U.S. (Alaska), 
Canada, Finland, Greenland, Denmark, Iceland, Norway, Russia, and Sweden) are historically and currently 
complex. We must look intra-regionally to understand that the current Arctic peace reflects the relative in-
ternational peace of the past few decades. The start of the present era of peace can be traced to a Mikhail 
Gorbachev speech in 1987, where he proposed coordinating scientific and environmental work in Arctic 
and opening up the Northwest Passage to foreign ships. At present, we are seeing changes to the interna-
tional order, the consequences of which are spilling over into the Arctic. For example, Russia is trying to 
roll back NATO. China’s goals are less overt, but they favor a system where the U.S. is not the unchallenged 
master of the earth’s supranational shared natural resources. We have seen an increase in NATO intercepts 
of Russian aircraft and sanctions against Russia, including against energy companies working to develop 
Arctic resources.

Science diplomacy fits into this system in several ways. Science-supported diplomacy can reduce tensions 
by providing the geological mapping to resolve 40-year-old border disputes. Science can also be a stra-
tegic tool: the act of research could play a more complex role in regional posturing. Currently, non-Arctic 
countries such as China are using research as a way to enter the arena. China’s investment in the Icebreak-
er Snow Dragon and Yellow River station on Svaalbard (Norway) exhibit their legitimate concern over sea 
level rise, but could have secondary goals. A new term for this kind of stakeholder has arisen: “Near-Arctic 
nations.” Along the same lines, some scientific research can be considered dual use. For example, bathy-
metric surveys expand our understanding of the Arctic Ocean environment, but could be used for subma-
rine navigation. Ocean salinity levels tell us about global circulation patterns, but have applications in sonar 
as well. Mr. Myers concluded that while tensions exist, scientific cooperation offers opportunities to im-
prove diplomatic ties by creating a track to diplomacy when traditional avenues are blocked or contested, 
and allowing scientists to move forward with their own agendas in the absence of government action.

Sherri Goodman focused on security in the Arctic. She argued that we need to think about science diplo-
macy in the context of the changing global security environment. At the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) 
in the 1990s, a central mission was to engage Russia in Arctic military collaboration. Norway had concerns 
about radioactive waste from decommissioned Russian nuclear submarines that threatened fisheries. 
Arctic Military Environmental Cooperation (AMEC) was a set of science-related projects associated with 
environmental contamination from military activities in the far North. A bill to remove liquid nuclear waste 
in-situ relied on scientists working with engineers and policymakers to share information.

Currently, the Arctic is changing more rapidly than any other place, opening up a “Fourth Coast” and in-
creasing tensions. The Secretary of State’s International Security Advisory Board, on which Ms. Goodman 
sits, last year released their “Report on Arctic Policy,” which identified six Arctic imperatives: (1) secure U.S. 
rights to sub-sea resources by ratifying Law of the Sea Treaty, which is currently at a political impasse in 
Congress; (2) add icebreakers to the U.S. fleet, which is behind in icebreaking capability and needs to max-
imize function; (3) improve telecommunications and broadband capability in the Arctic, as well as energy 
generation capabilities; (4) deepen work with all states, including Russia, on the Arctic Council to assuage 
“geoeconomic” competition; (5) support sustainable development for the people of the Arctic, including 
consulting Alaska natives on their needs; and (6) sustain robust research funding.

Ms. Goodman highlighted three types of science diplomacy that are important to the Arctic: (1) NSF-type 
coordination that advances understanding of the environment and scientist-to-scientist exchange that un-
dergirds diplomatic efforts; (2) contributions from scientists to diplomatic efforts, like former Secretary of 
Energy Ernie Moniz’s role in the Iran nuclear agreement; and (3) sub-national and sub-regional collabora-
tions, like those between Alaskan state representatives and their counterparts in Canadian and Greenland 
Arctic provinces on the topics of energy, telecommunications, and infrastructure.

SESSION KEY POINTS

• The changing Arctic environment is increasing international tensions and presenting a challenge for sci-
ence diplomacy.

• Emerging actors like the “Near-Arctic states” are highlighting their investment in the Arctic. 

• Existing partnerships and collaborations at the sub-national, national, and international level provide 
opportunities for continued scientific cooperation and the incorporation of good science in diplomatic 
exchanges.


