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Regional security in the High North has evolved 
substantially since the days when it was a political 
hinterland, segmented territorially and politically 
because of its strategic significance in superpower 
security politics. Today, the High North is no longer 
a peripheral area. Experiencing an era of civil 
mobilization, resource exploitation and private 
capitalization, it is developing as a key energy-
producing region in an age of energy scarcity and 
instability. In this context, security has taken on a 
broader, more comprehensive sense that no longer 
consists only of military aspects, but of political, 
economic, social and ecological aspects as well.1 

As the focal points of security in the North 
evolve and broaden, so has participation in 
security matters. Security dialogue now involves 
regional governments, commercial actors, non-
governmental organizations and society at large. 
This paper discusses some of the effects and 
implications of this phenomenon.

Shifting the perspective
Regionalization in the European Arctic has led 
to shifts in the centre–region political balance. 
In particular, northern communities are finding 
their voice in northern security policy. They seek 
to change the perspective from which one views 
the North.

Traditionally, the North has been described 
from the outside where it is seen largely in terms 
of resources, transport and strategic space.2 
Look North! (2003) broadened this perspective to 
include the environment and the Arctic’s role in 
global climate change. 3 Yet as its title suggests, 
the perspective is still from the outside—a view 
reinforced by a 2005 white paper, which focused 
on the North’s international context, setting aside 
questions of a domestic regional nature.4 In this 
view, northern policy is predominantly foreign 
policy. 

For the North!, a rejoinder published by the 

Executive Committee for Northern Norway,5 offers 
a contrasting, regional view: “the northern areas 
as seen from the North.” 6

While acknowledging foreign affairs plays an 
essential role in securing economic, environ
mental and political interests, For the North 
expresses the regional view that developing the 
North’s potential means developing society, not 
just resources. Northern policy must serve the 
North. This means building the physical, social, 
institutional and intellectual base required for a 
thriving regional economy and society. Taking this 
view, northern policy is first and foremost regional 
policy. 

Northern communities have gained the atten
tion of central policymakers. The Norwegian 
High North strategy (2006) acknowledges and 
incorporates regional aspirations articulated in 
For the North.7 At the same time, the strategy 
casts northern policy in a broader light where 
domestic and foreign policy play both leading 
and supporting roles for each other, shifting the 
perspective yet again. Northern policy becomes 
an umbrella under which relevant sectors are 
integrated to advance local, national and inter
national needs.

Geographically, a shortcoming of the term 
High North is that it does not specify any general 
spatial boundaries.8 Look North! took a circum
polar view of the northern areas, whereas For the 
North restricted itself to the European Arctic, a 
position adopted by the Norwegian High North 
strategy.9 This is the area on which this paper will 
concentrate. 

Civilianization of security
Security policy has undergone a process of 
civilianization as the security agenda expands 
to include issues within the traditional remit of 
provincial governments and other stakeholders 
within civil society. In consequence, security 

FOCUS NORTH 5-2008

Society and Security in the European Arctic

THE NORWEGIAN ATLANTIC COMMITTEE



policy no longer falls within the sole purview of 
the defence policy establishment, and national 
and subnational governments find themselves in 
a complex political milieu where the boundaries 
between domestic and security politics are 
indistinct.

One can find several examples of the 
civilianization of security in the European North. 
Perhaps the most prominent is the Barents 
Cooperation, an initiative designed to promote 
normalization, stability and integration in the 
European Arctic by linking northern communi
ties through extensive networks of transnational 
cooperation. The Barents Cooperation uses region
alization as a tool for actively involving civil society 
in security matters in the North.

Another example is surveillance in the Barents 
Sea—an issue long associated with defence and 
the military. Norway has introduced several civilian 
surveillance systems to the region to address 
growing environmental and resource security 
needs. 

The Northern Norway Vessel Traffic Monitor
ing System (VTMS) was the first such system. By 
integrating coastal radar stations with the Universal 
Shipborne Automatic Identification System (AIS), 
the VTMS centre in Vardø can monitor shipping 
traffic along the entire coast of northern Norway, 
as well as coordinate rescue and assistance for 
ships in distress. 

Another system under development, called 
“Barents Sea On Screen,” will use satellites, ships, 
aircraft and other sensors to continuously monitor 
key environmental, weather, shipping and other 
parameters. The system gives civil authorities a 
real-time situation picture of the entire Barents Sea 
(including areas outside Norwegian jurisdiction), 
providing them early warning of potential incidents 
and thereby increasing the time for authorities to 
mobilize an appropriate response.10 

Growing influence of indigenous peoples
Indigenous peoples across the Arctic have been 
finding their collective voice in pressing for repre
sentation, restitution and resources. Groups in 
Alaska and Canada have had particular success in 
asserting pre-eminent rights to land and resources; 
the Sami in Norway are making similar gains in 
political influence, whereas efforts in Russia have 
met with mixed results.11 

The Norwegian High North strategy aims for 
indigenous peoples to have a strong position 

and seeks to increase their capacity to exert real 
influence in societal development in the North.12 
This is particularly true in Finnmark county, 
where the Sami have lived collectively since time 
immemorial. 

The Finnmark Act of 2006 forms the basis 
for clarifying how land and natural resources in 
Finnmark should be administered, as well as the 
scope of collective and individual rights of use and 
ownership on state-owned land. 

The Act transferred state-owned land in the 
county to a local trust (Finnmarkseiendommen) 
administered by trustees appointed by the county 
council and the Sami Parliament. It manages 
the property on behalf of all Finnmark residents, 
regulating land and resource use. The Act also 
established a commission to investigate land and 
water rights in Finnmark as well as a special court 
to settle disputes. 

The Finnmark Act does not apply to coastal and 
offshore resources. Although the government is 
reviewing the rights of the Sami and others to fish 
in coastal waters off Finnmark, it has dismissed 
claims to offshore energy resources, such as 
those asserted by the vice president of the Sami 
Parliament.13

The Finnmark Act evidences the increasing 
devolution of authority to northern residents in 
general and to indigenous groups in particular. 
It suggests the North will be increasingly shaped 
from the inside as the region’s inhabitants set the 
premises for development. 

Reversal in Russian regionalization 
Devolution of political and economic power was 
a central facet of post-socialist reforms in Russia 
during the 1990s. Moscow’s weakness and failure 
to meet expectations in the face of national crisis 
prompted the regions to assert greater control 
over power and natural resources located in their 
territories, as well as to develop their own strategies 
for survival as more self-sufficient entities.14 

Today this regionalization process has largely 
been reversed as a result of policies pursued by 
the Putin government to reassert central control 
over Russia. Putin imposed a rigid vertical power 
structure by creating federal districts with powers 
over the regions, replacing locally-elected gov
ernors with presidential appointees, and giving 
the appointed governors increased powers over 
their municipalities.15 Moreover, Moscow has 
stripped the regions of control over many key 
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natural resources, transferring it to either federal 
agencies or to state-owned companies such as Gaz
prom and Rosneft.

A poignant example of this reversal is Nenets, 
which lost its autonomous status in January 2008 
when it was merged with Arkhangelsk Oblast over 
the objections of its residents.16 Driving the merger 
was a desire to wrest power over oil revenues from 
the oil-rich province. 

Growing influence of commercialization 
Regional development in the North has fostered 
greater commercialization, and commercial 
entities now play an ever-more influential role in 
northern policy making. 

Deciding the course of Arctic energy development 
is perhaps the leading strategic issue in the region 
today. It is also one which draws widely different 
and strongly held views across the political 
spectrum. Given that any development will require 
substantial capital investment decisions from 
industry, private enterprise wields substantial 
influence over public policy decisions.

Konkraft, a Norwegian industry consortium, 
recently published an ambitious strategic agenda 
for making Norway a world leader in petroleum 
and renewable energy.17 It urges the parliament 
to take key strategic decisions, foremost of which 
is committing to a systematic development of 
the Norwegian continental shelf, identifying the 
Lofoten Islands as the most promising new area 
on which to focus. The oil minister has voiced 
scepticism to opening the shelf around Lofoten 
given environmental protection concerns and 
competing commercial interests (fishing); any 
decision to open the area must reconcile and 
balance these competing commercial and societal 
needs (see Focus North 3–2008, Resources and 
the Environment: The New Security Balance). 

Commercial enterprises are also mounting 
demands on government to settle longstanding 
political disputes in the North. Norwegian oil 
companies have openly underscored the impor
tance of resolving the Barents Sea maritime 
boundary, and Konkraft called on the parliament to 
open the shelf around Svalbard to oil concessions 
in forthcoming licensing rounds. 

From industry’s point of view, a quick resolution 
to these issues will allow them to begin long-range 
plans needed to ensure continuity of production 
across the entire continental shelf. Although 

industry pressure can open the authorities to 
consider different alternatives and increase the 
impetus to reach agreement, the government 
views such pressure as counterproductive, as it 
may compromise their negotiating position.

Commercial decisions on how to carry out 
offshore operations strongly affect aspirations for 
regional development ashore. National and mun
icipal policies can set key premises to promote 
regional development. In their absence, however, 
commercial preferences can be decisive. The 
modest economic consequences of oil and gas 
development in northern Norway to date give 
evidence to this fact, despite the great expectations 
within the region.18 

Companies as instruments of national policy
The wide-ranging economic influence of 
commercial enterprises can also be wielded 
by states. Energy in particular has long been 
intertwined with security. Today, resources such as 
petroleum have become tools of the new strategic 
arsenal, and states are using their national 
energy producers as instruments of power. 

Russia has repeatedly demonstrated its willing
ness to use its vast energy resources in support of 
national interests and reclaim the geopolitical clout 
it exercised in Soviet days. Its most powerful tool 
is the state-owned gas company, Gazprom, which 
controls one-sixth of all exploitable gas resources 
in the world. 

As president of Russia, Vladimir Putin used 
Gazprom to fight domestic political opponents, 
reassert influence over former Soviet republics, 
gain leverage over West European countries by 
increasing their dependence on Russian gas, 
and wrest Russian energy assets back from 
foreign companies.

“Energy should not be used for a policy tool, but 
it is,” according to Vladimir Milov, president of 
the Institute of Energy Policy and a former deputy 
minister of energy. Milov admits that Gazprom has 
been used as a tool to punish neighbouring states,19 
as evidenced in its skirmishes with Ukraine, and 
the company’s ever-changing position on where it 
will direct its gas exports from Shtokman reflects 
the ebb and flood of the Kremlin’s relations with 
the United States and Europe. 

Regionalization and commercialization
Regionalization and commercialization are different 



but related processes that are changing security 
relations in the North. They have in  common the 
characteristic of civilianization, whereby they have 
introduced a broad range of civilian stakeholders 
as active participants in security policy debate and 
activity. This has the effect of expanding the scope 
of issues addressed under the security umbrella, 
adding political, economic, social and ecological 
aspects.

They are different in that regionalization 
involves increasing influence to a diverse range 
of stakeholders situated within a region, whereas 
commercialization involves increasing influence 
to a particular class of stakeholders—in this case, 
commercial enterprises—whose location, affilia
tion or affinities may not be rooted in the region. 

In northern Norway, for example, fishing and 
energy are the predominant commercial interests. 
Fishing enterprises are largely locally attached,  
whereas energy interests are almost exclusively 
located in major industrial centres far outside the 
region. 

Furthermore, commercial priorities can differ 
from regional ones, and commercial enterprises 
can have a disproportionate influence given their 
access to economic resources that can eclipse 
regional sources. In this way regionalization and 
commercialization processes in the North are 
sometimes supportive, sometimes competitive.

The potential benefit of both is the building 
of social, commercial and political ties between 
societies in the High North. Over time, these 
interactions can embed their members in social 
relations that generate reciprocity, trust and inter
dependence, and perhaps even a sense of collective 
identity.20
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