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Defining the North in Norwegian Politics

By Steven G. Sawhill, Ocean Futures, Oslo, Norway

What are the northern areas? Where does
the High North begin, and how does it
differ from the High Arctic’ What does
it encompass, and who does it include?

This paper examines the different ways the
North is defined, characterized and illustrated
within Norwegian political circles. The paper
discusses the semantic distance that has devel-
oped between the High North and Europe. Draw-
ing on an analysis of key policy documents, the
paper explains how Norwegian discourse on the
northern areas remains distanced from Europe,
despite policy aims to increase the EU’s aware-
ness of and involvement in the region. The paper
concludes by considering whether other terms
may lend themselves more to achieving these
aims.

Names for the North

A variety of labels are in common use in northern
policy. They range from the general—*“the Arctic”
or “the North”—to more specific variations of these
two terms. Some variations indicate a subjective
degree of northernness; for example, Subarctic,
Low Arctic, High Arctic, High North, Far North.
Some others focus on a particular subdivision as
indicated by the use of a geographical or political
adjective: Eurasian Arctic, Russian Arctic,
European Arctic, European North, circumpolar
north, Canadian North, etc. Still other labels take
other cultural, geographical or political names,
such as Nunavut, the Barents Region and the
North Calotte.

One change evident in Norwegian policy discus-
sion on northern issues is the use of new labels
for the region. The terms Barents Region and
European Arctic, common in the 199os, have
declined in usage while the term “nordomradene”
(“the northern areas”) has risen to predominance.
Nordomradene is now the principal term used
when discussing northern policy in the Norweg-
ian language.

The Norwegian government’s terminology
has also changed when discussing northern

issues with an international audience. Initially,
the government used the literal translation of
nordomridene—the northern areas—in policy
documents and statements made in English. This
has been displaced by the “High North,” a term
first introduced in early 2005 under the second
Christian Democrat—Conservative government of
Kjell Magne Bondevik (2001-2005).

Usage of the High North has increased
dramatically under the red—green coalition gov-
ernment of Jens Stoltenberg (Oct. 2005-).!
Norwegian government documents translated
into English now translate nordomradene as
the High North rather than the northern areas.
The High North has become the term of choice
for the government, which uses the label almost
exclusively in policy statements, speeches and
publications that it makes in English.

Defining the Arctic

The term “arctic” has long been used in the
natural sciences to describe the physical and
biological environments that span across the
northern reaches of Asia, Europe and North
America, and the expanses of sea and ocean in
between them.> Although the terrestrial, fresh-
water and marine environments vary consider-
ably throughout this area, they share certain
characteristics that distinguish them from temp-
erate regions, including cold temperatures, exten-
sive snow and ice cover, large seasonal fluctua-
tions in solar energy, and a lack of nutrients.’ Yet
because many different physical, geographical
and ecological criteria may be used to delimit the
boundary between the Arctic and neighbouring
bioregions, there is no single, universally agreed
definition of the Arctic.

The simplest definition focuses on solar rad-
iation, defining the Arctic as the area north of
the Arctic Circle (66° 32" N), an area of about
21 million square kilometres. More common
delineations used in the natural sciences focus on
climate, vegetation, permafrost or major oceano-
graphic features, including sea ice cover. Ecolo-
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gists commonly divide the terrestrial Arctic region
into the High Arctic (polar desert) and the Low
Arctic (tundra), with the Subarctic (forest tundra)
forming a transition zone between the boreal forest
to the south and the treeless tundra to the north.+
Figure 1 illustrates several different definitions and
divisions of the Arctic bioregion.

The delimitation of the Arctic thus varies
depending upon the perspective from which
one approaches it. This is not problematic when
working within the confines of a single discip-
line; rather, the difficulty arises when one seeks
a definition to suit all subjects.s Such is the case
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with northern politics, which focus on the inter-
section between nature and society and are thus
ruled by natural and social concepts of regionality.

One solution is a flexible one: “to think of the
Arctic as a group of concepts and attributes, con-
cerned with climate, vegetation, fauna, ice and
snow cover, sparseness of human habitation,
remoteness from industrial centres, and many
other factors, and not having precise boundar-
ies.”® Yet some general limit is necessary to bound
a broad-based policy discussion on the North.
Experience in Norway confirms this, for one of
the difficulties of framing a coherent policy for the
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Fig. 2 - The High North and the European Arctic

northern areas has been the ambiguous nature
of the term and the wide variation in perceptions
people hold regarding it.

What are the northern areas?

The terms “nordomridene” and northern areas
and the High North (in English) went undefined
for a considerable period of time, with different
key policy documents in the debate embracing
different concepts as to what the northern areas
comprised.

The key beginning point for the current northern
policy debate in Norway was a report entitled Look
North! (2003), prepared by an ad hoc committee
commissioned by the foreign ministry. In its
report, the committee defined the northern areas
as the entire circumpolar Arctic.” This definition
reflects an internationalist view of the northern
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areas and is a far more expansive concept than
that in popular domestic use in Norway, where
public commentary tends to view the northern
areas as northern Norway and the nearby land and
sea areas. Yet it supports the committee’s central
conclusion that Norway lacked a comprehensive
policy where Norwegian interests could be seen
within an international perspective.?

In 2005, the Executive Committee for Northern
Norway (ECNN)? published Forthe North!,a shadow
report commissioned as a rejoinder to Look North.
A regional political organization among the four
northernmost counties, the ECNN viewed several
recommendations in Look North! as a clear de-
prioritization of the regional political level within
the sphere of northern policymaking. In contrast,
For the North! offers a regional view: “the northern
areas as seen from the North.”°
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Although the ECNN did not explicitly define
the northern areas, it embraced the popular
conception, broadened to include the provinces of
Sweden, Finland and Russia that participate in the
Barents Cooperation. With its focus on regional
development in northern Norway, this definition
reflects a provincial perspective, yet it also contains
an internationalist outlook, given its emphasis on
cross-border cooperation within the scheme of the
Barents Cooperation.

In April 2005, the Bondevik governmentreleased
its long-awaited white paper on the northern areas,
Opportunities and Challenges in the North.” The
white paper does not define the northern areas,
but its maritime focus clearly emphasizes a
foreign affairs perspective concentrating on the
Barents Sea area (that is, the Barents and Pechora
Seas, together with the accompanying island
groups and bordering mainland coastal areas).
Although the white paper contains elements of
regional development, it has as its central strategy
to establish dialogue with important allies develop
its bilateral cooperation with Russia.

Despite the renewed focus on northern policy,
the lack of a common frame of reference for the
northern areas cast a pall of confusion over the
ensuing policy discussions. John Hamre, director
of the Centre for Strategic and International
Studies (Washington, DC) pointed out this con-
fusing state of affairs in his keynote speech to
political and business luminaries gathered at
a high-level policy conference arranged by the
Confederation of Norwegian Enterprise (NHO) in
January 20060.

First, the terms being used lacked a clear
geographic connection. As Hamre asked, the
High North of what? The northern areas of what?
Confusion stemming from the labels’” ambiguity
was further compounded by the absence of an
articulable definition. Having a definition is
important, for how one conceptualizes the North
influences the focus, participants, organization
and coordination of a policy for the region,
enabling one to set priorities, apportion respon-
sibilities and manage expectations. The concep-
tualization provides the essential frame of refer-
ence for communicating and understanding
that policy, both to domestic and international
audiences.

Norway defines the High North
Although Hamre’s frank comments may have
shocked some who heard them, the foreign min-

istry consulted further with him on the subject.
The Stoltenberg government subsequently speci-
fied the following definition of the High North
(nordomradene) when it released its northern
areas strategy document in June 2006:

The High North is a broad concept
both geographically and politically. In
geographical terms, it covers the sea and
land, including islands and archipelagos,
stretching northwards from the southern
boundary of Nordland county in Norway and
eastwards from the Greenland Sea to the
Barents Sea and the Pechora Sea. In political
terms, it includes the administrative entities
in Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia
that are part of the Barents Cooperation.
Furthermore, Norway’s High North policy
overlaps with the Nordic cooperation, our
relations with the US and Canada through
the Arctic Council, and our relations with
the EU through the Northern Dimension.'

Asillustrated in Figure 2, this definition balances
the geographical distribution of various geophys-
ical characteristics, species, human activities and
environmental impacts that are distinctive of the
Arctic, but that do not always coincide with each
other Moreover, it acknowledges and integrates
the key overlapping international, regional and
domestic political spheres in which Norway’s
northern areas policy must operate. It spans an
area of about 5.3 million square kilometres.

Competing definitions from within and without
Setting out a definition has helped to give the
Norwegian government’s High North strategy
an articulable focus. However, it has not entirely
resolved earlier confusion. The Norwegian
government does not articulate the definition at
every opportunity and its spokespersons do not
use it consistently. Senior government ministers
have used alternative definitions that exclude large
portions of the defined area.

For example, in a speech made three months
after the government released its strategy for the
High North, the foreign minister defined the
northern areas far more restrictively, as the area
above 70 degrees north latitude:

The beautiful surroundings we are in
right now—high above Oslo—are around
the 6o™ parallel. To most Europeans we are
already well on the way to the North. But




the High North is defined as north of the
7o' parallel—considerably further north of
most European horizons.?

Describing largely a maritime region of about
3.2 million square kilometres in size, this defin-
ition does not lend itself to promoting either
domestic regional politics or the Barents Cooper-
ation, since it excludes most of northern Norway
and northwest Russia, encompassing only Sval-
bard and a narrow slice of Troms and Finnmark
counties in Norway, plus unpopulated island
groups of Russia. With respect to EU member
states, only the northernmost 1o kilometres of
Finland extend above the 7o™ parallel.

Definitions also encounter political restrictions
in their application. For example, the Norwegian
Integrated Management Plan for the Barents Sea
(2006) defines the North in accordance with the
High North strategy, yet it only applies to the waters
west of the Disputed Area.™ This is a significant
restriction in light of its aims to establish a holistic,
ecosystem-based management of all activities in
the Barents Sea. Another example is the Barents
Cooperation, which is land based in all respects
except environmental protection, where it includes
the Barents Sea.

Outside Norway, other institutions are inter-
jecting their own—dissimilar—interpretations
of the High North. For example, in a significant
document on the implications of climate change,
energy security and strategic forces in the High
North, the Western European Union cast the High
North in a circumpolar light, defining it as the area
above the Arctic Circle.s Thus the High North is
now on the international political agenda, but the
term has been recast in far broader terms that befit
the broader interests of a more extensive group of
stakeholders.

Bringing a faraway region closer to Europe
As a label, the High North evokes images of a
faraway region. This makes it an unfortunate
choice, given that Norway’s stated policy goal is
to bring the region closer to Europe and place it
“firmly on the map of Europe.”® As the Stolten-
berg administration states in its strategy for the
High North, “We are not talking about a project for
the High North alone, but a project for the whole
country and for the whole of northern Europe,
with consequences for the whole continent.””

A shortcoming of the term High North is that it
does not specify any general spatial boundaries or
limits, as the Norwegian definition clearly intends.

This is usually done with a qualifier: the Canadian
High North, the Russian High North, etc. It is also
easily confused with the term High Arctic, which
has generally accepted bio-geographical and eco-
geographical meanings (illustrated in Fig. 1) that
do not coincide with the Norwegian usage of the
High North.

One might ask why the European Arctic (or
Euro-Arctic) is not used as a label. It gives a clearer
idea of the geographic space being described.
Furthermore, it is worth noting that the Norwegian
government’s definition of the High North is nearly
identical to that of the European Arctic as defined
by the European Environment Agency. Specifically,
the European Arctic consists of the islands of Ice-
land, Svalbard, Franz Joseph Land and Novaya
Zemlya; Fennoscandia north of the Arctic Circle;
the Kola Peninsula, northern Karelia, northern
Arkhangelsk county and Nenets east to Yamal; and
the seas bounded by these land areas, excluding
the Kara Sea and the central Arctic Ocean (an area
of about 5.3 million square kilometres).®®

YetNorwegiandiscourseonthenorthernareascan
appear distanced, even disassociated from Europe.
An analysis of key northern policy documents and
speeches suggests that the term European Arctic is
not in vogue, at least in a policy or political context.
It appeared in only six documents archived on the
government’s website, but in more than 6o with
the Norwegian Polar Institute,” suggesting that the
European Arctic is common terminology within
the natural sciences but not among policymakers.
More broadly, the terms “Europe” and “European”
are rarely used in describing the northern areas,
with only four instances in Norway’s key northern
policy documents: three occurrences of “northern
Europe” and one of “European energy province.”
In contrast, the High North occurs 122 times in
the Bondevik government’s northern areas white
paper and 229 times in the Stoltenberg adminis-
tration’s strategy document.

Is the “euro” label considered a political liability?
If so, this reveals the dilemmas of Norway’s High
North policy.>> On the one hand, it is important
to place the region on the international political
agenda and to have the EU’s support when it
comes to dealing with Russia. To this extent,
Norway has been successful. The EU has clearly
heard the call for greater attention to the High
North. Furthermore, the High North strategy
introduces a much-needed maritime context to the
EU’s Northern Dimension, which to date has been
dominated by a Baltic and Russian focus.

On the other hand, Norway is sensitive to




European overtures in the North. It is the mari-
time context in the North with which Norway
needs the greatest support, yet it is also in this
sphere that some fear the EU will assert itself and
its members’ interests to the detriment of Norway,
on issues such as Svalbard, fishing, and energy
development.” For example, in response to an
EU document written by the EU’s two top foreign
policy representatives, Javier Solana and Benita
Ferrero-Waldner, the Norwegian foreign minister
rebuffed the EU’s call for new legal regimes to
forestall potential conflict over resources in the
Barents Sea, saying the region’s needs were already
adequately addressed by the Law of the Sea.?

To place the High North firmly on the map of
Europe, however, it needs to be seen as part of
Europe. An appropriate Euro-label would help to
send that signal. Of the various labels possible, the
European Arctic rises as an excellent candidate. It
not only adequately describes the region in terms
of the natural sciences, it is conceptually clearer
and can also serve to semantically reconnect the
High North to the Barents Euro-Arctic Region.
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