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EDITOR’S NOTE
Developments between 5 and 19 September 2026 clearly show that the Arctic has moved away from 

its historically low-tension and isolated structure to become an arena of global competition where North 

Atlantic security, energy sanctions, and industrial policies converge. Greenland stood at the very center 

of this shift during this period. While the European Union introduced a 200 million euro critical infra-

structure package, a defense framework between the United States, Denmark, and Greenland focused 

on military access and the screening of sensitive investments. On another front, Russia continued its 

efforts to transform the Northern Sea Route into a permanent export corridor, marked by the initial crude 

oil loading from the Vostok Oil project and new module shipments from China for Arctic LNG 2. Even so, 

low capacity utilization, harsh ice conditions, and a heavy reliance on public financing continue to limit 

the commercial viability of container shipping along the route.

Regarding security, Russian deep-sea activities near Svalbard brought the threat of subsea cable sabo-

tage into sharper focus, and Ukraine’s long-range drone strike on Novy Urengoy at a distance of 3,200 

kilometers demonstrated that Russian Arctic energy facilities are no longer insulated from the conflict. 

NATO tested its capability to move from temporary deployments to dispersed and sustainable air oper-

ations through the Arctic Shield 2026 exercise in Greenland, while European nations pushed for a joint 

icebreaker fleet and a dedicated monitoring unit. In the coming period, the decisive factor in the Arctic 

power balance will be whether Western allies can support their political declarations with concrete phys-

ical capabilities, reliable logistics, and permanent budgets.

Executive Director, MINTEL WORLD

Levent Kemal
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  OVERVIEW
Greenland stood at the centre of the Arctic 
agenda from 5 to 19 September. The European 
Union›s partnership package worth 200 million 
euros focused on connectivity, energy and 
critical raw material investment. At the same 
time, the emerging defence arrangement 
between the United States, Denmark and 
Greenland concentrated on military access and 
the screening of sensitive investment. Canada›s 
proposed closer association with the European 
Union and Iceland›s diplomatic response to 
Washington completed the picture. Competition 
in the region moved beyond questions of 
sovereignty and increasingly centred on who 
would finance infrastructure, provide military 
mobility and control strategic investment. 

Russia›s effort to turn the Northern Sea Route 
into a permanent export corridor dominated 
developments in energy and maritime transport. 
The arrival of Dubai Tower in Britain and Panstar 
Arco›s 21-day passage from Busan to Felixstowe 
marked operational progress, although low 
utilisation, ice conditions and the need for 
public financing continued to limit commercial 
viability. The first Vostok Oil loading, the 
dispatch of new Chinese modules for Arctic LNG 
2 and the rise in European purchases of Yamal 
LNG showed that hydrocarbons will remain the 
route›s main cargo base in the near term. 

Subsea cables, long-range drone strikes and 
NATO deployments in Greenland shaped the 
security picture. Reports of Russian deep-
sea activity near Svalbard brought the risk of 
sabotage below the threshold of Article 5 into 
clearer view. Ukraine›s claimed strike on Novy 
Urengoy showed that Russia›s Arctic energy 
facilities are no longer fully insulated from the 
war. Arctic Shield 2026 and air operations from 
Kangerlussuaq and Pituffik also strengthened 
NATO›s effort to move from temporary 
deployments towards dispersed and sustainable 
operations in the north. 
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Greenland 
European Commission President Ursula von der 
Leyen announced a Global Gateway partnership 
package worth 200 million euros for Greenland 
during her visit to Nuuk on 7 September. The 
package covers 2026 and 2027. A new joint 
declaration signed by the European Union, 
Greenland and Denmark expanded existing 
cooperation in education and fisheries to 
include satellite and subsea cable connectivity, 
hydropower, critical raw materials, housing, 
sustainable tourism and support for small 
businesses. The package gives the European 
Union a concrete financial framework for moving 
its Greenland policy from development assistance 
towards strategic infrastructure and supply chain 
cooperation. 

An emerging arrangement between the United 
States, Denmark and Greenland at the end of the 
reporting period sought to expand the American 
military presence. The announced framework 
aims to prevent countries outside NATO from 
establishing bases in Greenland and to restrict 
sensitive investments by actors that Washington 
regards as rivals. US President Donald Trump 
argued that the arrangement gave Washington 
permanent control over Greenland›s security. 
Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen and 
Greenlandic Prime Minister Jens-Frederik 
Nielsen stressed that sovereignty, territorial 
integrity and the Greenlandic people›s right to 
self-determination would remain protected. 
The details have not been made public, and the 
arrangement requires approval from the Danish 
and Greenlandic parliaments before it can take 
effect. 

Together, these developments are drawing 
Greenland more closely into Europe›s economic 
and regulatory system and North America›s defence 
architecture. The European Union is seeking long-
term influence through connectivity, energy and 
critical raw materials, while the United States is 
gaining weight in military access and investment 
screening. A formal transfer of sovereignty has 
been rejected, but uncertainty remains over the 
scope of security decisions and the authority that 
will approve sensitive investment. Competition 
over Greenland is therefore developing through 
control of security powers and capital flows rather 
than through a change in territorial ownership. 



Iceland 
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Iceland summoned US Ambassador Billy 
Long to the Foreign Ministry on 7 Sep-
tember after Trump shared a map show-
ing the United States, Canada, Greenland, 
Iceland, Mexico, Central America and the 
Caribbean under the American flag. The 
Icelandic government described the post 
as clearly inappropriate. The map was not 
accompanied by any formal policy state-
ment. Even so, Washington’s earlier an-
nexation rhetoric concerning Greenland 
prompted a serious diplomatic response 
in the North Atlantic. 

The incident showed that the effects of 
American pressure centred on Green-
land were not confined to Denmark. 
Iceland had recently decided against 
reopening membership talks with the 
European Union, yet questions about 
US reliability returned to the country’s 
debate over relations with Europe. Sym-
bolic messages from Washington are 
strengthening sovereignty concerns 
among northern allies and widening the 
political space available to the European 
Union in the region.
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European Union/
Canada 
Von der Leyen said on 16 Septem-
ber that she wanted to open the door 
for Canada to become the European 
Union’s first associate member. The 
treaties do not define such a legal sta-
tus, and the proposal cannot proceed 
without the approval of member states. 
Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney 
also spoke of a tailored alliance rather 
than full membership. The statement 
therefore represents a political direc-
tion in response to trade tensions with 
the United States and concerns about 
China, rather than a completed insti-
tutional arrangement. 

The proposed areas of cooperation give 
the initiative a clear Arctic dimension. 
The European Union and Canada plan 
to bring their defence industrial bases 
closer together, develop partnerships 
in technology and artificial intelli-
gence, strengthen cooperation on crit-
ical raw materials and supply chains, 
and make the Arctic the flagship proj-
ect of the relationship. If implemented, 
the framework would connect Cana-
da’s northern infrastructure and min-
eral capacity with Europe’s strategic 
autonomy agenda. It would also link 
European regulatory and industrial 
tools to Canada’s effort to reduce its 
dependence on the United States. 

Svalbard 

A Norwegian court’s seizure of the Russian 
passenger vessel Professor Molchanov in 
Svalbard brought a financial dispute arising 
from Russia’s war against Ukraine direct-
ly into the Arctic legal sphere. The action 
formed part of Naftogaz’s effort to enforce 
a compensation award of 4.22 billion dol-
lars over Russia’s seizure of the Ukrainian 
energy company’s assets in Crimea in 2014. 
Moscow called the decision piracy, sum-
moned the Norwegian ambassador to the 
Foreign Ministry and said it would chal-
lenge the ruling. 

Following the seizure, 69 Russian passen-
gers and crew who remained in Svalbard 
were repatriated through Kirkenes with 
assistance from Norwegian authorities. 
The humanitarian transfer prevented an 
immediate escalation, but the case showed 
that the Svalbard Treaty’s rights of resi-
dence and economic activity do not grant 
commercial assets immunity from court 
action. More frequent contact between 
compensation and sanctions proceedings 
linked to the war and Russia’s presence in 
Svalbard could place further strain on the 
archipelago’s traditional low-tension or-
der. 



ENERGY
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Northern Sea Route 
Dubai Tower, operated by the Chi-
na-based company Sea Legend, arrived 
at Teesport in Britain on 9 September af-
ter leaving Ningbo-Zhoushan Port on 15 
August. The voyage was presented as the 
first step in a plan to establish a regu-
lar container service between China and 
Europe through the Northern Sea Route. 
The company said it planned eight voy-
ages during the 2026 season and aimed 
to extend the current operating window 
of three to four months to six to eight 
months within three to five years. Its lon-
ger-term goal is to approach year-round 
operations. These targets remain compa-
ny projections, and there is no operation-
al evidence yet of a regular service that 
can run in every season. 

The South Korean vessel Panstar Arco left 
Busan on 22 August and reached Felix-
stowe on 12 September before arriving in 
Rotterdam a day later. The passage from 
Busan to Felixstowe took 21 days. The 
route covered about 13,000 kilometres, 
compared with roughly 20,000 kilome-
tres through the Suez Canal. This pro-
duced a substantial reduction in distance. 
Yet the vessel carried only 737 TEU despite 
a capacity of 2,758 TEU and a company 
target of at least 1,300 TEU. It had to wait 
near Wrangel Island because of drift-
ing ice, encountered strong winds in the 
Laptev Sea and manoeuvred around hard 
ice fragments near the Vilkitsky Strait. 

The South Korean government 
launched an Arctic ship financing 
programme worth 120 billion won, 
or about 87 million dollars a year, to 
turn the trial voyage into lasting ca-
pacity. The programme covers new 
and second-hand icebreakers as well 
as ice-class container ships, tankers, 
bulk carriers and vehicle carriers. 
Korea Ocean Business Corporation 
may provide subordinated financing 
worth up to 30 percent of a vessel’s 
cost. Combined with senior loans, to-
tal financing may reach 90 percent. 
The scheme shows that South Korea 
has moved towards building a state-
backed fleet on a route whose com-
mercial viability has yet to be proven. 

The Chinese and South Korean voy-
ages moved the Northern Sea Route 
closer to scheduled container ship-
ping and away from its previous re-
liance on individual project cargoes. 
Low utilisation, the short navigation 
season, uncertainty in ice and weath-
er conditions, the need for experi-
enced crews, and differences in legal 
and environmental standards remain 
major constraints. Distance alone will 
not make the route a viable alterna-
tive to Suez or the Cape of Good Hope. 
Its prospects will depend on reliable 
arrival times, insurance costs and the 
availability of return cargo.



MINTEL WORLD

Vostok Oil 
Russia began the first crude oil loading 
from the Vostok Oil project at the new 
Bukhta Sever terminal on the Taimyr 
Peninsula on 6 September. The first cargo 
was loaded onto the ice-class tanker Val-
entin Pikul, while Akademik Gubkin wait-
ed offshore for the second loading. Ros-
neft has invested about 4 trillion roubles, 
or 45 billion dollars, in the project, which 
has an estimated resource base of about 7 
billion tonnes. The company targets an-
nual production and exports of 30 million 
tonnes in the second half of 2027, 50 mil-
lion tonnes by 2030 and up to 100 million 
tonnes over the longer term if market 
conditions allow. 

The 790-kilometre Vankor-Pay-
akha-Bukhta Sever pipeline connects the 
project to the coast and has a design ca-
pacity of 100 million tonnes a year. The 
first stage of the terminal includes four 
berths and 14 storage tanks with a capac-
ity of 30,000 tonnes each. The full plan 
calls for 102 tanks. This scale could create 
a permanent source of high-volume car-
go for the Northern Sea Route. The an-
nounced targets will still depend on the 
construction of enough ice-class tankers, 
access to maintenance and insurance for 
sanctioned vessels, and sustained de-
mand in Asia. 

Vostok Oil forms the commercial core of 
Moscow’s plan to connect the Northern Sea 
Route with a broader Trans-Arctic Trans-
port Corridor. Russia envisages a portfo-
lio of 271 projects worth 32.4 trillion rou-
bles, or about 400 billion dollars, through 
2035. It covers transport, energy, mining, 
ports, railways and settlement infrastruc-
ture. The expectation that 93 percent of fi-
nancing will come from private and other 
sources outside the federal budget is the 
plan’s main vulnerability. Cargo volume 
on the Northern Sea Route reached about 
38 million tonnes in 2024, less than half of 
the 80-million-tonne target. Hydrocar-
bons accounted for 86 percent of the total. 

China is the most likely external investor in 
the corridor, but its involvement has so far 
come through smaller private companies 
with a limited appetite for risk rather than 
through major state-owned enterprises. 
Beijing’s interest in alternative sea routes 
does not mean it will finance Russia’s en-
tire corridor plan. Sanctions exposure, a 
narrow and concentrated cargo base, and 
the cost of winter navigation are making 
Chinese capital more selective. Russia will 
therefore probably have to advance port, 
icebreaker and energy projects with public 
funds in the near term, while foreign in-
vestors participate in projects with clearer 
returns.
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Arctic LNG 2 
Two heavy-lift vessels under US sanc-
tions, Glory and Bright, loaded two power 
modules for the second production train 
of Arctic LNG 2 at Zhangjiagang Port in 
China between 6 and 10 September. The 
modules, designated 2-PGM-002 and 
2-PGM-004, are the last two of four built 
for the second train at the Gydan Penin-
sula plant. If delivered, they could com-
plete a power system designed to use 20 
gas turbines and provide 482 megawatts. 
The second train had been operating at 
roughly half of its annual design capaci-
ty of 6.6 million tonnes because its power 
infrastructure remained incomplete. 

The modules spent more than a year in Chi-
na, were moved to another port and were 
later loaded onto sanctioned vessels that 
had been transferred to the Russian flag. 
This sequence shows that sanctions have 
lengthened the supply chain and raised its 
costs without fully stopping it. Delivery of 
the equipment will not produce full capac-
ity immediately, since technical problems 
have been reported during commissioning 
of the second train. During the same peri-
od, Arctic LNG 2 sought about 1.02 billion 
dollars in arbitration from South Korea’s 
Hanwha Ocean over cancelled contracts for 
Arc7 tankers. Equipment deliveries are re-
opening, but the lack of specialised tankers 
remains the project’s main constraint.



Yamal LNG 
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Urgewald estimated from Kpler shipping 
data that European Union countries paid 
about 7.28 billion euros for Yamal LNG 
between 1 January and 5 September. This 
exceeded the total for all of 2025 within 
eight months. European ports received 
156 cargoes amounting to 11.39 million 
tonnes of Yamal LNG from January to Au-
gust, an increase of 10.1 percent from the 
same period a year earlier. Europe’s share 
of the project’s global exports rose from 
78.2 percent to 88.9 percent. The payment 
figure is an estimate based on delivered 
volumes and monthly TTF prices rather 
than contract prices, so it does not in-
clude commercial discounts, freight, tax-
es or other costs. 

Two companies with European links 
formed the logistical backbone of the Ya-
mal trade. Vessels operated by Glasgow-
based Seapeak and Greek-linked Dynagas 
carried about 72 percent of Yamal exports 
during the first eight months of the year. 
Rapid unloading at European ports al-
lows Arc7 vessels to return to Sabetta and 

preserve project capacity, especially when 
eastbound winter passages become more 
difficult. The European Union ban on Rus-
sian LNG and related maritime services is 
due to take effect on 1 January 2027 and will 
directly test this business model. High pur-
chases during the reporting period suggest 
that European companies are drawing the 
maximum benefit from long-term con-
tracts before the ban begins. 

This pattern created a clear inconsistency 
between Europe’s Arctic security policy and 
its energy policy. European governments 
discussed a stronger regional presence in 
response to Russian military activity at Ro-
vaniemi, while European ports, shipyards 
and vessel operators helped Russia’s larg-
est Arctic LNG project continue operating. 
Maintenance for Arc7 vessels at the Fayard 
shipyard in Denmark became central to the 
debate. These services remain legal under 
current rules, but maintenance completed 
before the 2027 ban may enable the vessels 
to continue operating after it takes effect. 



Shadow Fleet 
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Russia expanded the use of offshore 
transfers that obscure vessel identity 
and cargo origin for oil shipped to Asia 
through the Northern Sea Route. Satel-
lite imagery indicated that Jagger trans-
ferred cargo to Navistar on 7 September, 
while Mirabel transferred cargo to Lu-
min in the Sea of Japan. The two receiving 
vessels reportedly stopped transmitting 
automatic identification system signals 
during the operations. The transfers took 
place south of Nakhodka Bay and farther 
from the coast than earlier operations. 

Changing vessels and switching off 
tracking signals make it harder to trace 
the origin and final buyer of oil leaving 
the Arctic. Industry estimates indicate 
that sanctioned shadow tankers carried 
62 percent of Russia’s seaborne crude 
exports in July. The Northern Sea Route 
gives Russia a domestic corridor far-
ther from Western scrutiny. Once cargo 
leaves the route, however, sanctioned 
vessels again face restrictions on access 
to ports, insurance and payment sys-
tems. Offshore transfers could there-
fore become a more frequent method of 
evading sanctions as Vostok Oil expands.

North America 

The Canadian government allocated 405 
million Canadian dollars from the Arctic 
Infrastructure Fund to advance the Mack-
enzie Valley Highway project. The funding 
covers environmental assessment and de-
sign work between Wrigley and Norman 
Wells, the Great Bear River Bridge near 
Tulita, the second phase of the Prohibition 
Creek access road, and preliminary en-
gineering for two new bridges. The long-
term objective is an uninterrupted road 
that can operate throughout the year from 
Wrigley to the connection with the Demp-
ster Highway south of Inuvik. 

Ottawa described the project as dual-use 
infrastructure that supports community 
supply, health care and emergency access 
alongside defence readiness and a perma-
nent sovereignty presence. In the United 
States, the administration proposed a rule 
requiring decisions on eligible oil and gas 
projects in the National Petroleum Reserve 
in Alaska within 60 days. The proposal 
could substantially reduce separate envi-
ronmental review and public participation 
for projects within 25 miles of existing ac-
tivity. Canada is prioritising logistical ac-
cess, while the United States is shortening 
permit times. Both policies use physical 
access and permanent infrastructure to 
support claims of northern sovereignty. 



SECURITY

The War  
Moves North 
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Subsea Infrastructure 

Russia expanded the use of offshore 
transfers that obscure vessel identity 
and cargo origin for oil shipped to Asia 
through the Northern Sea Route. Satel-
lite imagery indicated that Jagger trans-
ferred cargo to Navistar on 7 September, 
while Mirabel transferred cargo to Lu-
min in the Sea of Japan. The two receiving 
vessels reportedly stopped transmitting 
automatic identification system signals 
during the operations. The transfers took 
place south of Nakhodka Bay and farther 
from the coast than earlier operations. 

Changing vessels and switching off 
tracking signals make it harder to trace 
the origin and final buyer of oil leaving 
the Arctic. Industry estimates indicate 
that sanctioned shadow tankers carried 
62 percent of Russia’s seaborne crude 
exports in July. The Northern Sea Route 
gives Russia a domestic corridor far-
ther from Western scrutiny. Once cargo 
leaves the route, however, sanctioned 
vessels again face restrictions on access 
to ports, insurance and payment sys-
tems. Offshore transfers could there-
fore become a more frequent method of 
evading sanctions as Vostok Oil expands.

Ukraine’s Special Operations Forces said 
they struck the Novy Urengoy condensate 
preparation plant and the nearby Purovsky 
gas condensate processing facility with 
drones on 9 September. Russian regional 
authorities confirmed a drone attack and 
fire at an industrial facility in Novy Uren-
goy, but did not identify the target in their 
initial statement. Ukraine put the distance 
at about 3,200 kilometres. If confirmed, this 
would be the longest reported Ukrainian 
drone attack against a fixed target during 
the war. 

Novy Urengoy is about 600 kilometres from 
the Yamal LNG and Arctic LNG 2 facilities, 
which increased the strategic impact of 
the strike. Russia’s northern energy infra-
structure had previously been considered 
relatively insulated from the war because 
of geographic depth, air defence coverage 
and limited approaches. The attack weak-
ened that assumption and showed that 
Moscow may have to set air defence prior-
ities across a vast area containing energy 
facilities, military bases and transport cor-
ridors. Even limited damage to the dense 
and technically complex LNG infrastruc-
ture in Yamal and Gydan could have a dis-
proportionate effect on production. 

A separate incident in the Baltic Sea on 
14 September showed how the Arctic and 
Baltic security theatres are becoming con-
nected. The Danish Armed Forces said a 
Russian frigate fired two flares towards a 
Fennec helicopter that was photograph-
ing the vessel off Gedser. One flare passed 
close to the aircraft, although no one was 
injured and no damage occurred. Den-
mark summoned the Russian ambassador 
to the Foreign Ministry. Russia accused 
the Danish helicopter of provocative be-
haviour and said it would investigate. Such 
encounters increase the risk of miscalcu-
lation even when neither side intends to 
start a conflict. 

The War  
Moves North 
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Greenland and NATO 

Arctic Shield 2026 took place around 
Narsarsuaq in southern Greenland with 
more than 400 personnel from 11 NATO 
countries operating on land, at sea and 
in the air. The exercise formed part of 
NATO’s broader Arctic Sentry activity. 
French infantry, Belgian drone units, 
Finnish special forces, internal security 
units from Denmark, Sweden and Nor-
way, and Canadian Arctic specialists 
trained together. Dutch marines con-
ducted separate activity in the fjords 
around Kangerlussuaq. Denmark’s Joint 
Arctic Command provided helicopter, 
maritime, medical and logistical support. 

Two Danish F-35 aircraft landed at Kan-
gerlussuaq Airport for the first time on 
16 September and trained with four US 
F-16 aircraft and two Canadian F-18 air-
craft. A French MRTT tanker provided 
air-to-air refuelling, a NATO AWACS air-
craft monitored the airspace and a Dan-
ish Challenger aircraft supported search 
and rescue. During the same period, 
NORAD F-16 aircraft deployed from Eiel-

son Air Force Base in Alaska to Greenland 
through Goose Bay. The United States 
also tested operations, maintenance and 
resupply from Pituffik Space Base with 
F-35A aircraft from the Wisconsin Air Na-
tional Guard. 

These activities show a move beyond sym-
bolic presence towards testing dispersed 
and sustainable air operations in Green-
land. The use of Pituffik’s early warning 
radar in the same area as F-35 sensors 
combines fixed space surveillance with 
mobile combat air power. The network 
between Kangerlussuaq, Keflavik, Goose 
Bay, Eielson and Pituffik is also turning 
the air defence systems of North America 
and northern Europe into a single opera-
tional theatre. The military content of the 
arrangement between the United States, 
Denmark and Greenland has not been 
disclosed. The network tested in these 
exercises therefore provides the clearest 
early indication of what a future perma-
nent presence may look like. 
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Nordic Defence and  
Coast Guard Cooperation 
Sweden and Finland are giving practi-
cal form to NATO’s Forward Land Forces 
Finland structure in the north. Its core 
was established within the Norrbotten 
Brigade in Boden, Sweden, and is expect-
ed to deploy quickly to Finnish Lapland 
when required. It would then operate 
under the multinational headquarters in 
Rovaniemi. A command visit in early Sep-
tember addressed operational planning, 
warfare in northern conditions and joint 
monitoring of territorial integrity. The 
model is translating Finnish and Swed-
ish NATO membership into a system of 
cross-border reinforcement and mobili-
ty rather than reliance on fixed bases. 

The Norwegian Coast Guard’s Arctic Co-
hesion activity expanded multinational 
capacity for lower-intensity crises. NoCG 
Hopen trained with Iceland, the United 
States, Canada and Denmark in search 
and rescue, border control, environ-
mental response, towing and helicopter 
operations. The activity contributed to 
new cooperation agreements with the 
Canadian and US coast guards. Person-
nel exchanges took place with Danish 
patrol vessels in Greenland, and forc-
es practised protecting the hydropower 
plant that supplies Nuuk. These activities 
place civilian missions and critical infra-
structure defence within the same oper-
ational network. 
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European Capacity 

Following the European Arctic Summit 
in Rovaniemi, 12 European countries 
called for a more strategic and effective 
European Union role in the region. Fin-
land, Denmark, Estonia, France, Germa-
ny, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, the Neth-
erlands, Poland, Romania and Sweden 
asked for adequate resources in response 
to Russian military activity and China’s 
growing interest. European Union for-
eign policy chief Kaja Kallas said security 
would be at the centre of the new Arc-
tic strategy due in October. The summit 
set a political direction but produced no 
decision on a joint force, budget or pro-
curement plan. 

Germany supported Finnish Prime Min-
ister Petteri Orpo’s proposal for a com-
mon European icebreaker fleet. Ice-class 
vessels are increasingly viewed as assets 
for search and rescue, military mobil-
ity, critical infrastructure protection 
and a permanent state presence, rather 
than purely commercial platforms. The 
size, ownership, financing and delivery 
schedule of the proposed fleet have not 

been defined. In the United States, the 
serious machinery failure suffered by the 
icebreaker Healy in July prevented it from 
completing its High Arctic mission during 
the summer of 2026. Its absence exposed 
the gap between political objectives and 
available vessels, leaving the US Coast 
Guard more dependent on Storis and oth-
er air and maritime assets. 

A study prepared for the European Parlia-
ment proposed an Arctic monitoring and 
fusion unit to combine satellite imagery, 
automatic identification system data, sig-
nals intelligence and information from 
partners. It also called for rapid response 
teams for damage to subsea infrastructure 
and cyberattacks, a permanent northern 
cooperation structure with Norway, Ice-
land, Greenland, Canada and Britain, and 
stronger transport links along the Kiru-
na-Narvik corridor. The proposals are not 
binding, but they provide concrete crite-
ria for judging whether the Arctic strategy 
due in October will move beyond a politi-
cal declaration. 
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Russian and Chinese 
Presence in the North 

Russia’s Northern Fleet operated along 
the Northern Sea Route with a group 
consisting of the ice-class patrol ship 
Ivan Papanin, the landing ship Kondopo-
ga, the rescue tug Pamir and the tanker 
Sergey Osipov. A Ka-29 helicopter and 
drones conducted ice reconnaissance 
before the Vilkitsky Strait. The group 
also monitored ice conditions in the 
Laptev Sea and maintained communica-
tions with vessels along the route. Rus-
sia described the activity as support for 
safe navigation and the protection of 
economic interests. The use of military 
platforms to secure a commercial route 
is narrowing the boundary between ci-
vilian logistics and state security on the 
Northern Sea Route. 

China’s Xuelong 2 icebreaker escorted 
the French Tara Polar Station platform 
to its target ice field in the Makarov Ba-
sin on 8 and 9 September. After an escort 
lasting about 20 hours, it helped position 
the station at its wintering site and pro-
vided fuel support. Chinese and French 
teams deployed an array of buoys for 
long-term sea-ice observation. The op-
eration was scientific cooperation, but it 
displayed China’s capacity for icebreak-
ing, logistical support and sustained ob-
servation at high latitudes. At the same 
time, the US Coast Guard monitored 
Chinese research vessels in the Bering 
Sea. Scientific diplomacy and strategic 
surveillance were therefore taking place 
in the same maritime space.



STRATEGIC 
ASSESSMENT  
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The central finding for this period is that 
the Arctic is moving away from a sepa-
rate regional order marked by low ten-
sion and becoming part of a single arena 
that joins North Atlantic security, energy 
sanctions and industrial policy. Europe’s 
investment package for Greenland, the 
defence arrangement being developed 
with the United States and the proposal 
for Canadian association with the Eu-
ropean Union are different instruments 
serving the same direction of travel. 
Western governments are trying to close 
the formal debate over sovereignty while 
binding the region more tightly into an 
institutional network through military 
access, strategic investment screening, 
infrastructure finance and defence in-
dustrial integration. 

Container voyages on the Northern Sea 
Route showed that commercial normali-
sation has begun but remains incomplete. 
Dubai Tower’s arrival in Europe and 
Panstar Arco’s 21-day passage gave the 
route visible successes. Panstar Arco still 
sailed at about one quarter of capacity, 
waited because of ice and depended on 
new public financing. These constraints 
revealed the fragility of the commer-
cial model. In the near term, the route’s 
most dependable cargo base will remain 
state-backed hydrocarbon projects such 
as Vostok Oil, Yamal LNG and Arctic 
LNG 2 rather than container shipping.  
 

Sanctions are raising the cost, complexity 
and opacity of Russian Arctic projects rath-
er than bringing them to a halt. The mod-
ules shipped from China to Arctic LNG 2 
showed that supply chains continue to func-
tion through new ports, reflagged vessels 
and long waiting periods. Transfers between 
vessels in the Sea of Japan created a second 
layer that obscures the origin of Russian oil. 
Europe’s increased purchases of Yamal LNG 
and its provision of port and maintenance 
services to the Arc7 fleet created the central 
inconsistency within the sanctions regime. 
The effect of the 2027 ban will depend on how 
far restrictions extend to vessel maintenance, 
insurance, transfers and transport to third 
countries, as well as whether imports stop. 
 
Three different security threats became visi-
ble at the same time. GUGI activity near Sval-
bard represented preparation for deniable 
sabotage that could remain below the thresh-
old of Article 5 in peacetime. The attack on 
Novy Urengoy showed that the war in Ukraine 
can reach Arctic energy systems 3,200 kilo-
metres from the front. F-35 and F-16 deploy-
ments in Greenland reflected NATO’s effort 
to generate combat air power from dispersed 
bases in response. The Arctic can no longer 
be treated as a secure rear area that provides 
strategic depth. It is becoming a broad the-
atre in which cables, radar sites, airfields, 
energy facilities and transport corridors all 
require protection. 

The largest Western gap in the region lies be-
tween political intent and physical capacity. 
Europe is discussing a common icebreaker 
fleet, a monitoring centre and rapid response 
teams, but has yet to establish financing or 
command arrangements. The United States 
demonstrated that it could operate F-35 air-
craft from Pituffik, yet a machinery failure 
removed Healy from High Arctic operations 
for the season. Canada’s investment in the 
Mackenzie Valley Highway and the cross-bor-
der force structures of the Nordic states show 
that a military presence depends on roads, 
ports, energy, maintenance, communications 
and resilient local communities as much as 
on the number of platforms. 
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Cooperation between Russia and China 
should not be treated as a single unified bloc. 
Chinese suppliers are providing critical 
equipment for Arctic LNG 2, and Sea Legend 
wants to expand Arctic container services. 
Beijing has not committed to financing Rus-
sia’s 400-billion-dollar Trans-Arctic Corri-
dor plan as a whole. Chinese capital remains 
selective according to sanctions exposure 
and expected commercial returns, while 
Moscow must fund much of the infrastruc-
ture through public resources and hydrocar-
bon revenue. This imbalance makes access 
to China indispensable for Russia and gives 
Beijing greater leverage over each project. 

Key indicators are the final text of the ar-
rangement between the United States, Den-
mark and Greenland and the authority that 
will be submitted to the two parliaments. The 
European Union’s Arctic strategy in October 
should be judged by whether proposals for a 
common icebreaker fleet, a monitoring and 
fusion unit, military mobility and critical in-
frastructure financing receive concrete bud-
gets. In energy, the main indicators are de-
livery of the Chinese modules to Arctic LNG 
2, stable output from its second train, Vostok 
Oil’s loading rate and European purchases 
before the 2027 LNG ban. Security monitor-
ing should track Russian activity near the 
Svalbard cables, further Ukrainian strikes 
on Arctic energy targets and whether NATO 
turns temporary deployments in Greenland 
into a permanent logistics system.
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CONCLUSION  
The main conclusion from developments 
between 5 and 19 September is that diplo-
macy, energy and security in the Arctic can 
no longer be assessed separately. European 
investment in Greenland is also a policy for 
critical raw materials and secure connec-
tivity. The US search for military access is 
directly linked to investment screening and 
sovereignty debates. In the same way, the 
Northern Sea Route has become a state proj-
ect where Russian energy revenue, Chinese 
supply relationships and military protection 
converge, rather than a purely commercial 
passage. 

Russia’s northern energy projects continued 
operating despite sanctions, but that con-
tinuity depended on longer supply chains, 
sanctioned vessels, offshore transfers and 
growing reliance on Chinese partners. The 
first Vostok Oil loading and the modules car-
ried for Arctic LNG 2 showed that Moscow 
could preserve production capacity, while 
Yamal LNG’s dependence on the Europe-
an market sustained the sanctions regime’s 
central contradiction. The effect of the Eu-
ropean Union ban due in 2027 will therefore 
depend on how rules covering vessel main-
tenance, insurance, transfers and financing 
are applied alongside the import decision. 

Western countries are conducting more 
frequent exercises in the north and build-
ing new forms of cooperation, yet physical 
capacity is not growing at the same pace. 
Combat aircraft deployments in Greenland 
and Nordic force integration are improving 
military readiness, while gaps remain in ice-
breakers, ports, roads, communications and 
subsea infrastructure. The decisive mea-
sure in the next period will be whether an-
nounced political goals receive permanent 
budgets, common command arrangements 
and logistics that can operate throughout 
the year. 



M I N T E L  WO R L D

a new-generation international consultancy specialising in the fields of 
conflict, energy and geopolitical analysis.

Istanbul, Turkey
contact@mintelworld.com
https://www.mintelworld.com/


