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Abstract

Despite widespread attention to China's interest in the Arctic, little research examines how the country 

approaches the region. This thesis uses an inductive and qualitative approach to examine China's 

relationships with the eight Arctic states and major international institutions in the Arctic. This thesis asks: 

How is China integrating into the Arctic? How do Arctic states view China's integration? Through content 

analysis, narratives tell the story of China's relationship with the Arctic 8 and Arctic institutions. China's 

integration is explored on a fundamental level through the comparison of bilateral and multilateral 

relations, followed by more strategic undertones including threat, opportunity, cooperation, and 

competition. China's integration into the Arctic is multi-faceted and demonstrates a range of 

characteristics. The primary focus of China's integration is the use of bilateral and multilateral approaches 

and the use of strategic soft and sharp power. Each Arctic state views China's integration differently 

depending on its tolerance for China's approach to integration. This study adds to the existing literature 

of China in the Arctic and provides a baseline for future research on non-Arctic states in Arctic 

international relations.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Within the international system, China is a global power.1 For many years, scholars of 

international affairs highlighted China's ability to wield power globally and its degree of success. 

Common approaches are described either as a non-aggressive result of China's national peaceful rise 

policy or as a global challenge known as the China threat. The “peaceful rise” approach was an official 

government policy of China known as “peaceful development,” devised by former President of China Hu 

Jintao, in 2003.2 The aim of the policy was first and foremost to counter any international fears 

regarding China's rapid economic growth and political power. At the same time, this policy created a 

global political and economic climate where China thrived while maintaining positive relations with 

other countries. During the tenure of President Jintao, this policy was fully supported among China's 

leaders.3 In the following decade, China's foreign policy approach continues to reflect some aspects of 

the “peaceful rise” paradigm, but it is no longer the state's official party line. Xi Jinping, China's current 

President, still maintains much of the “peaceful rise” dialogue, but many scholars note the approach is 

much different than the previous leader's.4 Zhang poses that under Xi Jinping, China is moving away 

from the time-honored approach of “hiding one's capabilities and biding one's time” and moving 

towards proactive use of China's power and influence to advance its national interests in order to shape 

its own destiny.5 Ultimately, the “peaceful rise” argument exists due to China's recognition that its 

internal growth and development, as well as the status as a “great power,” are dependent on a peaceful 

and stable external environment.6

1 Breslin, Shaun. China and the global political economy. Springer, 2016.
2 Pan, Esther. "The Promise and Pitfalls of China's ‘Peaceful Rise," 2006. 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/promise-and-pitfalls-chinas-peaceful-rise.
3 Pan, 2006.
4 Zhang, Jian. "China's New Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping Towards ‘Peaceful Rise 2.0'?" Global Change Peace & 
Security 27, no. 1, 2015.
5 Zhang, 2015.
6Zhang, 2015.
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Other scholars subscribe to a more pessimistic worldview of China's development. This view is 

known as the “China threat.” Scholars in this camp see China as a genuine threat, a hegemon, in the 

world system. With this approach, scholars consider China to be a revisionist power as opposed to a 

status quo power.7 As a revisionist power, China would be best categorized as a reformist revisionist, as 

explained by Buzan.8 This means China accepts some of the institutions of international society, but it 

would like to reform others and change its status within the international system.9 Since 2008, the 

western world has scrutinized aspects of China's diplomatic strategy. Many global powers, most vocally 

the United States, firmly believe that China is both a governmental and societal threat.10 The intelligence 

community of the U.S. estimates that much of China's influence comes from unlikely areas, including 

digital infrastructure, the private sector, and academia.11

7 Yue, Jianyong. "Peaceful Rise of China: Myth or Reality?" International Politics 45, 2008.
8 Buzan, Barry. "China in international society: Is ‘peaceful rise' possible?" The Chinese Journal of International 
Politics 3, no. 1, 5-36, 2010.
9 Buzan, 2010.
10 Kranz, Michal. "The Director of the FBI Says the Whole of Chinese Society Is a Threat to the Us — and That 
Americans Must Step up to Defend Themselves," Business Insider, 2018.
11 Kranz, 2018.
12 Jacques, Martin. When China Rules the World: The End of the Western World and the Birth of a New Global 
Order, 2nd ed., New York: Penguin Books, 2012.
13 Wang, Yiwei. "Public Diplomacy and the Rise of Chinese Soft Power," The Annals of the American Academy, no. 
616, 2008.
14 Tiezzi, Shannon. "Beijing's ‘China Threat' Theory." The Diplomat. June 3 2014.
15 Tiezzi, 2014.

Furthermore, scholars in the “China threat” camp tend to emphasize China as an economic 

powerhouse. Jacques asserts that China's economic power will underpin its global hegemony.12 Some 

Chinese scholars argue that the China threat is used primarily as a lens by Western scholars who do not 

understand China's true aims due to poor public diplomacy.13 Those who subscribe to the “China threat” 

argument generally do so out of genuine fear of China and its capabilities, as the “peaceful rise” party 

line is not enough to reassure them that nothing bad can happen due to China's capabilities.14 In turn, 

any claim of peaceful rise can sound more disingenuous than reassuring.15
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The great debate surrounding China's role and impact on the international system continues 

into the present. As a scholar of the Arctic region, my interest in this topic began in 2013 when China 

was officially accepted as an Observer to the Arctic Council. Academics within International relations, 

particularly those with an Arctic emphasis, are starting to pay attention to China's relationship with the 

Arctic region. For example, Kai Sun argues that China's approach to the Arctic is productive as a result of 

climate change and strong regional stewardship, as well as its efforts to build capacity in the region.16 

Other authors, such as Lackenbauer and Flake, are more skeptical about China's interest in the region, 

highlighting ulterior motives, resource grabs, and the incorporation of the Arctic into its national 

agenda.17

16 Kimie Hara and Ken Coates, ed., East Asia-Arctic Relations: Boundaries, Security, and International Politics, 33
46. Waterloo: The Centre for International Governance Innovation, 2014.
17 Lackenbauer, P. Whitney. "Canada and the Asian observers to the Arctic Council: Anxiety and opportunity." Asia 
Policy 18, no. 1, 22-29, 2014.
18 “International Integration.” Encyclopedia.com. 
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/applied-and-social-sciences-magazines/international-integration .

The objective of this thesis is to examine the ways in which China is integrating into the Arctic 

region as a case study of China's broader global approach. To meet this objective, I address two research 

questions. The first research question is: How is China integrating into the Arctic? In addition, I explore 

the regional and global implications of the initial data through the question: How do Arctic states view 

China's integration? Regional integration is defined as a process through which the quality of relations 

among autonomic social units, in this case states within the Arctic region, change in such a way to erode 

the autonomy of each and make it part of a larger aggregate.18 I am exploring in what ways China is 

becoming “more Arctic” through relations with Arctic states. As a follow up, I am examining how the 

Arctic states view China's movements into the Arctic. I assume the position that China is integrating into 

the Arctic through participation in bilateral and multilateral activities in association with Arctic states. 

The way in which individual Arctic states interpret this behavior is not universal, as each state has a 
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unique relationship with China. My goal is to determine areas of similarity regarding how Arctic states 

view China's integration into the region.

1.1 Research Methodology

To address the research questions, I analyze China's relationship with the Arctic by considering 

China's relations with individual Arctic states and its participation in Arctic institutions. This research is 

inductive and qualitative. I first explore how China integrates into the Arctic through constructed 

narratives of China's relationship with each Arctic state. I follow each narrative with analysis through a 

matrix, accounting for threats, opportunities, cooperation, and competition. Later in this section, I 

discuss the development of the matrix.

Inductive Research Methodology

For this thesis, I have chosen an inductive research approach. Simply stated, inductive methods 

allow researchers to generate theory from data.19 This allows the collected data to lead to the 

development of concepts, insights, and understanding from found patterns as opposed to laying out a 

pre-determined model or theory through which to explore a research question.20 Scholar Sean Yom 

argues in the Journal of Comparative Political Studies that when used transparently, inductive 

approaches within political science research can greatly contribute to causal knowledge building in 

analytic narratives.21 There are several reasons that I selected an inductive approach. First, the existing 

literature on China in the Arctic ranges in theoretical interpretation from indifference to alarmism.

19 Eisenhardt, Kathleen M., and Melissa E. Graebner. “Grand Challenges and Inductive Methods: Rigor without 
Rigor Mortis.” Academy of Management Journal. 2016.
20 Taylor, Steven J., Robert Bogdan, and Marjorie L. DeVault. 2016. Introduction to Qualitative Research Methods: 
A Guidebook and Resource. Wiley.
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cat07106a&AN=uaf.5261523&site=eds-live .
21 Yom, Sean. “From Methodology to Practice: Inductive Iteration in Comparative Research.” Comparative Political 
Studies. 2014.
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Taking a step back from pre-conceived theories allows me to consider new or overlooked perspectives.

Another reason for selecting an inductive approach is that this topic lacks a diversity of authorship 

within academic literature. There are only a few authors with expertise on China/Arctic international 

relations. It was important to me to consider as much data as possible when building the narratives and 

remain open to sources of data from outside a pre-determined theoretical framework. To construct 

narratives for Chapters 2-6, I collected peer-reviewed literature, news articles, magazine articles, grey 

literature, and government/policy documents. I also requested comments from authors, reporters, 

researchers, and government representatives when necessary to fill knowledge gaps.

Content Analysis and the Threat, Opportunity, Cooperation, and Competition Analysis

My approach to answering the first research question is to construct narratives based on a 

qualitative content analysis approach. Content analysis is a widely recognized research technique in the 

social sciences used to analyze verbal and written materials.22 I utilized a software program for 

qualitative research called NVivo 12 to assist with content analysis and narrative building. I coded 

identified sources using NVivo 12 for terms related to areas of interest. Examples of codes include 

economics and investment, political commentary, and scientific research. Examples of more targeted

22 Hall, Shane. “What is inductive content analysis.” Chron. 2016.
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Figure 1 NVivo Coding Map

codes within those categories include infrastructure, tourism, commentary on maritime affairs, 

commentary on military affairs, and research agreements and collaborations. These codes were 

chosen to help organize the data in a way that demonstrates key components of the state-to-state 

relationship and create uniformity among narratives. I conducted the content analysis during the 

construction of Chapters 2-6 as I created the Arctic state and China narratives. In addition to coding 
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sources for key words, I also examined word frequency to identify if discussions of China varied by 

country or were relatively uniform. Although I have chosen to use NVivo 12, it is only a tool to assist with 

the organization of data and guide the direction of additional analysis.

After the data collection and narrative writing process, I determined that I need to conduct 

additional analysis to answer the second research question and frame my results. To provide a roadmap 

for the audience to understand the data, I use the concepts of threat, opportunity, cooperation, and 

competition to illustrate the data's connection to China's integration into the Arctic. This idea borrows 

concepts from international relations and social science theory and is discussed in more detail in the 

next paragraphs.

The first delineation focuses on threat and opportunity. International relations scholars use 

threats and opportunities in the neorealist tradition to describe how states construct security policies.23 

Threats have multiple definitions within the political science canon. For this work, I am using the 

definition from Buzan, which includes that threats are distinguishable and can include: military threats 

(seizure of territory, invasion, occupation of territory, and policy manipulation), economic threats 

(export practices, import restrictions, price manipulation, debt control, or a challenge to domestic 

stability), or ecological threats (damaging to the physical environment of a state).24 Opportunity can be 

understood as a favorable or advantageous circumstance, including a chance for progress or 

advancement.25 This can be used if states appear open to ideas or activities originating with China or if 

they invite China to engage in an activity or operation in which they are engaged.

23 Ripsman, Norrin. “Neoclassical realism.” Oxford Research Encyclopedia. 2011.
https://oxfordre.com/internationalstudies/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.001.0001/acrefore-  
9780190846626-e-36?rskey=OWxf9I&result=1.
24 Brauch, Hans Gunter. “Security threats, challenges, vulnerability and risks.” International Security, Peace,
Development, and Environment, 2010.
25 “Opportunity.” American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, Fifth Ed., 2016.
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The second part focuses on the ideas of cooperation and competition. This is loosely based on a 

theoretical approach, couched in peace psychology, posed by Morton Deutsch in 1949 and expanded by 

David W. Johnson in the early 2000s.26 Deutsch's theory, called social interdependence theory, argues 

that how participants' goals are structured indicates how each will interact and, in turn, how that 

interaction pattern will determine the outcome of a situation.27 The most interesting of Deutsch's tenets 

that stem from this theory are the approach to cooperation and competition. Cooperation is understood 

as “the practice of people or greater entities working in common with commonly agreed upon goals and 

possibly methods, instead of working separately in competition.”28 Competition is the opposite and can 

be understood as people or entities working against one another or in conflict. These findings are 

illustrated in each chapter on a typological Venn-diagram. The diagram has overlapping circles and a flag 

representing each bilateral relationship. The baseline diagram is shown below:

26 Coleman, Peter T. and Deutsch, Morton. Morton Deutsch: A Pioneer in Developing Peace Psychology. “Chapter 
3: Cooperation, Competition, and Conflict.” Springer. 2015.
27 Johnson, David W., and Roger T. Johnson. Conflict, Interdependence, and Justice, “Chapter 3: Intellectual Legacy: 
Cooperation and Competition,” Springer, 2011.
28 “Cooperation.” Science Daily.
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To understand the strategic approach of China within the Arctic, I also discuss soft and sharp 

power. Soft power, as described by international relations scholar Joseph Nye, is the ability for one 

country to get other countries to “want what it wants.”29 Although this is not directly aligned with either 

cooperation or competition, it is a concept that is discussed throughout this thesis as a strategic tool 

that China utilizes within both bilateral and multilateral relationships. Soft power is referenced 

throughout the narrative chapters and is a key component of China's Arctic approach. Sharp power can 

be understood as a coercive use of power. Sharp power blends elements of hard and soft power through 

the use of manipulation to influence individuals or institutions, often towards the will of an 

authoritarian state.30 The goal of a sharp power approach is to “pierce, penetrate, or perforate” the 

29 Nye, Joseph S. "Soft power," Foreign policy, 80, 153-171, 1990.
30 Walker, Christopher. “What is ‘Sharp power'?” Journal of Democracy, 29:3, pp. 9-23. July 2018. 
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/698914/pdf .
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political or cultural environment in a given place rather than appeal to it.31 China utilizes a sharp power 

strategy to push states into decisions that they may not otherwise make.

31 Shao, Jingkai. “Exploring China's “Sharp power, “Conceptual Deficiencies and Alternatives,” Research Gate, Fall 
2019.
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jingkai Shao/publication/335960974 Exploring China's Sharp Power Con 
ceptual Deficiencies and Alternatives/links/5d85cf6da6fdcc8fd6fff733/Exploring-Chinas-Sharp-Power-  
Conceptual-Deficiencies-and-Alternatives.pdf .
32 Hara and Coates, 2014.
33 Hara and Coates, 2014.
34 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, Beijing: Xinhua, 2018.
35 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, Beijing: Xinhua, 2018.
36 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, Beijing: Xinhua, 2018.

1.2 Background on China's Interest in the Arctic

To understand the context for this thesis, it is important to have a baseline understanding of

China's demonstrated interest in the Arctic region. China's interest in the Arctic region is steadily 

increasing.32 In the past, China's interest in the Arctic primarily related to the natural sciences and polar 

research activities, however its interests have expanded in the past two decades.33 This section provides 

an overview of China's Arctic policy as well as relevant literature on China and the Arctic as it relates to 

its strategic interest in the region. This section will focus on China's Arctic Policy white paper, scholarly 

responses to China's position within its policy, and its Arctic strategy.

China's officials cite that it is historically involved in Arctic affairs dating to the signing of the 

Svalbard Treaty in 1925.34 It was not until 93 years later, however, that China released a comprehensive 

Arctic policy. China has long held on to the belief that it is a near Arctic state, which it defines as “one of 

the continental states that is closest to the Arctic Circle.”35 Because of this, China is particularly 

concerned with the natural conditions of the Arctic region and the potential impacts that the region 

poses for its climate system, ecological environment, and related economic interests.36

China's approach to its Arctic policy is broad sweeping. It has identified three main goals and 

created position statements on five critical aspects related to the state's overall interests. The identified 
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goals are to understand the Arctic, protect the Arctic, and develop the Arctic. They are broad, while still 

encompassing all aspects of China's interests. Its first goal includes improved capacity and capability in 

scientific research and promotion of sustainable development. China is already quite active in this area, 

striking successful research collaborations bilaterally with many Arctic states, and completing 

independent research missions with its icebreaking vessel the M/V Xue Long.37 One example of a viable 

and continuing partnership is China's connection to the Fridtjof Nansen Institute in Norway. The 

institute states that research with China on Arctic issues is a “long-standing priority.”38 China has a 

recent history of its own work on Arctic science. Between 1988 and 2008 over a dozen Chinese based 

scientific journals published articles on topics such as Arctic glaciology, climatology, oceanography, 

upper atmospheric physics, Arctic biology, and environmental sciences.39 This certainly preceded 

increased media attention of China's geopolitical interests in the Arctic, which is usually dated to the 

early 2010s, when China started discussing the Arctic in a governmental capacity.40

37 Nong Hong. “China's Interests in the Arctic: Opportunities and Challenges - Examining the implications of China's 
Arctic Policy white paper.” Institute for China-America Studies. March 2018. Retrieved from: http://chinaus- 
icas.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/2018.03.06-China-Arctic-Report.pdf.
38 Fridtjof Nansen Institute. “China-Nordic Cooperation on Arctic Research.” May 30, 2018. Retrieved from: 
https://www.fni.no/news/china-nordic-cooperation-on-arctic-research-article1759-330.html .
39 Linyan Huang, Frederic Lasserre, and Olga Alexeeva.”Is China's Interest for the Arctic driven by Arctic shipping 
potential?” Asian Geographer. 2014.
40 Linyan Huang, Frederic Lasserre, and Olga Alexeeva. 2014.

China's second Arctic policy goal addresses climate change; protection of the natural 

environment and ecological system; regional climactic/environmental/ecological resilience; and respect 

for the diversity of social, cultural, and historical traditions of Indigenous peoples. Although there are 

few examples of direct projects related to Indigenous peoples, scholar Mia Bennett commented on 

official delegate remarks from the 2019 Arctic Circle Forum in Shanghai, saying:

Chinese officials at the conference have been surprising vocal in their support for indigenous 
peoples. Gao Feng, the Special Representative for Arctic Affairs within China's Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs expressed, ‘China respects the cultures and traditions of indigenous peoples in 
the Arctic.' I asked a group of Chinese students what their biggest surprise of the conference so 
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far had been, and they said it was the frequency with which indigenous peoples were 
mentioned.41

41 Bennett, Mia. “China reveals Arctic geopolitics to be above Pompeo's pay grade.” Arctic Today. May 11, 2019.
Retrieved from: https://www.arctictoday.com/china-reveals-arctic-geopolitics-to-be-above-pompeos-pay-grade/
42 The Arctic Institute. “China.” Accessed September 24, 2019. Retrieved from: 
https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/countries/china/.
43 Cultural Survival. “Observations on the State of Indigenous human Rights in China.” Report prepared for the 31st 
Session of the United Nations Human Rights Council Universal Periodic Review. March 2018. Retrieved from: 
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/sites/default/files/UPR%20Report%20China%202017%20%20.pdf.
44 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, (Beijing: Xinhua, 2018).
45 Conley, Heather A.. “China's Arctic Dream.” Center for Strategic and International Studies. Report. February 
2018.
46 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, (Beijing: Xinhua, 2018).
47 Kong Soon, Lim. “China's Arctic Policy & the Polar Silk Road Vision.” The Arctic Yearbook. 2018. Retrieved from: 
https://arcticyearbook.com/images/yearbook/2018/Scholarly Papers/24 AY2018 Kong.pdf

Although not Arctic by definition, China does have pockets of indigenous people who are recognized as 

Manchu, ancestrally part of the Evenki peoples, some of which still practice reindeer herding - a 

traditional livelihood.42 However, China has a poor record of treatment toward indigenous peoples. 

Although it adopted the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in 2007, it refuses 

to recognize the term “Indigenous Peoples” within its national borders.43

China's third goal includes improved capacity and capability of applied technology, strengthened 

resource utilization, development of shipping routes, contributions to social/economic development, 

and improvement of the living conditions of local people.44 Concerns in this area from scholars 

frequently stem from China's discussion of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and how that will intertwine 

with Arctic transportation and economics. China plans to use the BRI to expand economic cooperation 

and further develop Arctic industries, including Arctic shipping.45 China highlights its intention to build a 

“Polar Silk Road” via development of Arctic shipping, including opening participation with Arctic states 

to develop commercially viable shipping through the Arctic.46 This vision places the Arctic Ocean as a 

central route in China's larger BRI, which is a critical global policy plan under Xi Jinping.47 China is the 

world's largest container exporter, with 36 Million TEUs in 2014, which accounted for 30 percent of the 
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global volume of container ship exports for that data year.48 The interest in Arctic shipping grows every 

year as the Arctic sea ice melts. The Northwest Passage (NWP) and Northern Sea Route (NSR) will likely 

be more accessible in the future, providing an opportunity for China to access alternative shipping 

routes that may take less transit time.49 As of now, many shipping companies are uninterested due to 

the logistical and technical challenges that accompany Arctic shipping.50 However, in the future, Arctic 

shipping will be on China's agenda more prominently, as there are researchers examining the feasibility 

of accessing both the NWP and NSR. In order to achieve this goal, China must encourage the Arctic 

states to “open up,” which would require each Arctic state to acknowledge China as a legitimate 

regional stakeholder.51 This is a unique challenge for states in the Arctic, who must choose the extent to 

which they are willing to give up sovereignty for regional development.

48"Trade Statistics," 2018, accessed May 20, 2018, 2018, http://www.worldshipping.org/about-the-industry/global- 
trade/trade-statistics.
TEU (Twenty Foot Equivalent Unit) is the unit of capacity of a container ship.
49Campbell, Caitlin. China and the Arctic: Objectives and Obstacles, (Washington, D.C.: United States Government, 
2012).
50 Campbell, 2012.
51 Conley, Heather A. 2018.
52 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, (Beijing: Xinhua, 2018).
53 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, (Beijing: Xinhua, 2018).
54 Alexeeva, Olga and Frederic Lasserre, "China and the Arctic," The Arctic Yearbook (2012).

The position statements in China's Arctic policy are more concrete than the overarching goals 

and identify clear pathways where the state intends to allocate resources in the region. China 

acknowledges that the Arctic is valuable for advancing science.52 As such, China is an active promotor of 

scientific expeditions and research activities. It encourages cooperative research in accordance with 

international law and emphasizes that all states should have freedom of research on the high seas.53 

China's main scientific body at the national level that deals with polar scientific research is the Chinese 

Arctic and Antarctic Administrations (CAA) which was founded as the Office of the National Antarctic 

Expedition Committee in 1981.54 Arctic research began officially in 1989 with the founding of the Polar 
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Research Institute of China.55 Since that time, China has built its own icebreaker, established both Arctic 

and Antarctic research facilities, and has plans to continue expanding its Arctic research infrastructure.56 

One of the ways China is already doing this is by investing in modernizing research and capacity within 

the Arctic science community. It calls out the International Arctic Science Committee (IASC) as the main 

institution for supporting this endeavor.57 Huang et al. describe China's Arctic scientific research 

activities as very active. In August 2012, the authors cited a survey of China's largest database, Wanfang 

Data, which found 680 articles including the word “Arctic” in their title (published before 2008).58 The 

majority of the articles in the survey relate to climate issues, with others focused on biodiversity, the 

environment, technology, and the history of Arctic Native nations. It should be noted that the authors 

also found that no articles published in this database considered political issues in the Arctic until 

2007.59 Bertelsen and Gallucci attribute China's rise in research and innovation to its growing economy, 

and the need to address Chinese domestic climate interests via legitimate participation in Arctic 

affairs.60 China has been involved in Arctic research for a long time, but it was not identified as 

“strategic” before 2010.61 This research highlights China's domestic rationale for participating in Arctic 

affairs and argues that China's activities within the Arctic can be interpreted as strategic.

55 Alexeeva and Lasserre, 2012.
56 Alexeeva and Lasserre, 2012.
57 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, (Beijing: Xinhua, 2018).
58 Lasserre, Frederic, Linyan Huang, and Olga Alexeeva. "Is China's interest for the Arctic driven by Arctic Shipping 
potential?," Asian Geographer, 
2014.https://corpus.ulaval.ca/jspui/bitstream/20.500.11794/485/1/China%20Arctic%20Shipping%20Asian%20Geo 
grapher%20juin%202014.pdf.
59 Linyan Huang, Frederic Lasserre, and Olga Alexeeva. 2014.
60 Bertelsen, Rasmus Gjedss0 and Vincent Gallucci, "The Return of China, Post-Cold War Russia, and the Arctic: 
Changes on Land and at Sea," Marine Policy (2016), 
https://munin.uit.no/bitstream/handle/10037/10757/article.pdf?sequence=2 .
61 Lasserre, Huang, and Alexeeva, 2014.
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1.3 Argument, Findings, and Research Limitations

This thesis examines the ways in which China is integrating into the Arctic region as a case study 

of China's broader global approach and seeks to answer the research questions: How is China 

integrating into the Arctic, and how do Arctic states view China's integration? First, I argue that China 

demonstrates a complex, strategic approach to integrating into Arctic affairs. China favors bilateral 

relationships directly with Arctic states as opposed to high investment in multi-lateral institutions. There 

are some exceptions to this. For example, China has a poor bilateral relationship with Sweden. However, 

it is more likely to engage in large-scale economic activities directly with a state as opposed to through 

the Arctic Council. Second, China is utilizing strategic approaches to integrate successfully into regional 

activities. I argue that this can be seen through strategic use of power, most notably soft power.

To respond to the second research question, I used a threat, opportunity, cooperation, and 

competition analysis. The individual determinations on a state-by-state basis were based on data from 

the content analysis. In summary, the Arctic states have a varying view of China's integration into the 

region. Some states, such as the United States, view China's activities as threatening to the Arctic, 

whereas other states, such as Finland, find China's presence as opportunistic. At the same time, certain 

states, such as Iceland, are keener to cooperate with China in the Arctic. Others, for example Sweden, 

are more likely to see China in a competitive way. Some states demonstrate multiple attitudes 

depending on the activity analyzed (Russia for example), which leads to the conclusion that states can 

demonstrate more than one of these characteristics in their relations.

Lastly, before we move into the research narratives, it is important to note that this research 

has some limitations. It was not possible to know every activity that is taking place between China and 

individual Arctic states. My research was limited to open-source materials available in the English and 

Russian languages. It is possible that there are additional sources that would have aided my work if I had 
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conducted interviews or spent additional time seeking personal accounts of people with experience in 

the referenced material that were included in the narratives. I also chose to look at all Arctic states as 

opposed to one relationship in depth. It is possible that I may have overlooked some examples because 

my approach focused on the wide breadth of the entire Arctic region as opposed to a singular Arctic 

state relationship with China. Similarly, my focus on multi-lateral relationships was only on multi-state 

bodies in the Arctic, such as the Arctic Council and UArctic, and was not on instances where China could 

collaborate with smaller subsets of multiple states. It is possible that my conclusions are more 

generalized because of how I defined these criteria.

Chapters 2-6 are data driven and discuss the relationship between China and Arctic states in 

constructed narratives. These narratives focus on China's relationships with North America, the North 

Atlantic, the Nordics, Russia, and multilateral institutions. The goal of the narratives is to create a 

baseline understanding for the reader on the distinct relationships between China and the Arctic 8 (A8) 

as well as the major multilateral institutions of the Arctic region. Chapter 7 presents the findings and 

conclusion, which focuses on the themes pulled from content analysis as well as a discussion on threat, 

opportunity, cooperation, and competition.
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Chapter 2: China and the North American Arctic

This chapter presents the first narratives of China's relationships with Arctic states, with a focus 

on the relationships China has with Canada and the United States. To build uniform narratives, I follow a 

similar structure throughout the chapters. First, I summarize the current political relationships between 

China and Canada and between China and the United States. Then, I focus on bilateral agreements and 

governance concerns and discuss trade and major Arctic projects in which China is involved. Finally, I 

discuss various social, cultural, educational, and research issues. At the end of the chapter, I present a 

summary of findings for each state-to-state relationship. The data in the narrative chapters directly 

address the research questions by providing causal evidence of China's integration via economic, social, 

and political activities.

2.1 Overview of China-Canada Relations

China and Canada have engaged in formal diplomatic relations since 1970.62 At this time, 

Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau pushed for more open dialogue with China. Although the level 

of activity between the two countries would remain limited, relations were considered friendly.63 In 

early 1984, Chinese Premier Zhao Ziyang became the first communist leader to address the Canadian 

Parliament in a joint session, which was well received despite known concerns regarding China's human 

rights record.64 After the Tiananmen Square incident in 1989, relations between China and Canada 

deteriorated; Canadians in China for business or education purposes went back to Canada to avoid 

domestic social and political unrest. Canada placed a formal moratorium on selling goods with any 

62 Government of Canada. “Canada-China Relations.” Embassy of Canada in China. Retrieved from:
https://www.canadainternational.gc.ca/china-chine/bilateral relations bilaterales/index.aspx?lang=eng.
63 Cao, Huhua and Vivienne Poy. “The Canadian Policy Context of Canada's China Policy since 1970,” in The China
Challenge: Sino-Canadian Relations in the 21st Century. pg. 37, University of Ottawa Press. 2011.
64 Cao and Poy. Pg. 38. 2011.

17

https://www.canadainternational.gc.ca/china-chine/bilateral_relations_bilaterales/index.aspx?lang=eng


military applications, and it ceased sending development aid. China stopped sending all citizens to 

Canada for development related training, as there was a high risk that they would not return to China 

once their training was completed. At the time, there was a disconnect between what Canada wanted 

for China (democracy) and the reality of intense Chinese communist rule.65

65 Cao and Poy. p. 40. 2011.
66 Fong, April. “Are trade missions a thing of the past?” The Globe and Mail. May 2, 2018. Retrieved from: 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/are-trade-missions-a-thing-of-the-past/article1314990/ .
67 Fong, April. 2018.
68 Cao and Poy. Pg. 41. 2011.
69 McCullough, J.J. “Canada's leaders must reevaluate ties to China.” Global Opinions. The Washington Post.
January 4, 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2019/01/04/canadas-leaders-must- 
reevaluate-ties-china/.
70 Burton, Charles. “Canada's China policy under the Harper government.” Canadian Foreign Policy Journal. 2015.

During the next decade, between 1993 and 2003, Prime Minister Jean Chrerien renewed

Canada's interest in China. He led four separate trade missions under the title “Team Canada,” which 

utilized face-to-face communication in an effort to bolster economic relations between the two 

countries.66 The first such mission in 1994, with 500 Canadian business leaders, was the largest 

delegation of any kind to China following the Tiananmen Square incident.67 As a result of Chrérien's 

continued persistence to engage China, he was able to promote good governance, democratic 

development, and human rights.68 Chrérien's successor Paul Martin was able to pen a “strategic 

partnership” with then President Hu Jintao of China that proved to be an important roadmap for 

increasing positive relations between the two countries.69

Following these initial steps, Prime Minister Stephen Harper continued diplomatic relations with 

China when he took office in 2006 but struggled to maintain the same level of effectiveness as his 

predecessors. Harper's conservative approach directed Canada's China policy to three main areas: 

promotion of Canadian prosperity through trade, protection of Canada's security, and promotion of 

Canadian values abroad.70 The conservative government under Harper labeled China as undemocratic 

and ideologically incompatible with Canada, and as such was quick to label China as a threat. In the 
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years to come, Harper would make decisions that upset the Chinese government, including skipping out 

on the opening of the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing and not scheduling a diplomatic visit to China 

shortly after becoming Prime Minister.71 With the rapid economic rise of China during the 2000s, Harper 

was required to adapt Canada's policy and become much more pragmatic, reorienting trade policy to 

better position Canadian businesses to benefit from China's growing economy.72 As a result, in the early 

2010s China's business investments increased in Canada. For example, China's foreign direct investment 

in Canada in 2010 alone was $10.2 billion, a significant increase from the previous year's investment of 

approximately $4 billion.73

71 Cao and Poy. Pg. 68. 2011.
72 Cao and Poy. Pg. 70. 2011.
73 Fife, Robert and Steven Chase. “U.S. Congress urged to crack down on Chinese investment as Canada opens 
door.” The Globe and Mail. November 15, 2017. Retrieved from:
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/politics/us-congress-urged-to-crack-down-on-chinese-investment-as-  
canada-opens-door/article36983956/.
Bettcher, Kai Valdez. “Chinese Investment in Canada: Trends and Policy Responses.” University of Calgary. Master's
Thesis. 2018. Retrieved from:
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/109325/capstone Bettcher 2018.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
74 Dobson, Wendy and Paul Evans. “Living with Global China: Agenda 2016.” In Moving Forward: Issues in Canada- 
China Relations. University of Toronto. 2016. Retrieved from:
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/ai/files/2016/02/Moving Forward Farooq McKnight.pdf.
75 Abedi, Maham. “Canada-China tensions: why they began and what's happened since.” Global News Canada.
June 27, 2019. Retrieved from: https://globalnews.ca/news/5433842/canada-china-detentions-trade-extradition/ .
76 Rauhala, Emily. “Canada arrested Huawei's Meng for the United States. As China retaliates, it's on its own.” The 
Washington Post. May 8, 2019.

Relations with China under Canada's current Prime Minister Justin Trudeau are tenuous. In the 

early stages of Trudeau's leadership, relations were quite positive. Trudeau made certain to meet 

directly with China's President Xi Jingping on the margins of multilateral meetings to discuss the 

relationship between China and Canada and how each state could work to reinvent a more strategic 

relationship.74 However, after arresting Huawei Technologies Chief Financial Officer Meng Manzhou in 

2018, at the request of the United States, Canada has faced significant roadblocks in maintaining a 

positive relationship with China.75 Canada arrested Meng on charges that she violated U.S. sanctions 

law.76 In swift retaliatory measure, China quickly blocked Canadian exports including canola, soybeans, 
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and pork products as a way to seek economic revenge for Canada's compliance with the United States's 

extradition request.77 In addition, China has made it difficult for Canadian officials to seek meetings in 

order to resolve ongoing diplomatic and economic tensions.78

77 Gardner, Lauren and Alexander Panetta. “Canada decides: Trudeau faces heat over handling of China and trade 
war.” Politico. September 16, 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.politico.com/story/2019/09/16/canada-china- 
trade-war-1704947.
78 Gardner and Panetta, 2019.
79 Silver, Laura, Kat Devlin, and Christine Huang. “People around the global are divided in their opinions of China.” 
Pew Research Center. September 30, 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.pewresearch.org/fact- 
tank/2019/09/30/people-around-the-globe-are-divided-in-their-opinions-of-china/ .
80 Pew Research Center, 2019.
81 University of British Columbia School of Public Policy and Global Affairs. “Analysis: February 2019 Survey of 
Canadian Attitudes on China and Canada-China Relations, revised 13 March 2019.” Institute of Asian Research, 
University of British Columbia. Retrieved from: https://sppga.ubc.ca/wp- 
content/uploads/sites/5/2019/03/analysis.pubop .report.13march19.pdf.
82 University of British Columbia School of Public Policy and Global Affairs, 2019.
83 Lackenbauer, P. Whitney, Adam Lajeunesse, James Manicom, and Frederic Lasserre. China's Arctic Ambitions 
and what they mean for Canada, p.164. (University of Calgary Press, 2018).

According to 2019 data from the Pew Research Center, 67% of Canadians view China 

unfavorably, which is the highest unfavorable rating the country's respondents have ever reported in 

Pew's polling history.79 Pew attributes this to the high profile arrest of Meng Manzhou as well as the 

continuing trade conflict between Canada and China.80 According to a 2019 University of British 

Columbia survey, Canada's negative disposition towards China is significant and growing.81 Despite the 

negative Canada-China relationship at present, 64% of respondents stated support for signing a free 

trade agreement between the two countries in order to resolve ongoing issues.82

2.2 Analyzing China-Canada Relations in the Arctic

Lackenbauer et al. state that Canada's policy on China in the Arctic remains a work in progress.83 

Both the Canadian media and Canadian Arctic scholars are unclear if Chinese activities in Canada's Arctic 

are conflictual or cooperative. For example, scholars David Wright and Rob Huebert argue that 

Canadians should be wary of China's growing interest in the Arctic, which can counter Canada's 
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interests.84 However, Heather Exner-Pirot, a Canadian Arctic scholar, suggests that China does not have 

capabilities for Arctic defense nor reason to incite conflict in a stable and peaceful region. Therefore, 

Canada should not view China as a problematic partner for Arctic development.85 This section analyzes 

the China-Canada relationship in the Arctic through considerations of political/government affairs, 

economic development, social/cultural events, and education and research.

84 Lackenbauer, P. Whitney, Adam Lajeunesse, James Manicom, and Frederic Lasserre. China's Arctic Ambitions 
and what they mean for Canada, p.8. (University of Calgary Press, 2018).
85 Gulliksen Tommerbakke, Siri. “The Cracking of the NWP Compromise: A Sign of a Conflict to Come or Tempest in 
a Teacup?” High North News. April 16, 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.highnorthnews.com/en/sign-conflict- 
come-or-tempest-teacup.
86 Jingchao, Peng and Njord Wegge. “China's bilateral diplomacy in the Arctic.” Polar Geography, 38:3, 233-249. 
2015.
87 Associated Press. “Arctic Council grants China, Japan observer status.” CBC. May 15, 2013. Retrieved from: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/arctic-council-grants-china-japan-observer-status-1.1375121 .
88 Luedi, Jeremy. “Are China's Arctic ambitions a threat to Canada.” Blog Post. True North Far East. May 29, 2019. 
Retrieved from: https://truenorthfareast.com/news/china-arctic-influence-threat-to-canada .
89 Government of Canada. “Agreement Between the Government of Canada and the Government of the People's 
Republic of China for the Promotion and Reciprocal Protection of Investments.” Last modified November 24, 2016. 
Retrieved from: https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/agr-  
acc/china-chine/fipa-apie/index.aspx?lang=eng.

During China's process to become an Observer to the Arctic Council in 2013, Canada (and 

Russia) initially objected.86 At the time Canada's Ministerial representative, Leona Aglukkaq, stated that 

the Arctic Council was created “by northerners, for northerners, before the Arctic was of interest to the 

rest of the world.”87 When China published its official Arctic policy white paper in 2018, Canadian media 

re-ignited the conversations and concerns from 2013, drawing increased attention of ordinary Canadian 

citizens to the growing influence of China in their country.88

At present, the only bilateral political agreement between the two countries is the 2014 Canada- 

China Foreign Investment Promotion and Protection Agreement. This agreement protects Canadian 

investors in the Chinese economy and vice versa, but it is not a trade deal.89 It includes provisions for 

most-favored-nation (MFN) treatment of each other, non-discriminatory foreign ownership language, 
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and dispute resolution language.90 The agreement provides an avenue for preferential treatment in 

instances where Canadians are investing in China and vice versa, includes non-discrimination language 

which protects both Canadians and Chinese from discrimination in each country based on foreign 

ownership, and outlines ways in which any issues can be resolved formally though the agreement. This 

agreement has been in force since 2014. In 2017, Canada and China discussed an “exploratory” free 

trade agreement.91 The negotiations were permanently put on hold because of immense differences 

between the two countries on gender and labor issues.92

90 Moran, Eric and Riyaz Dattu. “Landmark Canada-China Investment Treaty Comes Into force.” Osler. October 6, 
2014. Retrieved from: https://www.osler.com/en/resources/regulations/2014/landmark-canada-china-  
investment-treaty-comes-into.
91 Government of Canada. “Archive - Consulting Canadians on a possible Canada-China free trade agreement.” Last 
modified March 20, 2017. Retrieved from: https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/consultations/china-  
chine/index.aspx?lang=eng.
92 Houlden, Gordon. “The Security Dimensions of a China Free Trade Agreement: Balancing Benefits and Risk.” 
Canadian Global Affairs Institute. 2018. Retrieved from:
https://www.cgai.ca/the security dimension of a china free trade agreement balancing benefits and risk.
93 Government of Canada. “Arctic and Northern Policy Framework: Safety, Security, and Defense Chapter.” 
Department of Northern Affairs. September 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.rcaanc- 
cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1562939617400/1562939658000 .

In terms of Arctic sovereignty and governance, Canada is concerned about the role of the 

Northwest Passage (NWP) and international legal status. In its updated Arctic policy framework released 

in September 2019, the Canadian government stated:

The circumpolar North is becoming an area of strategic international importance, with 
both Arctic and non-Arctic states expressing a variety of economic and military interests 
in the region. As the Arctic becomes more accessible, these states are poised to conduct 
research, transit through, and engage in more trade in the region. Given the growing 
international interest and competition in the Arctic, continued security and defense of
Canada's Arctic requires effective strategy and security frameworks, national defense, 
and deterrence.93

This language suggests that Canada is positioned to increase its military and defense capabilities in the 

Arctic because of the forecast for increased usage of the NWP. Scholars have re-iterated the shifting 

need for increased watchfulness over the NWP given China's history of aggressive maritime behavior in 
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the South China Sea.94 Canada defines many sections of the NWP as “internal waters” under the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).95 Although this does not have any major 

implications currently, as there is limited commercial traffic through Canada's waters, it will likely be a 

bigger issue in the future as maritime traffic increases.

94 Pezard, Stephanie. “The New Geopolitics of the Arctic: Russia's and China's Evolving Role in the Region - 
Testimony of Stephanie Pezard (RAND Corporation) before the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and 
International Development Canadian House of Commons.” Public testimony. November 26, 2018. Retrieved from: 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/421/FAAE/Brief/BR10261131/br- 
external/RandCorporationPezardStephanie-e.pdf.
95 Brady, Anne-Marie. China as a Great Polar Power. Pg. 68. 2017.
96 Fife, Robert and Steven Chase. “China used research mission to test trade route through Canada's Northwest 
Passage.” The Globe and Mail. September 10, 2017. Retrieved from: 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/politics/china-used-research-mission-to-test-trade-route-through-  
canadas-northwest-passage/article36223673/.
97 Lackenbauer, P. Whitney, Adam Lajeunesse, James Manicom, and Frederic Lasserre. China's Arctic Ambitions 
and what they mean for Canada, p.101. (University of Calgary Press, 2018).
98 Parliament of Canada. “Canadian Trade and Investment Activity: Canada-China.” Library of Parliament Research 
Publications. November 16, 2018. Retrieved from:
https://lop.parl.ca/sites/PublicWebsite/default/en CA/ResearchPublications/TradeAndInvestment/2018588E.
99 Parliament of Canada. 2018.

At this time, formal political agreements are limited to protecting each state's private 

investment interests. In summary, Canada is protective of its sovereignty, of its claim over the 

Northwest Passage. Thus far, China has only tested the conditions of the Northwest Passage with its 

research icebreaker, Xuelong, and has not yet scheduled commercial voyages through the waterway.96 

Based on the available data, it is unlikely that China will utilize Canada as a political partner in the Arctic, 

given the amount of uncertainty that Canada has expressed in the past over China's mere participation 

as an Observer in the Arctic Council.

Canadian policy does not specifically state that China is an economic partner in the Arctic; 

however, China's state owned enterprises (SOEs) are some of the most active businesses in the 

Canadian Arctic.97 In 2017, Canadian exports to China were at $23.6 billion and Canadian imports from 

China were at $70.9 billion, creating a $47.3 billion trade deficit for Canada.98 China is Canada's second 

largest merchandise trading partner and fifth largest services trade partner in 2017.99 Canada is 
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currently stuck in the middle of an ongoing trade dispute between its two largest trading partners, the

United States and China.100 Canada has existing mechanisms through which to promote improved 

economic relations outside the government context. One example is the Canada-China Business Council, 

a bilateral non-profit organization with offices in both Canada and China that provides services to assist 

the business community on issues impacting trade and investment.101 Examples of services include 

publication of an annual “investment opportunity” booklet that highlights opportunities for investment 

in partnership with either Canadian or Chinese companies as well as access to “business incubation 

centers” which support the development of foreign companies in both China and Canada.102 China is 

also involved in several major Arctic projects.

100 Shao, Grace. “Canada will take a harder stance on China - no matter who wins the next election.” CNBC. 
September 27, 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.cnbc.com/2019/09/27/canada-will-take-harder-stance-on- 
china-no-matter-who-wins-the-election.html .
101 Canada China Business Council. “About the Canada China Business Council.” Accessed October 9, 2019. 
Retrieved from: https://ccbc.com/about/.
102 Canada China Business Council. “CCBC Member Services.” Accessed October 9, 2019. Retrieved from: 
https://ccbc.com/ccbc-services/.
103 LNG Canada. “Joint Venture Participants.” Accessed October 14, 2019. Retrieved from: 
https://www.lngcanada.ca/about-lng-canada/joint-venture-participants/ .
104 Rowland, Robin. “LNG Canada postpones Final Investment Decision.” Northwest Coast Energy News. July 11, 
2019. Retrieved from: http://nwcoastenergynews.com/tag/petrochina/.
105 Tasker, John Paul. “LNG Canada finally gives Trudeau the energy sector win he badly needed.” CBC. October 2,
2018. Retrieved from: https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/tasker-analysis-lng-canada-victory-trudeau-1.4847472 .
106 Takahashi, Sora. “Canada LNG projects to ship gas to Asia as early as 2024.” Nikkei: Asian Review. August 11,
2019. Retrieved from: https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Energy/Canada-LNG-project-to-ship-gas-to-Asia-as-early-  
as-2024.

LNG Canada is a multi-national, joint venture energy development project in sites throughout British 

Columbia with international investors including Shell, Petronas, PetroChina Company Limited, Mitsubishi 

Corporation, and Korea Gas Corporation.103 Based on a media release from 2018, PetroChina's 

investment in LNG Canada is 20%.104 This project is important as it represents the single largest private 

sector investment ever in Canada at $40 billion CAD.105 With the exception of a small subsidy of $275 

million CAD directly provided by the Canadian government, all investors in the project are companies 

based in Asia.106 This is likely due to the increased demand for LNG in the Asian market. China also 
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remains steadfast in its investments within various oil fields in the Alberta oil sands project. Three major 

Chinese companies operate in this area: PetroChina, CNOOC, and Sinopec.107 In 2018, the value of oil 

sands shipments bound for China was $335 million CAD.108 During that same year, the average oil 

consumption in China was reported at 13,524.9 barrels per day, roughly 13% of the world's total 

consumption.109

107 Healing, Dan. “Chinese companies commit to Alberta oilsands despite setbacks.” Global News Canada.
September 3, 2019. Retrieved from: https://globalnews.ca/news/5851590/china-investment-alberta-oilsands-  
energy-canada/.
108 Muir, Stewart. “Stewart Muir: China's appetite for Canadian oil continues to defy marketplace myths.”
Vancouver Sun. May 17, 2019. Retrieved from: https://vancouversun.com/opinion/op-ed/stewart-muir-chinas- 
appetite-for-canadian-oil-continues-to-defy-marketplace-myths .
109 CEIC. “China Oil Consumption.” CEIC Data. Accessed October 16, 2019. Retrieved from: 
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/china/oil-consumption .
110 Progesys. “Nunavik Nickel Mine.” Accessed October 17, 2019. Retrieved from: 
https://progesys.ca/project/nunavik-nickel-mine/ .
111 Canadian Royalties Inc. “Who we are.” Accessed October 17, 2019. Retrieved from: 
https://www.canadianroyalties.com/subsections/1207/who-are.html .
112 Canadian Royalties Inc. “Nunavik Nickel Agreement.” Accessed October 17, 2019. Retrieved from: 
https://www.canadianroyalties.com/subsections/1206/nunavik-nickel-agreement.html.
113 Canadian Royalties Inc., 2019.

China likewise participates in Canada's mining sector. The most notable investment in Arctic Canada 

is the Nunavik Nickel Mine. The project started production in 2013 and has an estimated project value of 

$900 million USD.110 Despite what the name implies, Canadian Royalties Inc., the company with sole 

ownership of the Nunavik Nickel Mine, is owned by a parent company in China, Jilien Jien Nickel Industry 

Co., Ltd.111 Although full Chinese ownership may make a remote Arctic community uneasy, a positive 

attribute of this relationship is an agreement which falls under corporate social responsibility. The 

Nunavik Nicklen Agreement, signed between Canadian Royalties and the landholding entities in the area 

surrounding the mine site, establishes the company's commitment to working fairly and directly with 

Inuit partners.112 This includes employment opportunities for Inuit residents over the operating life of 

the mine and an apprenticeship trade program for future employees.113
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Beyond natural resources, Canada also has an interest in expanding its rural Arctic 

telecommunications infrastructure in collaboration with China. According to Heather Exner-Pirot, it has 

become convention in the Arctic that we need to “innovate more, leverage new technologies, and work 

smarter rather than harder to solve its [the Arctic's] many social issues and economic impediments.”114 

In order to assist with this developmental hurdle, Canada decided to utilize China based company 

Huawei in partnership with an Inuit development corporation to extend 4G wireless service to 

approximately 70 communities in the Arctic and northern Quebec.115 Michael Byers at the University of 

British Columbia states that the partnership with Huawei on this venture is not a security threat but 

rather an issue of “whether it's OK for a Chinese company to potentially have a monopoly over 

communications in remote communities in Canada's Arctic.”116 Byers also stated that it puts the 

northern communities at risk if relations sour between Canada and China to a point where Huawei could 

then shut down services and cut off Canadian Arctic communities from the internet without notice.117

114 Exner-Pirot, Heather. “The Arctic as a Region of Innovation.” In the Arctic Summer College Yearbook, pg. 21-31. 
Springer, Cham, 2018.
115 Blanchfield, Mike. “Expert warns of Huawei monopoly in North, leaving residents vulnerable to China.” National 
Post Canada. July 22, 2019.
https://nationalpost.com/pmn/news-pmn/canada-news-pmn/huawei-canada-says-it-met-federal-security-  
requirements-for-new-arctic-4g-project.
116 Blanchfield, 2019.
117 Levinson-King, Robin. “Huawei heats up the battle for internet in Canada's north.” BBC World News. September
9, 2019. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-49415867 .

Canada and China have several economic areas where they share common interests. The main 

area as discussed earlier in this section is energy development, including both Canadian tar sands as well 

as LNG. These are simultaneously beneficial economic development endeavors for Canada and China. 

Canada is also heavily invested in creating opportunities for its remote and rural Arctic communities. 

China has assisted this effort through supporting local job development via its natural resource business 

investments as well as through the upcoming extension of telecommunications infrastructure in Arctic 

Canada. Business investments and general economic development pursuits between Canada and China 
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have proven to be a strong area for future collaboration between the two, and it plays into China's win

win Arctic mentality.

In 2013, CNOOC purchased the Canadian energy company Nexen for $15.1 billion USD.118 The 

large-scale buyout also provided access to a range of oilfield resources in the North Sea and the Gulf of 

Mexico, and as of 2019 the company changed the Nexen name to CNOOC International.119 The Canadian 

energy sources are often on-land as opposed to offshore. Assets include Canadian oil sands sites in 

Northern communities.120 Canada is open to the opportunity to receive the investment. Former Premier 

of the Northwest Territories of Canada Floyd Roland stated, “the bottom line is that Canada's Arctic 

remains one of the last politically stable places on Earth with abundant energy resources.”121 As such, 

China's official stance encourages the open exploitation of resources so long as proper protocols have 

been followed - including risk assessment and steps that ensure protection of the Arctic environment.122

118 Rocha, Euan. “CNOOC closes $15.1 billion acquisition of Canada's Nexen.” Reuters. February 25,2013. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-nexen-cnooc/cnooc-closes-15-1-billion-acquisition-of-canadas-nexen-  
idUSBRE91O1A420130225 .
119 Thomas, Allister. “Nexen changes name to CNOOC International.” Energy Voice. January 15, 2019. 
https://www.energyvoice.com/oilandgas/north-sea/190691/nexen-changes-name-to-cnooc-international/.
120 CNOOC International. “Canada - CNOOC International has a diverse portfolio in Canada.” Accessed September 
25, 2019.
https://intl.cnoocltd.com/operations/americas/canada .
121 Lackenbauer, P. Whitney, Adam Lajeunesse, James Manicom, and Frederic Lasserre. China's Arctic Ambitions 
and what they mean for Canada, p.102. (University of Calgary Press, 2018).
122 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, (Beijing: Xinhua, 2018).
123 Government of Canada. “Canada-China joint committee on culture.” Accessed October 17, 2019. Last Modified 
March 27, 2018.
https://www.canada.ca/en/canadian-heritage/campaigns/canada-china-joint-committee-culture.html .
124 Government of Canada. “Canada-China joint committee on culture.”2018.

In 2018, the Canadian government facilitated a formal dialogue via a committee called the 

Canada-China Joint Committee on Culture.123 The goals of this group included increasing the 

opportunities for cultural relations at higher levels of government, highlighting the importance of the 

cultural relations between Canada and China, and exploring potential collaborations in the creative 

industries, such as fine arts and humanities.124 Innovation, Science, and Economic Development Canada
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instituted 2018 as the “Canada-China Year of Tourism.”125 Tourism is a priority for both countries, 

especially in the Arctic context.

125 Government of Canada. “Canada-China Year of Tourism 2018.” Accessed October 17, 2019. Last Modified 
March 1, 2019.
https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/100.nsf/eng/home .
126 Subramaniam, Vanmala. “Canada is an increasingly attractive destination for foreign students.” Vice News. May 
31, 2017.
https://www.vice.com/en ca/article/7xwj94/canada-is-an-increasingly-attractive-destination-for-foreign-students .
127 Luedi, Jeremy. “Chinese international students are pumping billions into Canada's economy.” True North Far 
East. Blog. Accessed October 18, 2019. 
https://truenorthfareast.com/news/chinese-international-students-canada-impact .
128 Rideout, Glenn and Sirous Tabrizi. “Chinese Students' Initially Disclosed Reasons for Studying in Canada.” 
International Journal for Cross-Disciplinary Subjects in Educations, 9:3. 2018.
129 University of Ottawa. “uOttawa and Chinese Academy of Sciences launch innovative research centre.” May 24, 
2017. Press Release.
https://media.uottawa.ca/news/uottawa-and-chinese-academy-sciences-launch-innovative-research-centre .

Canada is a very active international partner in the academic sector, particularly when it comes 

to international exchanges and foreign student enrollment. Students from China make up one-third of 

all foreign students in Canada, and in 2016 the number of Chinese students enrolled in Canadian 

universities was 132,000.126 Another important factor for academic intuitions is that many Canadian 

institutions charge higher tuition and fees for international students than Canadian nationals.127 

According to Glenn Rideout and Sirous Tabrizi from the University of Windsor, surveyed 55 Chinese 

international students for the most important factors that influenced their decision to study in Canada. 

95% of students stated it was Canada's positive reputation, and 93% cited the quality of education 

offered.128

Beyond the number of Chinese students studying in Canada, Canada also engages in robust joint 

research initiatives with China. Canada and China engage in two forms of research - the academic and 

the governmental. The academic side is heavily focused on international exchanges, including instances 

of joint research and collaboration. For instance, at the University of Ottawa there is a joint biomedical 

research laboratory between the University and the Chinese Academy of Science (CAS).129 University of 

Ottawa also conducts a joint undergraduate medical program in China in partnership with Shanghai Jiao 
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Tong University.130 The University of British Columbia, a large research university based in Vancouver, 

signed research agreements in 2015 with several Chinese institutions. One agreement was a 

memorandum of understanding (MOU) establishing a joint international research lab of light and strong 

alloys in materials engineering with Chongqing University.131 University of Calgary also boasts over 50 

partnership agreements with 25 Chinese universities.132 Based on this information, it is clear that there 

is a broad range of academic linkages between Canadian and Chinese universities, which is not limited to 

a particular geographic area or specialty.

130 Fremont, Jacques. “Canada has everything to gain through research collaboration with China.” Universities 
Canada. December 26, 2017. 
https://www.univcan.ca/media-room/media-releases/canada-everything-gain-research-collaboration-china/ .
131 Corpuz-Bosshart, Lou. “UBC and Chinese universities sign landmark agreements on research, joint degrees, and 
student exchange.” The University of British Columbia. April 10, 2015. 
https://news.ubc.ca/2015/04/10/ubc-and-chinese-universities-sign-landmark-agreements-on-research-joint-  
degrees-and-student-exchange/.
132 Andrei, Daniela. “New partnerships in China advance joint research and international collaborative degree 
programs.” University of Calgary. Accessed October 18, 2019. 
https://www.ucalgary.ca/uci/news/new-partnerships-china-advance-joint-research-and-international-  
collaborative-degree-programs.
133 Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada. “Scientific Cooperation with Canada.” Accessed October 17, 2019. Last 
Modified June 29, 2015. 
http://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/science-and-innovation/international-engagement/scientific-cooperation-with-  
china/?id=1191956941446.
134 Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada. “Canada-China Agricultural Science Network.” Accessed October 17, 2019. 
Last Modified June 4, 2015. 
http://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/science-and-innovation/international-engagement/canada-china-agriculture-science-  
network/?id=1433248977585.

According to Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, Canada and China have maintained a long 

working relationship in government backed research initiatives.133 The clearest example is within the 

agriculture sector as a result of many large-scale development projects from the 1980s. Agriculture and 

Agri-Food Canada maintains a virtual forum to assist collaborations in agricultural research between 

Canadian and Chinese students and scientists.134 Other Canadian government agencies maintain similar 

agreements for increased collaboration. Through the Canadian International Innovation Program (CIIP), 
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the Canadian government can support projects with “high potential for commercialization” between 

Canada and its partners, which includes China.135

135 The Canadian Trade Commissioner Service. “Canadian International Innovation Program.” Accessed October 17, 
2019. Last Modified September 11, 2019.
https://www.tradecommissioner.gc.ca/funding-financement/ciip- 
pcii/index.aspx?lang=eng& ga=2.94661724.178265275.1571352772-454837797.1571352772.
136 Vanderklippe, Nathan. “Chinese scientists look to Canadian Arctic for research outpost.” The Globe and Mail. 
March 18, 2015. Updated May 12, 2018. Accessed October 18, 2019.
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/industry-news/energy-and-resources/chinese-scientists-  
dream-of-arctic-research-outpost-in-the-north/article23527009/ .
137 Vanderklippe, Nathan. 2015.
138 Vanderklippe, Nathan. 2015.

One project that failed in Arctic Canada is a proposed Chinese research station in Tuktoyaktuk, 

NWT. According to high-level administrators within the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration, 

China has over 500 polar scientists, all of whom are eager for permanent stations “where they can 

gather long-term data that is more useful than information gleaned from sailings on an icebreaker.”136 

The project did not go past the proposal phase, as it received significant pushback from the Board of the 

Canadian Polar Commission.137 Although it was unclear what specifically prompted the Canadian Polar 

Commission to dismiss the proposal, Rob Huebert, professor at the University of Calgary, argued that 

any proposal to provide China a permanent presence anywhere in the Canadian Arctic would certainly 

be controversial. Huebert affirms any efforts to establish a permanent research space would have to be 

done in cooperation with Canadian partners.138

China is heavily engaged in the Canadian academic sector and focuses its efforts to expand 

institutional collaboration through memorandums of understanding and collaborative agreements with 

Canadian universities. Canada has shied away from attempts to formalize research partnerships at the 

governmental level. For example, Canada has denied access to China's observational capacity in the 

north, when its nixed efforts to establish a Chinese research station in Tuktoyaktuk. China and Canada 

have not limited cultural exchanges but rather promote them at the university level. Both states also 
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support increased tourism between the two countries. Future collaboration will likely remain in 

academia, where there is less direct governmental oversight of activities and decision-making.

Analysis of China-Canada Relations

Preliminary NVivo codes assisted with understanding the data from the China/Canada literature 

dataset. For example, documents that were coded for political commentary suggest that Canadian 

media have reported concerns on sovereignty in the Northwest Passage (NWP) despite Beijing 

remaining relatively neutral on sovereignty issues in the Canadian Arctic. As a natural follow-on, many 

sources discussed military affairs, and the intent with which the Canadian government is monitoring 

China's military relationship with Russia in the Arctic. This is not surprising, given that Canada has a 

range of bilateral activities in the Arctic with China, none of which are militarily related. This could be 

the reason a few authors speculate potential security or military concerns.139 In terms of economic 

codes, there were increased mentions of investments in the natural resources sector, particularly 

regarding mining and oil development. Also discussed in detail was investment in infrastructure but 

mentions of this topic were very often related to research or scientific endeavors. There was limited 

information available regarding tourism specific to China and Canada (or the Canadian Arctic), which 

was surprising considering the emphasis that China has placed on this industry within its Arctic policy. 

The strongest data linkage was the existence of the Canada-China Year of Tourism, as discussed in 

Section 2.2, but the information did not have any special emphasis on the Canadian Arctic.140

139 Three articles mention security and/or military concerns regarding Canada in the Arctic including: Stavridis 
2019, Vanderklippe “Agreeing on the Arctic” 2019, and Brown 2019.
140 Government of Canada. “Canada-China Year of Tourism 2018.” Accessed October 17, 2019. Last Modified 
March 1, 2019.

China uses Canada economically as a reliable source of natural resources. There is a 

demonstrated emphasis from China in energy resources, mineral resources, and potential infrastructure 
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development for dual purposes, both research and commercial interests. By extension, China has been 

working on building trust through a multitude of institutional collaborations with both students and 

research professionals. A unique aspect of this is the number of joint degree programs that see 

exchanges of students and professionals between Canadian and Chinese Institutions. In research, China 

is making gains through scientific cooperation at both the institutional and governmental levels. It is 

likely using this as a tactic known as science diplomacy.141

141 Science diplomacy is defined by the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) as threefold: 
Science in Diplomacy - where scientific knowledge and evidence is used to inform and support foreign policy 
objectives, Diplomacy for Science - where diplomatic resources are aimed at facilitating international scientific or 
technical cooperation, and Science for Diplomacy - where cooperation in science is used as a source of soft power 
to strengthen foreign relations.
American Association for the Advancement of Science, “Center for Science Diplomacy.” Accessed October 18, 
2019.
https://www.aaas.org/programs/center-science-diplomacy .

Canada remains concerned about China's advances in Arctic affairs. Canadian scholars often 

revisit China's Arctic ambitions and question how the country might impact Canada's sovereignty. As 

such, the role that Canada plays in China's integration into the Arctic is a defensive one. Canada is quick 

to deny China access if it is not in its best interest, such as the denial of a Chinese research station in 

Tuktoyaktuk. However, Canada is also open to opportunities where it also benefits economically, such as 

the development of LNG Canada. Canada needs China's investment in the Arctic to expand economic 

development, but it also remains critical of any partnerships, as it could impact their overall sovereignty. 

In this light, Canada has made it more difficult for China to integrate into the Arctic, but China is still 

integrating through many areas including, economic ventures and academic cooperation. The following 

typological Venn diagram shows the China and Canada relationship in the overlapping spheres of threat, 

cooperation, and opportunity.
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2.3 Overview of China-US Relations

Like Canada, the United States (US) formalized relations with China in the early 1970s. At this 

time, the U.S. policy on China focused primarily on rapprochement in the context of the Cold War.142 

One memorable attempt at engagement was the 1971 “Ping-Pong Diplomacy” event, where China's 

ping-pong team invited members of the U.S. team to play a friendly match, which was used as an 

opportunity for formal diplomatic discussion between the two countries.143 Shortly thereafter, President 

Richard Nixon claimed that the United States needed to pivot its position towards China, and conducted 

a formal visit in 1972.144 During this visit, Nixon and China's Communist Party Chairman Mao Zedong and 

Premier Chou Enlai signed the Shanghai Communique, setting the stage for the next decade of Sino-US 

142 Putra, Bama Andika. “The United States Foreign Policy towards China: Invalidity of Convergence and Integration 
in Facing an Xxi Century China.” Journal of Liberty & International Affairs 5 (2): 55. 2019.
143 Kobierecki, Michat Marcin. "Ping-Pong Diplomacy and its Legacy in the American Foreign Policy." Polish Political 
Science Yearbook 45, no. 1 (2016): 304-316.
144 Kobierecki, Michat Marcin. 2016.
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relations.145 Later, President Jimmy Carter extended full diplomatic recognition to China in 1979, which 

required the United States to acknowledge China's “One China” policy, binding the US to the policy 

which considers Taiwan a part of China.146 The U.S. Congress later modified part of this decision through 

the Taiwan Relations Act, which allowed the United States to continue many aspects of formalized 

relations directly with Taiwan.147

145 US Department of State. “Document 203 - Joint Statement Following Discussions with Leaders of the People's 
Republic of China.” Office of the Historian. February 27, 1972. Accessed October 21, 2019. 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v17/d203 .
146 Sutter, Robert G. The China quandary: Domestic determinants of US China policy, 1972-1982. Routledge, 2019.
147 U.S. Congress. House. Taiwan Relations Act. HR 2479. 96th Congress. Introduced March 24, 1979. 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/96th-congress/house-bill/2479 .
148 US Department of State. “Reagan's Foreign Policy.” Office of the Historian. Accessed October 21, 2019. 
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/short-history/reaganforeignpolicy .
149 Council on Foreign Relations. “1982, China in the Reagan Era.” Timeline. Accessed October 21, 2019. 
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-china .
150 Feldman, Harvey. “President Reagan's Six Assurances to Taiwan and Their Meaning Today.” October 2, 2007. 
The Heritage Foundation. 
https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/president-reagans-six-assurances-taiwan-and-their-meaning-today .
151 Council on Foreign Relations. “1982, China in the Reagan Era.”

During the Ronald Reagan administration, the US and China had moments of tension related 

again to the U.S. position on Taiwan.148 President Reagan established a six-point plan regarding Taiwan, 

committing to positive relations directly with the territory, which angered China and caused a brief rift 

in formalized relations.149 The US promised Taiwan it would not set an end date to arms sales, not 

mediate the relationship between Taiwan and the People's Republic of China (China), not exert pressure 

on Taiwan to discuss or negotiate its relationship with China, not change the U.S. position on Taiwan's 

sovereignty, not plan to modify the Taiwan Relations Act, and not agree to consult with China before 

dealing with Taiwan on arms trade deals.150 A few years after the six assurances plan, Reagan made a 

formal diplomatic visit to Beijing, where the U.S. government allowed China to make purchases of 

American military equipment and supplies.151 Nearing the end of the decade, all diplomatic relations 

between the US and China came to a halt swiftly in 1989 as the Tiananmen Square incident unfolded.
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The 1990s saw both ups and downs in US-China relations. President George H.W. Bush and 

China's Premier Li Peng held a formal diplomatic meeting on the margins of a UN conference in 1992, 

which was the first high-level diplomatic meeting since the end of formal relations due to the 

Tiananmen Square incident.152 Although during this period both the US and China strengthened 

economic ties, each country's foreign policy took different directions. In 1999, NATO accidentally 

bombed the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, which was interpreted within China as a U.S. attempt to 

contain China's international interests.153 President Clinton tried to normalize relations again in 2000 

when he signed the “U.S. - China Relations Act of 2000.” This action granted China the same trade 

status within the United States as other nations, and supported China's path towards joining the World 

Trade Organization (WTO) as a member one year later.154

152 U.S. Department of State. “Archive - United States Relations with China: Separation and Reopening (1950
2001).” Office of the Historian. Accessed October 21, 2019. 
https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/ho/pubs/fs/90835.htm#npt .
153 Cheng, Dean. “The Complicated History of U.S. Relations with China.” The Heritage Foundation. October 11, 
2012.
https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/the-complicated-history-us-relations-china .
154 Council on Foreign Relations. “2000, Normalized Trade Relations.” Timeline. Accessed October 21, 2019. 
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-china .
155 Wanli, Yu. “Breaking the Cycle? Sino-US Relations under George W. Bush Administration.” National Institute for 
Defense Studies Joint Research Series 3: 3-4. 2009.
156 Garrison, Jean A. Making China Policy: From Nixon to GW Bush. Boulder and London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 
2005.
157 Lv, Jie, and Longbin Xiang. "Empirical Analysis of Bilateral Trade Complementarity between China and the USA." 
In 2010 International Conference on Management and Service Science, pp. 1-6. IEEE, 2010.

The George W. Bush administration shifted from viewing China as a strategic partner to a 

strategic competitor.155 As President, George W. Bush was more “hands off” and did not embrace China 

as an important priority as U.S. leaders did in previous decades.156 China benefited from a stable trade 

relationship with major economic powers throughout the decade despite a lackluster policy approach 

towards China from the United States.157 When President Obama was elected in 2008, he reminded the 

world that “the relationship between the United States and China is the most important bilateral 
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relationship of the 21st century.”158 In 2010, China leapt past Japan and became the world's second 

largest economy, with a total GDP of $5.88 trillion.159 According to Cheng Li of the Brookings Institution, 

a US based think tank, this period of relations between the US and China brought an impressive level of 

cooperation, but both countries suffer from what Li refers to as a “trust deficit.”160 China often 

interprets U.S. actions as direct efforts to contain it, and similarly the US often views China's actions as 

direct challenges to its position as a global leader.161

158 Li, Cheng. “Assessing U.S.-China relations under the Obama administration.” Brookings Institution. August 30, 
2016.
https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/assessing-u-s-china-relations-under-the-obama-administration/ .
159 Moore, Malcom. “China is the world's second largest economy.” The Telegraph. February 11, 2011. Accessed 
October 22, 2019.
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/economics/8322550/China-is-the-worlds-second-largest-economy.html .
160 Li, Cheng. 2016.
161 Li, Cheng. 2016.
162 Baker, Peter. “Trump Abandons Trans-Pacific Partnership, Obama's Signature Trade Deal.” The New York Times. 
January 23, 2017.
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/23/us/politics/tpp-trump-trade-nafta.html .
163 BBC. “A Quick guide to the US-China trade war.” BBC World News. September 2, 2019. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-45899310 .
Wallace, Charles. “Trump Unleashes Full-Scale Trade War with China.” Forbes. September 17, 2018. 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/charleswallace1/2018/09/17/trump-unleashes-full-scale-trade-war-with-  
china/#6250bc3196d2.
164 Swaine, Michael D. “A Relationship Under Extreme Duress: U.S.-China Relations at a Crossroads.” Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace. January 16, 2019.

Bilateral relations have gone from relatively stable to tenuous after the election of President 

Trump in 2016. Trump quickly dismissed the Trans-Pacific Partnership, one of Obama's legacy initiatives, 

in favor of stricter trade agreements directly with individual countries.162 As a result of the U.S. push to 

restructure global trade relations through an “America First” policy, Trump instituted a series of tariffs 

on goods from China from early 2018 onward in a wide range of economic sectors.163 This has resulted 

in a strained relationship overall between the US and China as well as an ongoing trade war between the 

two countries. According to the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the US-China relationship 

is currently experiencing its most challenging time in 40 years since relations normalized, and trends 

suggest that relations are continuing to decline.164
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According to the Pew Research Center, 60% of Americans in 2019 view China unfavorably, which 

is only slightly better than how respondents in Canada view China.165 The public's attitude is likely a 

reflection of trade tensions, as most Americans consider increased tariffs as bad for the United States.166 

A large portion of Americans also expressed concern over China's increase in defense spending, with 

81% stating that China's growing military is bad for the United States.167 Overall, American public 

opinion is not positive in regards to China, and ongoing tension between the two is likely to draw only 

more public criticism of the relationship.

https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/01/16/relationship-under-extreme-duress-u.s.-china-relations-at-  
crossroads-pub-78159.
165 Silver, Laura, Kat Devlin, and Christine Huang. 2019.
166 Lee, Don. “Americans' attitudes toward China are getting much more negative, thanks to Trump.” Los Angeles 
Times. August 13, 2019.
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2019-08-13/american-attitudes-toward-china-more-negative-trump .
167 Silver, Laura, Kat Devlin, and Christine Huang. 2019.
168 Office of the United States Trade Representative. “Alaska Trade Facts.” Accessed October 4, 2019. 
https://ustr.gov/map/state-benefits/ak# .

2.4 Analyzing China-United States Relations in the Arctic

China and Alaska have a stable relationship despite the challenges at the national level. Many of 

the positives fall within the economic sector, where both Alaska and China have benefited from trade 

growth. For example, China is Alaska's largest single export market. In 2018, Alaska exported $1 billion 

in goods to China, or approximately 21% of the state's total exports, mostly seafood products.168 This 

section will document different aspects of the China-US relationship in the Arctic, focused on Alaska, 

including examples from political/government affairs, economic development, social/cultural events, 

and education and research. I coded data sources for thematic analysis and discuss preliminary results at 

the end of this section, with results and themes presented in Chapter 7.

In 2017, President Xi Jinping made Alaska and business news headlines when he decided to stop 

in Anchorage on his way home from a Presidential summit with Donald Trump. At the time, Alaska 
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Governor Bill Walker emphasized the future of Alaska LNG (AK LNG) and encouraged China to 

participate in the project.169 As a result of this diplomatic discussion, Alaska LNG was included in a list of 

commercial deals between China and the United States in late 2017 for approximately $43 billion.170 

Shortly thereafter, also under the administration of Governor Bill Walker, Alaskan officials and business 

representatives conducted a diplomatic trade mission to China to build on the relationship between the 

two.171 Although this was a strong effort, most progress of improved diplomatic relations directly 

between Alaska and China was minimized when Governor Walker left political office with the election of 

the new Governor Michael Dunleavy. Under Dunleavy's administration, the Alaska LNG project and 

related agreement with China have been put on an indefinite hold because the Dunleavy administration 

is not comfortable with the risks of working with China on the project.172 Other points of diplomatic 

tension between the United States and China hinge on issues not directly related to the Arctic, such as 

the handling of territorial claims in the South China Sea. This is unlikely to impact the working 

relationship in the Arctic in the short term, but it may have long term implications if the issue is not 

mediated through mechanisms under UNCLOS.

169 Feng, Ashley and Sagatom Saha. “China's Arctic Ambitions in Alaska.” The Diplomat. April 20, 2018. 
https://thediplomat.com/2018/04/chinas-arctic-ambitions-in-alaska/ .
170 Reuters. “Factbox: China-U.S. commercial deals signed during Trump's China visit.” Reuters. Business News. 
November 8, 2017.
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-trump-asia-china-deals-factbox/factbox-china-u-s-commercial-deals-signed-  
during-trumps-china-visit-idUSKBN1D90P5?il=0 .
171 Associated Press. “Alaska plans trade mission to China, Amid strained Sino-US ties.” South China Morning Post. 
March 6, 2018.
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2135883/alaska-announces-trade-mission-china-  
amid-strained-sino.
172 Associated Press. “Alaska plan to partner with Chinese on gas line scrapped.” KTUU. July 27, 2019. 
https://www.ktuu.com/content/news/Alaska-plan-to-partner-with-Chinese-on-gas-line-scrapped-513290521.html.

With a shift in Alaska's political administration, China lost favor dramatically. Under the previous 

administration of Governor Bill Walker, Alaska was poised to make large-scale economic development 

agreements directly with China. The former administration of Governor Bill Walker was more open to 

working with China and expanding Alaska's economic options. The loss of appetite regarding
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China/Alaska cooperation is likely the result of the strong relationship between current Alaska Governor 

Dunleavy and President Donald Trump. It is unlikely that the direct diplomatic partnership between 

Alaska and China will develop again during the current political administration, as Dunleavy is highly 

supportive of national priorities, and he will continue to implement the Trump agenda in Alaska.

China-Alaska trade and related economic activities have increased significantly over the past 

decade. For example, in 2003, Alaskan exports to China were around $154 million, and in 2017 the State 

hit a record high of $1.48 billion in exports.173 The largest sector of trade between Alaska and China is 

seafood. This partnership is suffering as a direct result of the larger trade war between China and the 

United States. According to the Alaska Seafood Marketing Institute's most recent report on China, 

seafood exports from the US declined in general to China as of the end of 2018 by 20% in volume and 

21% in value.174 At present, there continues to exist a 15-30% tariff on seafood imports from China, 

primarily on companies processing Alaska seafood in China for return to the US market.175 In addition, 

China levies a 35% tariff on Alaska frozen seafood imports, including major species such as salmon, 

pollock, cod, scallops, and crab.176 Because of tariffs, Alaskan products are more expensive for Chinese 

consumers, which is lowering the overall demand in China for Alaska seafood. If high tariffs continue, 

China will likely seek other sources of seafood for import, hurting the Alaska market.177

173 Cheng, Jung. “Alaska continues to pioneer China Relations.” China Daily. December 12, 2018. 
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201812/12/WS5c11286da310eff303290abc.html.
174 Alaska Seafood Marketing Institute. “China Update - September 2019.” Data provided by Jeremy Woodrow, 
ASMI.
175 Woodrow, Jeremy. “Alaska Seafood 2019 US/China Tariff Overview.” Alaska Seafood Marketing Institute. 
Updated September 5, 2019. Data provided by author.
176 Woodrow, Jeremy, 2019.
177 Woodrow, Jeremy, 2019.
178 Swagel, Will. “Alaska Airport is a Big Link for the Global Supply Chain.” YaleGlobal Online. January 5, 2017. 
https://yaleglobal.yale.edu/content/alaska-airport-big-link-global-supply-chain .

Logistically, Alaska is an important transportation hub for trade between China and the rest of 

the world. The Anchorage airport is a critical re-fueling hub for international logistics operations and 

ranks fourth in the world for air cargo operations.178 Several China based carriers call to Anchorage on a 
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regular basis for cargo operations including Air China, China Cargo Airlines, China Southern Airlines, 

Yangtze River Express, and Cathay Pacific.179 Large scale US based retailers are also planning to utilize 

Anchorage as a base of operations to reach China. Global retail giant Amazon announced that it will host 

some of its 70 planes in Anchorage by 2021, not to service Alaskans but rather to move goods more 

efficiently to and from Asia.180 At present, more than 20 flights depart from Anchorage to Shanghai 

every day. In addition, of the cargo flights transiting between North America and Asia, a stunning 79% 

stop in Anchorage.181

179 Wolf, Greg. “Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport serves the world.” Alaska Business Magazine. 
February 2019.
https://digital.akbizmag.com/issue/february-2019/alaskas-cargo-hub/ .
180 Premack, Rachel. “Amazon Air is quietly expanding toward Asia's doorstep in its latest warning shot to FedEx 
and UPS.” Business Insider. June 24, 2019.
https://www.businessinsider.com/amazon-air-expanding-in-alaska-warning-shot-to-fedex-ups-2019-6 .
181 Premack, Rachel, 2019.
182 Theriault Boots, Michelle. “‘Beautiful impression': Chinese tourism to Alaska is growing fast.” Anchorage Daily 
News. July 5, 2019.
https://www.adn.com/business-economy/2019/07/05/beautiful-impression-chinese-tourism-to-alaska-is-growing-  
fast/.
183 Associated Press. “Alaska Sees Exponential Growth in Chinese Tourists.” Skift. July 15, 2019. 
https://skift.com/2019/07/15/alaska-sees-exponential-growth-in-chinese-tourists/ .

China and Alaska share important economic linkages that will continue to grow in the 

foreseeable future. At present, Alaska is struggling to maintain its connection to China's seafood market 

due to the retaliatory tariffs levied at the national level. Unfortunately, the dissolution of a formal 

partnership for Alaska LNG will likely have China exploring other energy sources. The good news is that 

Alaska, particularly Anchorage, remains an important logistical center for cargo headed to Asia. 

Nonetheless, despite a positive China-Alaska economic relationship, it is ultimately at the mercy of the 

fragile China-US relationship.

According to Sarah Leonard, Executive Director of the Alaska Travel Industry Association, China 

is an emerging market for Alaska tourism.182 In 2018, travel industry experts estimate that 

approximately 10,000 Chinese visitors made their way to Alaska.183 As a result, businesses that cater 

40

https://digital.akbizmag.com/issue/february-2019/alaskas-cargo-hub/
https://www.businessinsider.com/amazon-air-expanding-in-alaska-warning-shot-to-fedex-ups-2019-6
https://www.adn.com/business-economy/2019/07/05/beautiful-impression-chinese-tourism-to-alaska-is-growing-fast/
https://www.adn.com/business-economy/2019/07/05/beautiful-impression-chinese-tourism-to-alaska-is-growing-fast/
https://skift.com/2019/07/15/alaska-sees-exponential-growth-in-chinese-tourists/


specifically to Chinese tourists with a desire to visit Alaska have grown in the Alaska economy, such as 

“Alaska Skylar Travel,” which was founded as a Chinese language full service tour company specific for 

the Alaska-China market.184 The company now has over 50 employees with offices in Anchorage, 

Fairbanks, and Beijing.185 Also in 2018, Alaska based regional travel organization Explore Fairbanks 

signed a contract with a tourism marketing firm for increased representation in the China market.186

184 Alaska Skylar Travel. “About us.” Accessed October 25, 2019. 
http://www.skylartravel.com/help/about.
185 Alaska Skylar Travel.
186 Explore Fairbanks. “Explore Fairbanks signs contract with tourism marketing firm for representation in China.” 
Press Release. May 24, 2018.
https://www.explorefairbanks.com/articles/post/explore-fairbanks-signs-contract-with-tourism-marketing-firm-  
for-representation-in-china/.
187 Explore Fairbanks, 2018.
188 Municipality of Anchorage. “Sister Cities, Harbin, China.” Accessed October 25, 2019. 
http://www.muni.org/Departments/Mayor/Boards/SisterCities/Pages/Harbin,-China.aspx .
189 Municipality of Anchorage, 2019.
190 Wolf, Greg, 2019.

According to former Governor Bill Walker, this arrangement “marks another quantum leap for tourism 

from China to Alaska and for cultural exchange among our citizens.”187

Alaska and China share a partnership in the Sister Cities program. President Eisenhower 

established Sister Cities in 1956 to create lifelong connections between communities around the world. 

Anchorage, Alaska is a sister city to Harbin, China. According to the Municipality of Anchorage website, 

the Anchorage-Harbin agreement was signed in 1984, with a hiatus in 1991 after political tensions.188 

Anchorage Mayor Ethan Berkowitz re-instated the Sister City relationship in 2018. Berkowitz's actions 

allowed an Alaskan delegation traveled to Harbin in 2019.189 Perhaps because of this relationship, a few 

passenger air carriers have expressed interest in providing flights between Anchorage and Harbin.190

The University of Alaska system and Chinese institutions and research entities also have 

connections. Over ten years ago, the University of Alaska Fairbanks signed an agreement with China 

University of Petroleum in Beijing to allow its students to complete their degree programs in petroleum 
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engineering.191 Moreover, the Chinese Academy of Engineering, via Jilin Agricultural University, offers 

UAF students scholarships to study abroad in China.192 UAF's International Arctic Research Center has 

also hosted a collaboration workshop with the Chinese Academy of Science (CAS) to discuss joint-science 

planning.193 Subsequent visits from CAS in 2019 have resulted in an MOU for increased scientific 

collaboration with UAF and its affiliated research units.194

191 Grimes, Marmian. “China University, UAF sign dual-degree agreement.” UAF News. August 30, 2006. 
https://news.uaf.edu/news/a news/20060830150344.html.
192 UAF News and Information. “UAF signs MOU with Jilin Agricultural University.” August 6, 2013. 
http://english.hanban.org/.
193 IARC. “Chinese Academy of Science collaboration workshop 2018.” September 2018. 
https://uaf-iarc.org/event/chinese-academy-of-science-workshop/.
194 Public information on this signing is not yet available.
195 UAA CBPP. “CBPP Travels to China.” News. Accessed October 25, 2019. 
https://business.uaa.alaska.edu/news/180306-china delegation.cshtml.
196 Confucius Institute. “About Us - Confucius Institute Headquarters.” 2014. Accessed October 25, 2019. 
http://english.hanban.org/.
197 UAA. “Chinese Cultural Connection.” Accessed October 25, 2019.
198 Pan, Su-Yan. “Confucius Institute Project: China's cultural diplomacy and soft power projection.” Asian 
Education and Development Studies 2, no. 1 (2013): 22-33.

The University of Alaska Anchorage (UAA) also has an agreement with the College of Business 

and Public Policy and Jilin University of Finance and Economics (JUFE), allowing its students to complete 

a BA in Economics at UAA.195 UAA is also home to a Confucius Institute, a public educational entity 

organized under China's Ministry of Education that aims to promote Chinese language and culture 

around the world.196 UAA's Institute teaches Chinese language at the undergraduate level, supports K-12 

Chinese programs and curriculum development, and offers a Chinese cultural summer camp program.197 

The Confucius Institute has faced criticism from scholars as a tool that builds cultural sympathy for China 

in other countries.198 Alaska and China's social and cultural linkages are multi-faceted. On the 

governmental level, Alaska has marketed heavily for more Chinese tourists. In addition, Alaska, like 

Canada, has a range of partnerships within its university system. In addition, the increase in institutional 

agreements, such as MOUs, strengthens collaboration between Alaskan and Chinese universities.
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Preliminary NVivo coding supports that the U.S. and China relationship in the Arctic is complex, 

and the codes do not concentrate in any one thematic area. For example, articles coded within the 

categories for political commentary exhibited similar instances of comments in the areas of 

collaboration and sovereignty with limited mentions of military or maritime affairs. This is likely due to 

the variety in how authors discuss China and U.S. Arctic relations. For example, some authors, such as 

Lundstad and Tunsjo, mention Alaska as the reason the U.S. is an Arctic country and go on to discuss 

national (US) level priorities regarding China. Other authors, like Karson, eliminate national level 

discussion in favor of specific Alaska examples of China's Arctic engagement.199 Significant mentions of 

trade issues between China and the United States clouded the analysis on economic affairs. Based on 

the commentary analysis in NVivo and the presented data in this chapter, several preliminary themes 

emerge in the United States and China Arctic relationship.

199 Lundestad, Ingrid and Oystein Tunsjo. “The United States and China in the Arctic.” Polar Record 51, no. 259 
(2015): 392-403;
Karson, Sam. “Caught between Superpowers: Alaska's Economic Relationship with China amidst the New Cold 
War.” Alaska Law Review 36, no. 1 (2019): 47-76.

For example, the current political situation in the U.S. Arctic (Alaska) remains stable despite 

challenges at the national level between the United States and China. Complications include an Alaskan 

government that is aligned more closely with the federal government and loss of a formalized 

agreement with China on Alaska LNG. Economically, Alaska and China's direct relationship has been 

impacted by the ongoing trade issues between China and the United States, most notably in seafood 

trade. Bright spots of the relationship between Alaska and China include continued growth in the 

logistics sector and interest in the development of Alaska's natural resources. Commercial diplomacy 

has left a viable channel for cooperation open between the two states. In addition, China focuses on 

diplomacy through educational and research initiatives at Alaska's universities. Alaska has also assisted 

to promote Arctic tourism in China, which supports China's Arctic policy goals.
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The China-United States relationship is very complex, and Alaska's role in this relationship is 

equally complicated. Alaska and China are strong trade partners. Both, however, are suffering because 

of the ongoing trade dispute. Instead, China has chosen a soft power approach to Alaska, attempting to 

make progress in areas such as research, academia, and tourism. These areas are impacted less by 

political and economic tension and offer both an avenue to maintain a relationship. China has used 

Alaska to integrate into Arctic research via academic institutions. In the future, China may also find 

success in expanding the economic relationship with the state of Alaska, but this will depend on the 

administration of the state government. The Arctic relationship between the United States and China 

demonstrates characteristics of threat and competition.

Figure 4 Typological Venn Diagram of the United States-China relationship

2.5 Chapter Summary

This chapter has analyzed China's relationship with Canada and the United States, with an

emphasis on Arctic-related political, economic, social, cultural, educational, and research aspects. Both 
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Canada and the US have challenging relationships with China because of ongoing trade tension. 

Nonetheless, Canada and China still have relations centered on natural resource development and 

digital infrastructure. U.S.-China trade tensions have negatively impacted Alaska-China relations, 

including Alaskan seafood sales to China and the elimination of the Alaska-China LNG partnership. Both 

Canada and the US engage in exchanges with China via institutional engagements in academia and 

research. Canada has much more extensive data in this area, but it also has a more robust network of 

institutions which it considers to be Arctic, whereas Alaska has a smaller university infrastructure in 

comparison. In addition, China has engaged both Canada and Alaska in formalization and increased 

marketing of tourism activities, something that China highlights in its Arctic policy. The next chapter 

discusses the North Atlantic region, including Greenland and Iceland.
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Chapter 3: China and the North Atlantic Arctic

Introduction

This chapter analyzes the relationships between China and countries in the North Atlantic region 

including Iceland and Greenland, with additional considerations for the Kingdom of Denmark and the 

Faroe Islands. This chapter is unique because of the complexities of the relationship that the Kingdom of 

Denmark has with Greenland and the Faroe Islands. When discussing China, most of the conversation 

focuses on Greenland, but other examples are provided from the Kingdom of Denmark and the Faroe 

Islands as appropriate. To start this chapter, I first focus on the current political relationship between 

China and Iceland and between China and Greenland. Next, I focus on bilateral agreements, governance, 

and policy concerns. Following, I discuss economic issues including trade information and major Arctic 

projects in which China is involved. The narratives are framed similarly to the previous chapter for ease 

of understanding. Finally, I discuss social, cultural, educational, and research topics.

3.1 Overview of China-Iceland Relations

Official relations between China and Iceland commenced on December 8, 1971.200 During this 

time relations were formal, with the exchange of ambassadors between the two countries and Icelandic 

recognition of the People's Republic of China as the legitimate government of China.201 During the 

following three decades, the international community paid little attention to the relationship between 

China and Iceland, and they maintained friendly relations. In 2008 with the global financial crisis, Iceland 

experienced its own devastating economic collapse. The government of Iceland allowed its three largest 

200 Embassy of the People's Republic of China in the Republic of Iceland. “China and Iceland.” May 12, 2004. 
http://is.china-embassy.org/eng/zgybd/t98175.htm .
201 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. “Joint Communique on the Establishment of 
Diplomatic Relations Between the People's Republic of China and the Republic of Iceland.” March 12, 2002. 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zzjg_663340/xos_664404/gjlb_664408/3306_664580/3307_664 
582/t16953.shtml.
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banks to collapse, as each was deemed “too big to save.”202 The President of Iceland at the time, Mr.

202 Matsangou, Elizabeth. “Failing banks, winning economy: the truth about Iceland's recovery.” World Finance. 
September 15, 2015.
https://www.worldfinance.com/special-reports/failing-banks-winning-economy-the-truth-about-icelands-  
recovery.
203 Ward, Andrew and Leslie Hook. “Iceland's president welcomes Chinese interest.” Financial Times. September 2, 
2011.
https://www.ft.com/content/4716d5c2-d57f-11e0-9133-00144feab49a.
204 ACCA. “Currency Swaps.” Accessed March 10, 2020. 
https://www.accaglobal.com/in/en/student/exam-support-resources/professional-exams-study-  
resources/p4/technical-articles/currency-swaps.html.
205 The Central Bank of Iceland. “The People's Bank of China and the Central Bank of Iceland have renewed their 
currency swap agreement.” Press Release. December 21, 2016.
https://www.cb.is/publications/news/news/2016/12/21/The-Peoples-Bank-of-China-and-the-Central-Bank-of-  
Iceland-have-renewed-their-currency-swap-agreement-/ .
206 Guschin, Arthur. “China, Iceland, and the Arctic.” The Diplomat. May 20, 2015. 
https://thediplomat.com/2015/05/china-iceland-and-the-arctic/.
207 China FTA Network. “Trade Ministers of China and Iceland Announces Official Effect of Bilateral Free Trade 
Agreement.” China Ministry of Commerce. July 10, 2014.
http://fta.mofcom.gov.cn/enarticle/eniceland/enicelandnews/201411/18859 1.html.

Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, sought support from then Chinese president Hu Jintao. Shortly thereafter, the 

two countries agreed to a $500 million currency swap.203 A currency swap is an agreement in which two 

parties, in this instance two states, exchange the principal amount of a loan and the interest in one 

currency for the principal and interest of another currency.204 The intent behind the original currency 

swap was to assist Iceland with restructuring its national debts. The two countries have since renewed 

the swap multiple times to promote bilateral trade and enhanced financial cooperation.205 This action 

symbolizes the positive relationship between China and Iceland diplomatically.206

3.2 Analyzing China and Iceland Relations in the Arctic

An important element in the China-Iceland relationship is the China-Iceland Free Trade

Agreement, in effect since July 1, 2014. The agreement was the first of its kind signed between China 

and a European state and includes trade in goods, services, and investments.207 Scholars like Marc

Lanteigne argue that this agreement is part of China's larger strategy to create a network of preferential 
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trade agreements (PTAs) based not on military ties but on a mutual willingness to work together despite 

any differences that may exist.208 Shortly after the formal announcement of the China-Iceland Free 

Trade Agreement, Iceland publicly announced its support of China to become an Observer of the Arctic 

Council.209 According to Icelandic scholars, the decision for China and Iceland to sign an FTA was likely 

one of convenience for China, where it could use Iceland as a test case for future FTAs. As Iceland is such 

a small state, if something were to go wrong, it would have a minimal impact on China's economy.210

208 Lanteigne, Marc. “Northern Exposure: Cross-Regionalism and the China-Iceland Preferential Trade 
Negotiations.” The China Quarterly, 202. Pg. 362-380. June 2010.
209 Lasserre, Frederic, Olga V. Alexeeva, and Linyan Huang. “China's Strategy in the Arctic: threatening or 
opportunistic? Polar Record, 2015.
https://corpus.ulaval.ca/jspui/bitstream/20.500.11794/876/1/China%20Arctic%20opportunistic%20Polar%20Reco  
rd%20OA%20FL%20LH%202015.pdf
210 Jónsson, Orn D., Ingjaldur Hannibalsson, and Li Yang. "A bilateral free trade agreement between China and 
Iceland." (2013).
https://skemman.is/bitstream/1946/16786/3/OrnDJonsson VID.pdf.
211 Lasserre, Frederic, Olga V. Alexeeva, and Linyan Huang. 2015.
212 Hellstrom, Jerker. “China's Political Priorities in the Nordic Countries.” Swedish Defense Research Agency. 
March 2014.
https://sctc.se/upload dokuments/20141014 foir3879.pdf
213 Robinson Jr., Roger W. “China's ‘Long Con' in the Arctic.” Commentary - Macdonald-Laurier Institute. 
September 2013.
https://www.macdonaldlaurier.ca/files/pdf/MLIChina'sLongConInTheArctic09-13Draft4-1.pdf .
214 Andrea Beck. “China's strategy in the Arctic: a case of lawfare?” The Polar Journal, 4:2. Pg. 306-318. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/2154896X.2014.954886 .

Scholars and media reporters alike have marveled at the size of the Chinese embassy in Iceland. 

It is the largest diplomatic mission in Reykjavik.211 According to Jerker Hellstrom, China's embassy in 

Iceland is similar in size (based on personnel) to the United States, France, and the EU and 

approximately two times the size of India's diplomatic mission.212 Others estimate that the building 

could hold more embassy staff than the entire Icelandic Foreign Ministry.213 Scholar Andrea Beck argues 

that this is a case of future planning, where China anticipates the need for a large diplomatic hub in 

Iceland with the possibility of increased Arctic shipping.214

Iceland is unique in that it is the only Arctic country to maintain a free trade agreement with 

China. At present, only one other Arctic state, Norway, is in talks with China regarding free trade. As 
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such, China is likely to receive equal, if not more preferential, treatment from Iceland politically when 

compared to other Arctic states. Likewise, China has established diplomatic relations with an eye 

towards the long-term future, where Iceland is likely to have a strategic footprint for Arctic shipping.

China's involvement in Iceland spans many sectors including energy production, mineral 

development, the fishing industry, and marine transport. According to reporter Arthur Guschin in The 

Diplomat, Beijing's interest in the Icelandic energy sector is directly tied to improving the environmental 

situation in China.215 Chinese and Icelandic partners jointly own Shaanxi Green Energy Geothermal 

Development Co. Ltd. (SGE), which has been in operation both inside and outside China since 2006.216 In 

this arrangement, 51% of the company's holdings belong to Sinopec and 49% to Icelandic company Orka 

Energy.217 Beyond geothermal, China has also invested in the Icelandic offshore oil industry. In 2014, 

Icelandic national energy authority Orkustofnun issued an offshore oil exploration license to a three- 

company partnership including CNOOC (60% share), Petoro Iceland AS (25% share), and Eykon Energy 

(15% share).218 Although not much has materialized from the exploration, scholars are concerned that 

initial investments of CNOOC could be beneficial to the company in the long term.219

215 Guschin, Arthur, “China, Iceland, and the Arctic.” May 20, 2015. The Diplomat. 
https://thediplomat.com/2015/05/china-iceland-and-the-arctic/.
216 Richter, Alexander. “Icelandic Orka Energy to collaborate more closely with Sinopec on geothermal 
development.” May 9, 2012. Think Geoenergy News.
http://www.thinkgeoenergy.com/icelandic-orka-energy-to-collaborate-more-closely-with-sinopec-on-geothermal-  
development/.
217 Richter, 2012.
218 Omarsdottir, Silija Bara. “Chinese Investment and Icelandic National Security.” University of Iceland. Report. 
October 2014.
https://skemman.is/bitstream/1946/20008/1/Chinese%20Investment Stjórnmálafræδideild.pdf.
219 Omarsdottir, Silija Bara, 2014.
220 Omarsdottir, Silija Bara, 2014.

The fishing and seafood processing industry has seen less investment than the energy sector, 

but it is still worth noting. For example, Icelandic fishing corporation Stormur Seafood is in part owned 

by a Chinese company via two smaller subsidiaries.220 However, limited information is available about 

the total percentages of ownership. One already important feature of the China-Iceland relationship in 
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the seafood industry includes China's ability to import Icelandic seafood with limited tariffs due to the 

China-Iceland FTA.221 Similarly, many scholars and journalists have speculated on the growth of this 

trade with the future of China and Iceland because of the shipping industry. John K.T. Chao, for instance, 

suggests that Iceland is inviting China to engage in the Arctic shipping conversation, as the prospect of 

Chinese involvement would translate to a stronger economic situation for Iceland in the event that the 

country becomes an Arctic shipping hub.222

221 T.P. “Warming up to Iceland.” The Economist. April 17, 2013. 
https://www.economist.com/analects/2013/04/17/warming-up-to-iceland
222 Chao, John K.T., “China's Emerging Role in the Arctic.” Pg. 477. Book Chapter in Regions, Institutions, and Law of 
the Sea: Studies in Ocean Governance. Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2013.
223 Huawei. “Huawei and Icelandic Operator Nova Sign Agreement on 5G testing.” Huawei News. February 26, 
2019.
https://www.huawei.com/en/press-events/news/2019/2/Huawei-Icelandic-Operator-Nova-Agreement-5G-  
Testing.
224 Light Reading News Wire. “Huawei's LampSite Deployed in Iceland.” Light Reading. August 26, 2014.
225 Einarsdottir, Greta Sigridur. “Pence Focused on Business and Defense During Iceland Visit.” Iceland Review. 
September 5, 2019. 
https://www.icelandreview.com/news/pence-focused-on-business-and-defence-during-iceland-visit/ .
226 Thiesing, Dorothee and Jill Lawless. “China's Arctic ambitions take shape in remote Iceland Valley.” Associated 
Press. November 16, 2016.
https://apnews.com/9804071dd97844cbaa53980ce517def2/chinas-arctic-ambitions-take-shape-remote-iceland-  
valley.

Chinese telecommunications giant Huawei is also present in Iceland, as it is in other Arctic 

states. In 2019, Huawei and Icelandic mobile company Nova signed an agreement to test and establish a 

5G network.223 This is not the first experience with Huawei and Nova working together. In 2014, Huawei 

provided its technology known as LampSite to assist with large data uses due to large events, such as 

concerts, taking place in Reykjavik.224 The relationship between Huawei and Nova has been criticized by 

the United States, as there are no guarantees of data protection for Icelandic citizens.225

The last notable economic topic is the failed land purchase of Chinese billionaire Huang Nubo in 

2011. Nubo sought to purchase 120 square miles (300 sq. km.) of land in the northeastern portion of 

Iceland to build an eco-resort specifically for Chinese tourists.226 The Icelandic government blocked the 
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purchase on the grounds that it did not comply with national land sale rules.227 Scholars argue that the 

decision, although technical in nature, was often prompted by the outcry of Icelandic citizens as well as 

the potential for ecological damage of the geographic site in question.228 This is not the only 

documented example where an Arctic state has directly blocked an economic investment that prompted 

public concern. For instance, Chapter 2 discussed Canada's blockade of a research investment before it 

could be finalized.

227 BBC World News. “China tycoon Huang Nubo angered by Iceland land move.” BBC. November 28, 2011. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-15916486.
228 Guite Hastings, Jesse. “The rise of Asia in a changing Arctic: a view from Iceland.” Polar Geography. Vol. 37, 
issue 3. 2014.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/1088937X.2014.934315?scroll=top&needAccess=true.
229 By 2020 estimates from: https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/iceland-population .
230 Sister Cities Organization. “Sister City Search.” Accessed January 17, 2020. 
https://legacy.sistercities.org/interactive-map-location?city=&country=All&province=/ .
231 National and University Library of Iceland. ''Austriδ er rautt (The East is Red) - magazine of the Icelandic Chinese 
Cultural Society.” Accessed January 17, 2020.
https://landsbokasafn.is/index.php?mact=News,cntnt01,detail,0&cntnt01articleid=1009&cntnt01origid=1&cntnt0  
1detailtemplate=LBS KjorgripurDetail&cntnt01returnid=1.
232 Bjarnason, Egill. “Made in China? Iceland's sweater-knitters are unhappy.” Associated Press. June 9, 2019. 
https://apnews.com/624f27544cb44b489f46081738d9443d.

One of the challenges of Iceland's economy in general is that the total population is only 

340,000.229 This requires the country to create partnerships to remain competitive in the world 

economy. China has taken advantage of this by diversifying its investments in Iceland and maintaining a 

free trade agreement. It is likely that the trend of Chinese investment in a range of Icelandic sectors will 

continue, especially if the free trade agreement continues into the coming years.

China maintains a large breadth of partnerships within the social, cultural, educational, and 

research sectors of Iceland. Many of these are diplomatic in scope, such as the Sister Cities initiative, 

with three pairs of Sister Cities between China and Iceland.230 Likewise, China and Iceland share the 

Icelandic Chinese Cultural Society, which promotes relations between Iceland and China within the areas 

of culture and art.231 This cooperation is not without challenges. In 2019, there was outrage from local 

artisans regarding the popular hand-knitted “lopi” sweater.232 The market in Iceland to produce 
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sweaters had some Icelandic merchants turning to less expensive Chinese production of the sweaters. 

This has created some tensions between local artisans and entrepreneurs on both the Icelandic and 

Chinese sides.233

233 Bjarnason, Egill, 2019.
234 Ciric, Jelena. “Iceland and China Facilitate Student Exchange.” Iceland Review. May 13, 2019. 
https://www.icelandreview.com/news/iceland-and-china-facilitate-student-exchange/ .
235 University of Akureyri. “A visit to China University of Politics and Law.” News. April 23, 2018. 
https://www.unak.is/english/news/a-visit-to-china-university-of-political-science-and-law .
236 Arctic Observatory CIAO. “About CIAO.” Accessed January 17, 2020. Retrieved from: https://karholl.is/en/.
237 The Arctic Circle. “Forums: China and the Arctic.” Accessed January 17, 2020. 
http://www.arcticcircle.org/forums/china .
238 The Arctic Circle. Accessed January 17, 2020.

In academia, the Chinese and Icelandic Ministers of Culture signed a new agreement to mutually 

recognize each country's university studies in order to better facilitate student exchanges.234 This builds 

on existing partnerships, such as the University of Akureyri's annual exchange of students between itself 

and the China University of Political Science and Law.235 Perhaps China's largest investment in research 

is the newly launched China-Iceland Aurora Observatory (CIAO). The center formally opened in October 

of 2018 in the north of Iceland, approximately 45 minutes from Akureyri.236 The center is managed 

under a cooperative agreement between the Icelandic Centre for Research (RANNIS) and the Polar 

Research Institute of China (PRIC). The last item of note is the wide-reaching scope of Iceland's Arctic 

Circle Conference. The Conference takes place annually in Iceland and the organization has since 

expanded to include regional forums in countries with a demonstrated Arctic interest including China, 

Singapore, Scotland, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE).237 The China forum specifically focused on the 

Polar Silk Road (PSR), science and innovation, transport and investment, sustainable development, 

oceans, energy, and governance.238

Much of the academic and research interests between China and Iceland focuses on applied 

research towards the future of Arctic cooperation. China and Iceland are both building capacity to 

support one another into the coming years. For example, the interest in the China Forum via the Arctic 
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Circle organization will likely lead to increased collaboration between China and other Arctic countries, 

not exclusively Iceland.

Analyzing the China-Iceland Relationship

China is highly invested in Iceland across political, economic, social, cultural, educational, and 

research spheres. China is encouraging Iceland to become more “Arctic” in its national identity. Hastings 

argues that Icelandic citizens have not necessarily considered themselves Arctic but rather of the North 

Atlantic region. With increased interest in the Arctic by outside countries, including China, Iceland has 

since embraced a more Arctic point of view.239 Iceland, as a small state, has more to gain if it aligns itself 

with an Arctic identity. By extension, Iceland is perhaps China's best Arctic partner thus far, as the two 

countries are very cordial and have a wide range of partnerships together within business, academia, 

and research. Based on the literature reviewed for this analysis, it appears that China has approached 

Iceland as a test subject for ideas it may try to execute in larger Arctic countries due to favorable 

treatment.

239 Hastings, 2014.
240 Ingimundarson, Valur. “Iceland as an Arctic State” in The Arctic in International Affairs Handbook of Arctic Policy 
and Politics. January 2020.
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Heather Exner-
Pirot/publication/338515376 The Arctic in International Affairs Handbook of Arctic Policy and Politics/links/ 
5e18ad76a6fdcc283768854b/The-Arctic-in-International-Affairs-Handbook-of-Arctic-Policy-and-  
Politics.pdf#page=261 .

As a small state, political arrangements made between China and Iceland appear unbalanced, 

favoring China. Iceland exhibits less protection within policy towards China in comparison to other Arctic 

states. Valur Ingimundarson explains that this is Iceland's decision to boost its economic abilities, 

especially in the Arctic, after its banking collapse.240 China has business relations in a range of economic 

sectors, casting a wide net to capture multiple areas of the Icelandic economy. Economic relations 

appear to be friendly and growing. Batova et al. argue that Iceland is one of the most successful
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partnerships for China in the Arctic.241 China agrees that Iceland can play a role as a long-term Arctic 

241 Batova, Tatiana, Ekaterina Lazereva, and Elena Pavlova. “Sustainable use of natural resources in the Arctic 
region (the example of China's cooperation with Western countries). Web of Conferences. 2019. Retreived from: 
https://www.e3s-conferences.org/articles/e3sconf/pdf/2019/36/e3sconf  spbwosce2019 02064.pdf.
242 Batova, Tatiana, Ekaterina Lazereva, and Elena Pavlova. 2019.
243 Su, Ping. “Science Diplomacy and Trust Building: ‘Science China' in the Arctic.” Global Policy, vol. 9. November 
2018. Retrieved from: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1758-5899.12576.
244 Depledge, Duncan, and Klaus Dodds. "Bazaar governance: Situating the Arctic circle." In Governing Arctic 
Change, pp. 141-160. Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2017.
245 Depledge, Duncan, and Klaus Dodds. 2017.

logistics hub and, as a result, China has already announced plans for long-term leases of Icelandic port 

facilities.242

China and Iceland are long-term partners in joint academic endeavors and research in the Arctic. 

Iceland benefits via increased funding and resources for science, and China benefits via access to the 

Arctic. China and Iceland use science as a mechanism for building additional trust. This is also a 

component of science diplomacy, a soft power approach within international relations that is discussed 

throughout this thesis.243 Another component of the China-Iceland relationship is the Icelandic tendency 

to play a supporting and connecting role in the Arctic. Authors Depledge and Dodds call this 

phenomenon “bazaar governance.”244 By treating the Arctic as an open forum, such as Iceland's annual 

Arctic Circle Assembly, anyone who has a comment on Arctic affairs would have the opportunity to 

make their interests known.245 China benefits from Iceland's welcoming attitude that the Arctic is a 

region for all. Iceland's open attitude towards China is demonstrated on the typological Venn diagram 

below.
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3.3 Overview of China and Greenland Relations

According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark in China, the Kingdom of Denmark is the 

only country in the world to maintain an unbroken diplomatic presence in China since the year 1908, 

and it officially acknowledged the People's Republic of China in 1950.246 As China began to open up to 

the world in the 1970s, Denmark participated in official visits. In 1974, the Prime Minister of Denmark

246 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark. “Sino-Danish Relations.” Accessed October 28, 2019. Retrieved from: 
https://kina.um.dk/en/about-denmark/sino-dk-relations/ .
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Poul Hartling met with Mao Zedong, China's Prime Minister Zhou Enlai, and Vice Prime Minister Deng 

Xiaoping.247 Denmark defines the state of current relations as a “strategic partnership” marked by 

mutually beneficial relations.248

247 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark. “Sino-Danish Relations.” Accessed October 28, 2019.
248 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark. “Comprehensive Strategic Partnership.” Accessed October 28, 2019. 
https://kina.um.dk/en/about-denmark/sino-dk-relations/denmarks-china-
policy//~/media/Kina/Documents/Other/CSPjointstatement.pdf
249 Nuttall, Mark. "Self-rule in Greenland-towards the world's first independent Inuit state." Indigenous Affairs 8, 
no. 3-4 (2008): 64-70.
250 BBC World News. “Greenland Profile,” July 23 2018.
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-18249474.
251 BBC World News. “Greenland Profile,” July 23, 2018.
252 Ackren, Maria. "Public consultation processes in Greenland regarding the mining industry." Arctic Review 7, no. 
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Greenland is the world's largest island territory, known for its expansive tundra environment 

and vast glaciers.249 Greenland functions in a politically unique situation, as an autonomous territory 

with limited self-government, dependent on the Kingdom of Denmark.250 At present, approximately 

two-thirds of Greenland's budget revenue is provided by Denmark; however, it is determined to lessen 

its dependence by increasing economic investments in sectors such as fisheries, oil, gas, and mineral 

development.251 In January 2010, Greenland assumed control of all subsurface resources, which allows 

Greenland to negotiate directly with any company, including multinational companies, with an interest 

in investing in mining, oil, and gas development.252 Greenlandic political decisions are highly influenced 

by extractive industries, because the presence of outside investors and new revenue streams can aid in 

lowering Greenland's economic dependency on Denmark.253 Internally, Greenland often debates what 

types of economic opportunities should be pursued and who should represent Greenlandic interests.254 

In addition to Greenland, the Kingdom of Denmark oversees the territory of the Faroe Islands. Like
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Greenland, the Faroe Islands are a part of the Kingdom of Denmark but have a home rule 

government.255

255 Ackren, Maria. "The Faroe Islands: options for independence." Island Studies Journal 1, no. 2, 223-238, 2006.
256 Sørensen, Camilla T. N. “Changing geo-political realities in the Arctic region: Possibilities and challenges for 
relations between Denmark and China.” Newsletter for Center for Polar and Oceanic Studies. 2014.
257 Sørensen, 2014.
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260 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark. “Denmark's Growth Market Strategy: Danish solutions to challenges in 
growth markets.” 2012.
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Denmark's stance on China is indecisive. China and Denmark enjoy relatively peaceful diplomatic 

relations overall, but there are inconsistencies in how Denmark views China's development goals in its 

territories. For example, there are demonstrated instances of Greenland's desire to attract Chinese 

investment while simultaneously harboring fear of that investment and the general opening of 

Greenland to outside interests.256 Denmark acknowledges the potential benefits of working with China 

and openly supports engaging China, and other non-Arctic states, in the development of the Arctic.257

3.4 Analysis of China and Greenland Relations in the Arctic

In 2008, China and Denmark issued the “Joint Statement between the Government of the 

People's Republic of China and the Government of the Kingdom of Denmark on the Establishment of a 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership.”258 This agreement includes all areas of bilateral relations 

between China and Denmark with outlined areas of mutual cooperation including: sustained high level 

political and economic dialogue, sustained support of the “One China” policy, growth in trade and 

economic investments, and collaboration in the areas of culture and tourism.259 In 2012, Denmark 

expanded the partnership again through its BRICs strategy, titled “Denmark's Growth Market Strategy: 

Danish solutions to challenges in growth markets.”260 Although the strategy covers all the BRIC countries 
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(Brazil, Russia, India, and China), it emphasized Denmark's extensive ongoing collaboration with China, 

and success in assisting with growth in China's economy.261 Currently, the China-Denmark Joint Work 

Programme (2017-2020) serves as the functional component of the 2008 Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership. This program establishes a guideline for each country to increase cooperation in areas such 

as agriculture, healthcare, biotechnology, and food safety.262 This program does not specifically feature 

the Arctic but does reference Greenlandic cooperation in natural resources and environmental 

development.263

261 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark. “Denmark's Growth Market Strategy: Danish solutions to challenges in 
growth markets.” p. 16, 2012.
262 University of Copenhagen. “China-Denmark Joint Work Program.”. Press Release. May 5, 2017. 
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264 Naray, Olivier. “Commercial Diplomacy: A Conceptual Overview.” Conference Paper. 7th World Conference of 
TPOs. 2008.
http://www.intracen.org/uploadedfiles/intracenorg/content/trade support institutions/tpo network/content/co 
nferences/2008/narayconferencepaper.pdf .
265 Dubois, Kenty and Alessandro Gagaridis. “The Security Implications of China-Greenland Relations.” The Polar 
Research and Policy Initiative. July 10, 2018.
http://polarconnection.org/security-china-greenland-relations/ .

China's political relationship with Greenland and the Kingdom of Denmark relies on commercial 

diplomacy. This can be defined as “an activity conducted by state representatives with diplomatic status 

in view of business promotion between a home and a host country.”264 The current political agreements 

among China, Greenland, and the Kingdom of Denmark focus on economic growth and business 

enterprise. Arctic scholars describe the role of China as complex, especially in Greenland's push for 

independence from the Kingdom of Denmark. Greenland would like to use large-scale investments, 

mostly by China to gain economic independence; however, in doing so, Greenland would subject itself 

to additional challenges, such as loss of societal security.265
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The media in Denmark have drawn public attention to foreign investors in Greenland and frequently 

highlight China in this regard.266 For instance, a 2012 visit from China's then Minister of Land and 

Resources Xu Shaoshi prompted suspicion of China, as he proposed a Working Group for rare earth 

minerals producing states.267 Shortly thereafter in 2013, Greenland's Parliament officially decided to lift 

the long-standing ban on extracting radioactive materials, such as uranium.268 Danish politicians began 

to raise concerns at an alarming rate about China's rise - sharing comments such as “it is a generally 

acknowledged fact that those who bring the money gradually gain more and more political influence.”269 

Follow-up conversations included regulation on foreign labor, where the Greenlandic government 

expressed concerns about large-scale projects requiring an influx of foreign workers to be sustainable.270 

As a result, labor issues for large projects are now settled on a project-by-project basis via public 

consultation under the Large Scale Act.271 Many mining projects in Greenland are in part financed 

through Chinese companies.

266 Bent Ole Gram Mortensen, "Arctic Mining: The Case of Greenland," The Yearbook of Polar Law VII, 2015.
267 Mered, Mika. “Groenland: de l'autonomie denoise a la tutelle chinoise?” 2018, La Revue Parlementaire. (in 
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https://www.larevueparlementaire.fr/index.php?option=com k2&view=item&id=1465:groenland-de-l-autonomie- 
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270 Dyrendom, et. al 2018.
271 Ackren, 2016.
272 Brady, Anne-Marie. China as a Polar Great Power, ed. Wilson Center, Cambridge University Press, 2017.

In March 2014, China Nonferrous Metal Industry's Foreign Engineering and Construction Co., Ltd. 

(NFC) partnered with Greenland Minerals and Energy (Greenland Minerals LTD) to invest in the 

Kvanefjeld rare earth mineral project.272 Kvanefjeld project is a rare earth mineral site with the intention 

to extract a “rare earth concentrate” including elements: neodymium, praseodymium, europium, 
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dysprosium, terbium, and yttrium, as well as uranium.273 The approximate output of the Kvanefjeld 

project, as estimated by the Geological Survey of Greenland and Denmark, is ten million tons of rare 

earth elements and 260,000 tons of uranium ore.274 According to Greenland Minerals LTD, the majority 

of the production (80%) will be rare earths with uranium byproduct making up the remainder.275

273 Krzemien, Alicja, Maria Victoria Riesgo Garcia, Miguel Angel Manzanedo del Campo, Mario Menendez Alvarez, 
and Malcolm Richard Gent, "Rare Earth Elements Mining Investment: It is not all about China " Resources Policy 53, 
2017.
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277 Greenland Minerals Ltd. “Strategy.”
278 Tharun, George, “Greenland Minerals achieves continuous improvement: Pitt Street Research,” Proactive, 
February 7, 2019.
https://www.proactiveinvestors.com.au/companies/news/214094/greenland-minerals-achieves-continuous-  
kvanefjeld-improvement-pitt-street-research-214094.html (access date August 14, 2019)
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https://www.world-nuclear-news.org/Articles/New-Chinese-JV-for-rare-earth-minerals-from .
280 World Nuclear News, “New Chinese JV for rare earth minerals from Greenland.” January 23, 2019.

The Kvanefjeld project is financed in partnership with Greenland Minerals LTD. (Australia), the 

Institute of Multipurpose Utilization of Mineral Resources of the Chinese Academy of Geological Science 

(IMUMR) and Shenghe Resources Holding (China).276 According to the Project website, the largest 

project shareholder is IMUMR, which is a China state owned scientific research institute specializing in 

mineral resources.277 It should also be noted that Shenghe Resources Holding does own an 11% stake in 

Greenland Minerals LTD.278 In 2019, Shenghe Resource Holding announced that it formed a joint venture 

with subsidiaries of China National Nuclear Corporation (CNNC) for trading and processing of the 

minerals at Kvanefjeld.279 The result is a new joint venture company, named China Nuclear Hua Sheng 

Mining Ltd., which will be the designated agent for import, export, and trading of rare earth minerals 

from the Kvanefjeld site that carry radionuclides.280 On August 28, 2018, government officials from 

Greenland and Denmark met with representatives from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
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to complete a final review of the Kvanefjeld site to ensure it was compliant with international laws to 

prevent the spread of nuclear weapons.281

281 McGwin, Kevin. “A decade on, a Greenland rare-earths mine is close to final approval.” Arctic Today, September
5, 2018.
282 Tetu, Pierre-Louis and Frederic Lasserre, 2017.
283 UN Environment, Convention on Biological Diversity, “What is Impact Assessment?” No Date.
https://www.cbd.int/impact/whatis.shtml
284 GHD, Greenland Minerals & Energy A/S Kvanefjeld Project, Environmental Impact Assessment (Online: GHD, 
October 2018.
https://noah.dk/sites/default/files/inline- 
files/Greenland%20Minerals%20and%20Energy%20AS%20Kvanefjeld%20Project%20Environmental%20Impact%20  
Assessment%20%28October%202018%29.pdf.
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https://noah.dk/node/1109.
286 See: https://www.facebook.com/groups/884082985303179//
287 Nuttall, Mark. Climate, Society and Subsurface Politics in Greenland: Under the Great Ice. Routledge, 2017.

Many China based companies have suffered when investing abroad due to a lack of attention for 

environmental concerns.282 The Kvanefjeld project is no exception. Shortly after the final IAEA 

compliance meeting, the project published its Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). An EIA is a 

process that evaluates the potential environmental impacts of a proposed project, both beneficial and 

adverse, including socio-economic, cultural, and human health impacts.283 Within the EIA, there are 

several concerns mentioned which include impacts to overall air and water quality, possible spread of 

radioactive particulates, and negative impacts to the physical landscape.284 Although mentioned in the 

EIA as a non-issue, there are environmental groups that claim there are potential negative impacts to 

the Kujataa UNESCO world heritage site.285 There are also more informal groups, such as the “Friends of 

the Kujataa UNESCO Heritage Site” Facebook group, which is lobbying to add the Kujataa site to the list 

of threatened UNESCO sites.286 Another activist group that has received a significant amount of 

attention in relation to Kvanefjeld is Urani Naamik, which means “no to uranium.” The group has openly 

protested the development of the mine since its exploratory phase.287

In late 2016 and early 2017, Danish and Greenlandic media drew attention to the failed 

acquisition of Gr0nnedal (Kangilinnguit) by General Nice Group, a coal and iron company that partially 
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owns Isua iron mine in Greenland. Gr0nnedal is a former U.S. naval base in Greenland. Denmark 

rejected the purchase due to security concerns, and it did not want to upset the longstanding 

relationship with the United States.288 Media accounts suggest that political representatives within both 

Greenland and Denmark pushed to secure the location and set it aside for future military use.289 A 

similar episode unfolded when China sought to finance the development of new airport infrastructure in 

Greenland. Denmark quickly provided funding to fill the void and disallow China from finalizing the 

investment. This was complicating for Greenlandic politics because it forced Greenland's Prime Minister, 

Kim Kielsen to lose a majority in parliament, as a part of the ruling coalition included the pro

independence party, Partii Narleraq. Partii Narleraq broke away from the coalition, as they did not agree 

with Danish interference in Greenlandic politics.290 In this situation, China's attempted investment 

successfully drove a wedge in the direct relationship between Greenland and Denmark.

288 Matzen, Erik. “Denmark spurned Chinese offer for Greenland base over security: sources.” Reuters. April 6, 
2017.
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-denmark-china-greenland-base/denmark-spurned-chinese-offer-for-  
greenland-base-over-security-sources-idUSKBN1782EE.
289 Breum, Martin. “Did Denmark's prime minister stop a Chinese firm from buying an abandoned military base in 
Greenland?” Arctic Today. December 23, 2016.
https://www.arctictoday.com/did-denmarks-prime-minister-stop-a-chinese-firm-from-buying-an-abandoned-  
military-base-in-greenland/.
290 Goodman, Sherri. “China's Growing Arctic Presence.” The Wilson Center. November, 19, 2018. 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/chinas-growing-arctic-presence .
291Duxbury, Charlie. “How Huawei conquered the Faroe Islands.” Politico. July 10, 2019. 
https://www.politico.eu/article/how-huawei-conquered-the-faroe-islands/ .
292 Fullerton, Jamie. “Chinese ambassador ‘threatens to withdraw trade deal with Faroe Islands' in Huawei 5G 
row.” The Telegraph. December 11, 2019.

Another example of China's involvement within a territory of the Kingdom of Denmark is the 

controversial plan to introduce Huawei's 5G network in the Faroe Islands. Faroese Telecom has worked 

in partnership with Huawei for several years to build out the telecommunications infrastructure in the 

Faroe Islands.291 Given the controversy of early 2019 surrounding the Huawei company, where the U.S. 

has slandered the company's name due to national security concerns, the Kingdom of Denmark is more 

concerned about the company's involvement in the Faroe Islands.292 Danish media have reported that 
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the Chinese government has threatened to cancel a possible trade deal with the Faroe Islands should 

Denmark intervene in the plans for Huawei to roll out the 5G internet coverage in the territory.293 As a 

result, Denmark concluded that it was up to the Faroe Islands to decide what company should provide 

5G connectivity to their territory, but that Denmark would be available to grant advice to the Faroe 

Islands if they need it.294 The case of Huawei's involvement in the Faroe Islands can be interpreted as an 

instance of a sharp power play by China. Although information about the case is fairly limited, the media 

did speculate that if Denmark or the Faroe Islands were to cease 5G plans with Huawei, the result would 

be a termination of future plans to develop a free trade agreement with the Faroe Islands.

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/12/11/chinese-ambassador-threatens-withdraw-trade-deal-faroe-  
islands/.
293 Fullerton, Jamie. 2019.
294 Associated Press. “China Reportedly Threatens Tiny Faroe Islands over Huawei.” VOA News. December 11, 
2019.
https://www.voanews.com/europe/china-reportedly-threatens-tiny-faroe-islands-over-huawei .
295 Tetu, Pierre-Louis and Frederic Lasserre. “Chinese investment in Greenland's mining industry: Toward a new 
framework for foreign direct investment.” The Extractive Industries and Society. Vol. 4, 3, pg. 661-671. 2017.
296 Tetu, Pierre-Louis and Frederic Lasserre. 2017.

China is focused primarily on business and economic development in Greenland as well as the 

Faroe Islands. Tetu and Lasserre remark that Greenland is not necessarily a priority investment area for 

China currently but rather an intriguing long-term business partner. 295 For instance, many mining 

activities are not economically viable in the short term, as commodities prices change on a daily basis. 

However, short-term challenges have not dissuaded China from becoming involved in Greenland's 

mining sector.296 China faces challenges in mining development with intensive environmental 

regulations in the Arctic as compared to its own national standard. This is one of the many reasons that 

community members are protesting the development of the Kvanefjeld mining site. Lastly, there is an 

example of gatekeeping with Gr0nnedal and the failed airport investment, where Kingdom of Denmark 

stepped in to limit China's ability to invest directly in Greenland. Although information about the case is 

fairly limited, the media did speculate that if Denmark or the Faroe Islands were to cease 5G plans with 
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Huawei, the result would be a termination of future plans to develop a free trade agreement with the 

Faroe Islands.

China is less involved in the social, cultural, educational, and research sectors in Greenland as it 

is the country's economic sector. China must be careful in this area, especially given the complicated 

nature of the Greenland/Kingdom of Denmark relationship dynamic. Although China is not involved 

directly in the University of Greenland (Ilisimatusarfik), it does maintain educational partnerships with 

Danish institutions. For example, the Sino-Danish Center for Education and Research (SDC) is a formal 

partnership between all universities in Denmark, the Chinese Academy of Science (CAS) and the 

University of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (UCAS).297 SDC boasts two program offices, one in 

Aarhus, Denmark and another in Beijing, China.298 The Danish National Research Foundation in 

collaboration with the National Natural Science Foundation of China (NSFC) has established 10 Danish- 

Chinese research centers in the areas of cancer research, nanotechnology, renewable energy, and 

information and communication technology.299 Likewise, the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies in 

Denmark is also a member institute of the China-Nordic Arctic Research Center (CNARC), which is 

discussed in detail in Chapter 4.300

297 “About SDC.” Accessed December 5, 2019. 
https://sdc.university/about/about-sdc/ .
298 “About SDC.” Accessed December 5, 2019.
299 Danish National Research Foundation. “Danish-Chinese research centers.” Accessed December 5, 2019. 
https://dg.dk/en/previous-instruments-danish-chinese-research-centers/#section-1 .
300 China-Nordic Arctic Research Center. “Member Institutions.” Accessed December 5, 2019. 
https://www.cnarc.info/members.
301 Dyrendom, et. al 2018.

In terms of research infrastructure, China has presented plans to establish a research station in 

Greenland via a signed memorandum of understanding between the Government of Greenland and the 

Polar Research Institute of China (PRIC).301 Similarly, China has established a remote-sensing satellite 
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ground station in Kangerlussuaq, Greenland.302 Neither location is discussed in detail through available 

media sources.

302 Lindqvist, Andreas. “New Chinese satellite project is running under the radar.” Sermitsiaq AG. December 8, 
2017.
https://sermitsiaq.ag/nyt-kinesisk-satellitprojekt-koerer-radaren .

The social, cultural, educational, and research interests of China are not as strongly developed in 

Greenland as they are in other Arctic nations. This is likely because China has a stronger foothold in 

economic development, and Greenland overall has a less developed institutional infrastructure. Many 

scientists use Greenland as a base for scientific fieldwork, but China is relatively absent on this 

landscape. Although China has attempted to develop these areas, it is more difficult to navigate here 

due to the complicated nature of the relationship between the Kingdom of Denmark and Greenland.

Analyzing the China-Greenland Relationship

It was a challenge to execute content analysis on the China-Greenland relationship as the 

discussion of Greenland and China is complicated by Greenland's relationship with the Kingdom of 

Denmark. Greenland often does not have the full ability to make its own political and foreign policy 

decisions. As mentioned earlier, if at any time a topic broaches foreign policy and security, the Kingdom 

of Denmark becomes the primary respondent. Regarding China, many examples provided in the 

preceding sections illustrate where Denmark has stepped in to stop an activity that may impact the 

overall security of Greenland. China has used this to its advantage. The oversight of Greenland by 

Denmark is bothersome to many who live there. It is also common knowledge that some Greenlanders 

seek independence from the Kingdom of Denmark. China, aware of that information, often seeks to 

draw Greenland away from the Kingdom of Denmark and create a wedge between the two countries. 

For instance, all direct political decisions on Greenland are handled via the Kingdom of Denmark. As 

such, the main driver of political relations between China and Greenland is commercial diplomacy. This 

66

https://sermitsiaq.ag/nyt-kinesisk-satellitprojekt-koerer-radaren


is easiest, as Greenland functions almost autonomously regarding economic decisions, so long as they 

do not impact the overall security of the territory. By extension, China's economic interests in Greenland 

are heavily skewed towards the mining industry. This includes coal, iron, and rare earth minerals. Other 

efforts for China to invest in Greenland have faced serious scrutiny from the Kingdom of Denmark. 

Lastly, it should be noted that China's involvement in the research sector is limited. China has socialized 

the idea of a China-Greenland research station, but most of the collaboration takes place directly 

between China and the Kingdom of Denmark. This is surprising, given that there are many countries with 

established research activities in Greenland, and China is known to have extensive research interest in 

other areas of the Arctic. China and Greenland's opportunistic relationship is illustrated in the following 

typological Venn diagram.

Figure 6 Typological Venn Diagram of the Greenland-China relationship
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3.5 Chapter Summary

This chapter analyzed China's relationship with Iceland and with Greenland, with an emphasis 

on Arctic-related political, economic, social, cultural, educational, and research aspects. In the North 

Atlantic, China has enacted a small state strategy, with an emphasis on separating the target territory, 

Greenland, from its connection to others, namely the Kingdom of Denmark. In doing so, China exerts 

more power and is more likely to see favorable outcomes. This is evidenced in Iceland through its 

diversification in range of sectors with large scale investment. In Greenland, this is evidenced through 

increased investment as well, but with more demonstration of the Kingdom of Denmark opposing 

projects before they begin. This region is unique in that the players discussed, Iceland, Greenland, the 

Kingdom of Denmark, and the Faroe Islands are small states/territories, and as such, China has 

employed a small states strategy to approach them all.
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Chapter 4: China and the Nordics

Introduction

Chapter 4 analyzes the relationships between China and countries in the Nordic region including 

Norway, Sweden, and Finland. This chapter is unique in that all the states are relatively small and often 

work together on issues of common concern. However, each state differs in how it approaches China. 

Like the previous chapters, I summarize the current political relationship between China and each 

country. I follow this with discussion on bilateral agreements, governance, and policy concerns. After, I 

discuss economic issues including trade information and major Arctic projects in which China is involved. 

The last part of each narrative is a discussion of various social, cultural, educational, and research topics.

4.1 Overview of China-Norway Relations

China-Norway relations are currently stable, but historically their relations have been marked by 

moments of both cooperation and conflict. In the 1950s, Norway was among the first western countries 

to recognize Beijing and discuss formal diplomatic relations.303 Global tension during this period, 

including the outbreak of the Korean War, delayed Oslo's full diplomatic acceptance of Beijing until 

October 1954.304 The years following were marked by ups and downs in the China-Norway relationship.

303 Sverdrup-Thygeson, Bjornar. “The Norway-China Relationship: For Better, For Worse, For Richer, For Poorer.” In 
Sverdrup-Thygeson, Bjornar; Yennie Lindgren, Wrenn; Lanteigne, Marc. (Eds.) China and Nordic Diplomacy, 2018. 
Oxon: Routledge, pp. 77-100.
304 Sverdrup-Thygeseon, Bjornar. 2018.
305 Sverdrup-Thygeseon, Bjornar. 2018.

For example, the Chinese government was unhappy with Norway's media coverage of the country 

throughout the 1960s, but in the early 1970s, Norway assisted China with its bid to join the United 

Nations.305

70



In 1989, Norway was under fire once again, as it awarded the prestigious Nobel Peace Prize to 

the 14th Dalai Lama, for his peaceful approach “in his struggle for the liberation of Tibet.”306 According to 

a Chinese Embassy spokesperson at the time, to award the Nobel Prize to the Dalai Lama was a direct 

interference in the internal affairs of China, which by extension has “deeply hurt the Chinese people's 

feelings.”307 Similarly, the 2010s were marked with diplomatic tension tied directly to the Nobel Prize. 

The Norwegian Nobel Committee awarded the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize to Liu Xiaobo, a known Chinese 

dissident fighting for fundamental human rights in China.308 The award marked the beginning of six years 

of “frozen” diplomatic relations between Norway and China.309 Scholar Ivar Kolstad of the Norwegian 

School of Economics documented the negative impacts that Norway experienced as a result of its 

decision to award the prize to Liu Xiaobo. He found in his research that Chinese sanctions on Norway 

reduced direct exports of Norwegian goods to China by at least $780 million USD during the period of 

2011 to 2013.310 This demonstrates that the Chinese government can use economic sanctions to impact 

the foreign policy positions of democratic governments, with alarming impacts on the progress of 

international human rights.311 In 2016, the diplomatic freeze between Norway and China ended. The 

Norwegian government issued an apologetic statement wherein Norway affirmed its position on issues 

important to China including the One China policy, respect for China's sovereignty, and avoiding issues 

that may cause damage to bilateral relations.312

306 Nobel Media. “The Nobel Peace Prize for 1989.” NobelPrize.org. Accessed January 21, 2020. 
nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1989/press-release .
307 Smith, Lynn and Fineman, Mark. “Nobel Peace Prize Goes to Tibet's Dalai Lama.” Los Angeles Times. October 6, 
1989. Accessed January 21, 2020.
latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1989-10-06-mn-644-story.html
308 Huang, Kristin and Zhen, Liu. “Let's put Nobel spat behind us: a look back at China and Norway's ties.” South 
China Morning Post. December 20, 2016. Accessed January 21, 2020.
309 Bos, Lieke. “Norway-China Relations ‘Unfrozen'.” The Diplomat. December 21, 2016. Accessed January 21, 2020.
310 Kolstad, Ivar. “Too big to fault? Effects of the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize on Norwegian exports to China and 
foreign policy.” International Political Science Review. Pp 1-17. 2019. Accessed January 21, 2020. 
journals.sagepup.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0192512118808610 .
311 Kolstad, Ivar. 2019.
312 Bos, Lieke. “Norway-China Relations ‘Unfrozen'.” 2016.
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4.2 Analyzing China-Norway Relations in the Arctic

China and Norway first discussed a free trade agreement (FTA) in 2008.313 After several rounds 

of negotiation, the discussions on an FTA came to an abrupt stop after the events discussed previously 

surrounding the Nobel Peace Prize in 2010. The discussions resumed in 2017 after the six-year 

diplomatic freeze between the two countries.314 When the negotiations resumed, the two sides focused 

on trade in goods, investment, intellectual property rights, environmental considerations, competition 

policies, e-commerce, and government purchases and related regulations.315 At present, China and 

Norway have concluded their 16th round of negotiations, and sources state that they have made positive 

progress in reaching a finalized FTA in the next year.316 According to NUPI research fellow Hege Medi, 

FTAs in general are increasingly important for Norway, who is diversifying its trading network through 

these agreements bilaterally with many countries.317 Authors Song and Yuan argue that China is not only 

driven by economics when initiating FTAs but also looking to improve political relations.318 As relations 

improve between China and Norway, more discussion has shifted specifically towards Arctic 

cooperation. For example, Xi Jinping suggested that Norway continue to work with China inside the Belt 

313 Ministry of Commerce, People's Republic of China. “Overview - China-Norway FTA.” Accessed February 19, 
2020.
http://fta.mofcom.gov.cn/topic/ennorway.shtml .
314 Wen, Philip. “China and Norway resume free trade negotiations after diplomatic freeze.” Reuters. April 7, 2017. 
Accessed February 19, 2020.
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-norway/china-and-norway-resume-free-trade-negotiations-after-  
diplomatic-freeze-idUSKBN1791VI .
315 Ministry of Commerce, People's Republic of China.” The 9th Round of Negotiation of China-Norway Free Trade 
Agreement Held in Beijing.” China Business News. August 25, 2017. Accessed February 19, 2020. 
https://infoweb.newsbank.com/apps/news/document-view?p=WORLDNEWS&docref=news/16680B67E0AACEE8.
316 Solsvik, Terje. “Norway hopes for China free-trade deal in 2020, industry minister says.” Reuters. January 8, 
2020. Accessed February 19, 2020.
317 Isbrekken, Ane Teksum. “Free trade agreements increasingly important for Norway.” January 29, 2020. 
Norwegian Institute of International Affairs.
https://www.nupi.no/en/News/Free-trade-agreements-increasingly-important-for-Norway .
318 Song, Guoyou and Yuan, Wen Jin. “China's Free Trade Agreement Strategies.” The Washington Quarterly. 2012. 
35:4 pp. 107-119.
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and Road Framework as well as deepen cooperation on Arctic science and resource development.319 The 

Norway and China joint action plan to increase cooperation in the areas of science, technology, and 

innovation from 2017 to 2020 formalizes this bilateral partnership.320

319 Embassy of the People's Republic of China in the Kingdom of Norway. “Xi Jinping Meets with Prime Minister 
Erna Solberg of Norway.” News Release. April 14, 2017.
http://www.chinese-embassy.no/eng/zngx 1/zzgx/t1453829.htm.
320 Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research. “Increased science cooperation with China.” Press Release. 
August 30, 2017. Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://www.regjeringen.no/en/aktuelt/increased-science-cooperation-with-china/id2568845/.
321 Xijia, Qi. “Norwegian fish farms ramp up high-quality exports to China.” Global Times (China). January 31, 2019. 
Accessed February 21, 2020.
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1137677.shtml .
322 Xijia, Qi. 2019.
323 Braathen, Victoria. “Great Opportunities for Norwegian seafood in China.” Norwegian Seafood Council. Updated 
June 28, 2019. Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://en.seafood.no/market-insight/fish-market2/great-opportunities-for-norwegian-seafood-in-china/ .
324 Blank, Christine. “Norway, China sign trade agreement.” Seafood Source News. April 25, 2017. Accessed 
February 21, 2020.
https://www.seafoodsource.com/news/supply-trade/norway-china-sign-trade-agreement.
325 SalMar. “Offshore Fish Farming.” Accessed February 21, 2020. 
https://www.salmar.no/en/offshore-fish-farming-a-new-era/ .
326 SalMar. “Offshore Fish Farming.” Accessed February 21, 2020.

China and Norway cooperate economically in many areas including fisheries, energy, and 

infrastructure. China is a fast-growing market that regularly imports seafood from Norway. For example, 

in 2017 seafood trade from Norway to China was approximately 4,000 tons.321 In 2018, this number 

grew to approximately 12,000 tons.322 According to the Norwegian Seafood Council, Chinese consumers 

identify quality as a contributing factor when buying seafood.323 Another factor is a signed agreement 

between Norway and China on the import and export of food, including seafood.324 In business, China is 

involved in sourcing technology to offshore fish farming ventures in Norway. A project called Ocean 

Farm 1 is the world's first offshore fish farm, and it is located in Norwegian waters.325 According to the 

Norwegian company SalMar, the project is a unique partnership between Norwegian aquaculture 

specialists and technological experts at China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation in China.326 Outside of 

direct business ventures, China and Norway are working together on environmental and aquaculture 
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governance through partnerships among the Norwegian Institute of Marine Research, the Yellow Sea 

Fishery Research Institute, and the Chinese Academy of Fisheries Science.327

327 Royal Norwegian Embassy in Beijing. “Collaboration on development of sustainable aquaculture.” April 4, 2018. 
Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://www.norway.no/en/china/norway-china/news-and-events/beijing-news-and-events2/sustainable-  
aquaculture/.
328 Aizhu, Chen. “China's CNPC agrees to cooperate on oil and gas with Norway's Equinor.” October 16, 2018. 
Reuters. Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://www.reuters.com/article/china-norway-cnpc-equinor/chinas-cnpc-agrees-to-cooperate-on-oil-and-gas-  
with-norways-equinor-idUSL3N1WW3TX.
329 Equinor. “CPIH and Equinor sign cooperation agreement on offshore wind.” Equinor News. September 25, 2019. 
Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://www.equinor.com/en/news/2019-09-25-cpih-cooperation-agreement-wind.html .
330 Equinor. “CPIH and Equinor sign cooperation agreement on offshore wind.” Equinor News. September 25, 2019.
331 Arctic Corridor. “Arctic Railway.” Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://arcticcorridor.fi/.
332 Northam, Jackie. “A Mayor in Norway's Arctic Looks to China to reinvent his Frontier Town.” January 18, 2020. 
NPR. Accessed February 21, 2020. 
https://www.npr.org/2020/01/18/796288234/a-mayor-in-norways-arctic-looks-to-china-to-reinvent-his-frontier-  
town.

In 2018, Norway's Equinor and China's CNPC signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) to 

explore global opportunities in unconventional gas resources and serve as a partner to one another in 

future oil and gas projects.328 In a similar agreement, Equinor signed an MOU with China Power 

International Holding (CPIH) to cooperate on offshore wind projects in both Europe and China.329 Both 

are strong indications of China's search for reliable partners to develop cleaner sources of energy 

domestically. According to the Equinor website, the company has been in business with China since 

1982, including partnership with many Chinese companies such as CNOOC, CNPC, Sinochem, and 

Sinopec.330

In infrastructure, Norway and Finland have engaged China in the Arctic Railway and Arctic 

Corridor project, respectively. The proposed Arctic Railway would fill an infrastructure gap between 

Rovaniemi, Finland and Kirkenes, Norway to connect the Mediterranean to the Arctic Ocean via existing 

railway networks.331 The northern city of Kirkenes sees the Arctic Railway project as an opportunity to 

re-invent themselves.332 As a city of 3,500 residents, the current mayor suggests that a new logistical 
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hub in the town would significantly boost the economy.333 Kirkenes is located along the edge of the 

Northern Sea Route, which has been touted for some time as a future shipping lane from Asia to Europe 

by as soon as 2035.334 Beyond a port, the Norwegian government would have to collaborate with others 

in the immediate vicinity to link infrastructure through Finland's proposed “Arctic Corridor” to move 

goods incoming from Kirkenes to the rest of Europe by rail.335 However, a Finnish-Norwegian Working 

Group on the project argues that estimated cargo volumes are too small to justify the construction of a 

railway from Rovaniemi to Kirkenes.336 This has left communities with an interest in long-term 

infrastructure development, like Kirkenes, to promote the project to China, which has sent delegations 

of potential investors to explore the possibilities in Kirkenes.337

333 Northam, Jackie. 2020.
334 Middleton, Alexandra. “Northern Sea Route: From Speculations to Reality by 2035.” January 7, 2020. High North 
News. Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://www.highnorthnews.com/en/northern-sea-route-speculations-reality-2035 .
335 Borshoff, Isabella. “Norway's ‘northernmost Chinatown' eyes Arctic Opportunity.” November 20, 2019. Updated 
November 26, 2019. Politico. Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://www.politico.eu/article/norway-kirkenes-china-influence-arctic-shipping-opportunity/ .
336 Nilsen, Thomas. “Arctic railway no commercially viable, report says.” The Barents Observer. February 11, 2019. 
Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/industry-and-energy/2019/02/arctic-railway-not-commercially-viable-report-  
says.
337 Northam, Jackie. 2020.
338 Grydeh0j, Adam, Anne Grydeh0j, and Maria Ackren. "The Globalization of the Arctic: Negotiating Sovereignty 
and Building Communities in Svalbard, Norway." Island Studies Journal 7, no. 1 (2012).
339 Misund, Ole Arve. “Academic in Svalbard: an increasingly important role fo research and education as tools for 
Norwegian policy.” Polar Research, 36:1, DOI: 10.1080/17518369.2017.1308131.
340 Embassy of the People's Republic of China in the Kingdom of Norway. “Chinese North Pole Research Station 
launched in Norway.” Press Release. August 2, 2004. Accessed February 21, 2020.
http://www.chinese-embassy.no/eng/zngx/t145358.htm .

Norway is a gatekeeper to Arctic scientific activities through Svalbard, which the country has 

exerted sovereignty over since 1920, with the signing of the Svalbard Treaty.338 As such, Svalbard is an 

important center for both Arctic research and education activities. Under the auspices of the Svalbard 

Treaty, many countries around the world have established permanent Arctic research stations around 

the archipelago.339 China's station, the Arctic Yellow River Station, is located in Ny-Alesund.340 The 
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station started its operation in 2004 and continues to provide China with a location from which to 

conduct multi-disciplinary Arctic scientific research.341 China is not necessarily unique in its maintenance 

and use of an Arctic research station in Svalbard. Thirteen countries, many of which are non-Arctic, have 

permanent stations in Svalbard.342 Norway, alongside other Nordic states, is active within the China- 

Nordic Arctic Research Center (CNARC). The main institutions involved in Norway are the Fridtjof Nansen 

Institute, Nord University, the Norwegian Polar Institute, and the Arctic University of Norway - UiT.343

341 Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration. “Chinese Arctic Yellow River Station.” Accessed February 21, 2020. 
http://ipolar.org/en/index.html?pid=stations&st=yellow.
342 The Barents Observer. “More research and international cooperation needed in the Arctic.” October 19, 2015. 
Accessed February 21, 2020.
https://barentsobserver.com/en/arctic/2015/10/more-research-and-international-cooperation-needed-arctic-19-  
10.
343 China-Nordic Arctic Research Center. “Member Institutions.” Accessed February 21, 2020. 
https://www.cnarc.info/members.
344 Elmahdy, Yasmine Mounir, Jan Vidar Haukeland, and Peter Fredman. "Tourism megatrends, a literature review 
focused on nature-based tourism." MINA fagrapport 32, 2017.
345 Xie, Jinghua. "The economic determinants of tourism seasonality: A case study of the Norwegian tourism 
industry." Cogent Business & Management 7, no. 1, 2020.
346 Oklevik, Ove, Stefan Gossling, C. Michael Hall, Jens Kristian Steen Jacobsen, Ivar Petter Gr0tte, and Scott 
McCabe. "Overtourism, optimisation, and destination performance indicators: A case study of activities in Fjord 
Norway." Journal of Sustainable Tourism 27, no. 12, 1804-1824, 2019.

Norway benefits from recent growth in Arctic tourism, especially from China. According to 

research from the Norwegian University of Life Sciences (NMBU), China's growing middle class in recent 

years has led to an increase in disposable income as well as an increase of Chinese nationals traveling to 

“beautiful and exotic natural destinations,” such as Norway.344 China is an important source market for 

Norway's tourism sector. Between 2005 and 2018, hotel stays by Chinese tourists in Norway increased 

by a factor of seven, accounting for approximately 40% of the total tourism from Asia to Norway.345 

Although this is great news for the Norwegian economy, it has led to what other scholars have dubbed 

“over-tourism,” which causes other societal issues including perceptions of crowding and negative 

impacts on the landscape.346
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Analysis of China-Norway Relations

China and Norway are experiencing a more positive relationship after several years of 

diplomatic turmoil. With the re-opening of discussions on a FTA, Norway is likely the next example of a 

successful Arctic economic partnership for China. According to Lei Yu, China uses this approach as a 

“free trade strategy,” which provides China a convenient path to increase its economic cooperation 

while obtaining benefits such as intensified economic and political relations with its partner.347 Because 

of this, Yu argues that China's partners start to accept the concept of China's peaceful rise to power 

through mutual opportunities of economic growth for both states.348 This concept reinforces the overall 

relationship between the two states and, as a result, also provides China additional geopolitical 

power.349 An example of this includes aspects of negotiating FTAs that scholar Yang Jiang describes as 

“distinctly Chinese.” Jiang's interpretation of China's position on FTAs is that it dismisses the “big 

country morality,” meaning that Beijing claims to give more and take less from small countries.350 In the 

Arctic, China has only engaged Iceland and Norway in conversations regarding FTAs, likely because they 

are small states.

347 Yu, Lei. "China's Free Trade Area Strategy: An alternative avenue to China's “peaceful” rise?." The Social Science 
Journal (2020): 1-13.
348 Yu, Lei. 2020.
349 Yu, Lei. 2020.
350 Jiang, Yang. "China's pursuit of free trade agreements: Is China exceptional?." Review of International Political 
Economy 17, no. 2 (2010): 238-261.
351 Tillman, Henry, Jian Yang, and Egill Thor Nielsson. "The Polar Silk Road: China's New Frontier of International 
Cooperation." China Quarterly of International Strategic Studies 4, no. 03 (2018): 345-362.

Norway is also an important linkage in the future of the Polar Silk Road. The Polar Silk Road 

(PSR) is a strategic concept that has grown from a combination of the larger Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) and conversations with Arctic states about the future of Arctic/China cooperation.351 Norway's 

main interest, as discussed earlier, is a port in the town of Kirkenes, which would serve as a linkage 

between the Northern Sea Route and rail infrastructure to the rest of the Nordic region via Rovaniemi, 
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Finland.352 As the northernmost ice-free port, Kirkenes is vital in the future development of the PSR for 

China.353 The local government in Kirkenes is supportive of this development.354 In contrast, recent 

reports from the Saami reindeer herders indicate that they are completely opposed to the proposed 

railway corridor.355 Because of the opposition, the project is unlikely to move forward in the near future.

352 Van Leijen, Majorie. “China wants to connect Arctic to New Silk Road.” RailFreight News. May 1, 2018. Accessed 
March 3, 2020. 
https://www.railfreight.com/beltandroad/2018/05/01/china-eyes-polar-silk-road/?gdpr=accept .
353 Tillman, Henry, Jian Yang, and Egill Thor Nielsson. 2018.
354 Daily Financial Times. 2018. “Norway's Arctic Town Envisions Gateway on Polar Silk Road with Link to China,” 
April 6.
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=n5h&AN=GXLDDFT20180406.00065&site=ehost-live .
355 Nilsen, Thomas. “The dream of an Arctic railway fades as Sami herders signal ‘veto'.” The Independent Barents 
Observer. March 5, 2020.
https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/life-and-public/2020/03/arctic-railway-dream-fades-away-sami-herders-  
announce-veto.
356 Grydeh0j, Adam. "Svalbard: International Relations in an Exceptionally International Territory." In The Palgrave 
Handbook of Arctic Policy and Politics, pp. 267-282. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham, 2020.
357 Grydeh0j, Adam. 2020.

Norway provides an example of China's desire to collaborate on Arctic research. This is visible 

through the multi-state CNARC structure as well as through Norway's acceptance of China as a research 

tenant on Svalbard. China uses the Arctic Yellow River Station in Ny-Alesund not only for actual research 

but also as a strategic tool. According to Adam Grydehøj, Svalbard provides China, as well as other non

Arctic states, services that aid in overall positioning in the Arctic including capacity building in Arctic 

research and technology, stronger positions in Arctic diplomacy, and grounds for protesting claims to 

large areas of the ocean and seabed.356 In return, Svalbard receives subsidies from states including 

infrastructure investment and visitor expenditure.357 Overall, Norway's relationship with China 

demonstrates cooperative qualities and lingering threat from previous diplomatic tension. This is 

demonstrated in the following typological Venn diagram.
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Figure 7 Typological Venn Diagram of the Norway-China relationship

4.3 Overview of China-Sweden Relations

China and Sweden have a long history of diplomatic relations. According to the Swedish 

government, current relations are categorized by areas, such as climate change and international trade, 

that are smooth and areas, such as human rights, that are not.358 Swedish authorities removed Chinese 

tourists from a hotel in 2018, which deteriorated relations between the two states.359 A satirical news 

show in Sweden complicated the situation. The show presented a skit mocking Chinese tourists in 

general and received extensive coverage by Chinese media outlets.360 This sparked outrage from the 

358 Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs. “Summary of Government Communication - the work on issues 
concerning China.” Memorandum. Accessed March 4, 2020. 
https://www.regeringen.se/4a79db/contentassets/8a6d4e54b01d48ed9c196a252d09aff4/summary-of-  
government-communication--the-work-on-issues-concerning-china.pdf .
359 Tan, Yvette. “Why Sweden and China have fallen our so badly.” BBC World News. September 26, 2018. 
Accessed March 4, 2020.
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-45635646 .
360 Ramzy, Austin. “Swedish Skit Mocks Chinese Tourists, Drawing Backlash in China.” The New York Times. 
September 26, 2018. Accessed March 4, 2020.
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Chinese Embassy in Sweden, which promptly asked that the media apologize. In return, the Swedish

Foreign Minister responded, “we have no comment, freedom of expression applies.”361 After this 

exchange, Sweden and China have continued to disagree about fundamental human rights and the role 

of a free press in society. One case that demonstrates China's disregard for the role of free press is that 

of Mr. Gui Minhai, a Swedish citizen who was abducted from his vacation home in Thailand in 2015 and 

taken to China to answer for “providing state secrets for foreigners.”362 This specific case has plagued 

the relationship between China and Sweden for the past several years. According to an analyst at the

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/26/world/asia/sweden-skit-chinese-tourists-defecate.html .
361 Ramzy, Austin, 2018.
362 Editorial Board, The Washington Post. “China kidnapped Gui Minhai. Now it wants to lock him away.” Opinion. 
The Washington Post. February 25, 2020. Accessed March 3, 2020.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/global-opinions/china-kidnapped-gui-minhai-now-it-wants-to-lock-  
him-away/2020/02/25/fd21fef0-57f8-11ea-9000-f3cffee23036 story.html.
363 Tan, Yvette, 2018.
364 The Economist. “Shotgun Diplomacy: How Sweden copes with Chinese bullying.” The Economist. February 20, 
2020. Accessed March 4, 2020. 
https://www.economist.com/europe/2020/02/20/how-sweden-copes-with-chinese-bullying .
365 Rolander, Niclas. “Sweden Readies for Diplomatic Crisis with China over free press.” Bloomberg. January 20, 
2020. Accessed March 4, 2020.
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-01-20/sweden-girds-for-diplomatic-crisis-with-china-over-free-  
press.

Swedish Institute of International Affairs, so long as Gui Minhai remains a captive in China, relations 

between the two countries are likely to suffer.363

The current Chinese Ambassador to Sweden, Mr. Gui Congyou, regularly denounces journalists 

and public figures in the country and has been called to the Swedish Foreign Ministry to answer for his 

comments over 40 times in the past 2 years.364 At the heart of the disagreement are fundamental 

differences in how each state views human rights and freedom of information. Three political parties 

within Sweden's Parliament requested that the Chinese ambassador be removed from the country, 

which the foreign minister of Sweden ruled out as an option.365 The unpopular Chinese ambassador is 
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famously quoted across multiple news outlets from an interview on Swedish public radio as saying, “we 

treat our friends with fine wine, but for our enemies we have shotguns.”366

366 Olsson, Jojje. “China Tries to Put Sweden on Ice.” The Diplomat. December 30, 2019. Accessed March 4, 2020. 
https://thediplomat.com/2019/12/china-tries-to-put-sweden-on-ice/ .
367 Duxbury, Charles. “Sweden's lonely boxing match with Beijing.” Politico. February 12, 2020. Accessed March 5, 
2020.
https://www.politico.eu/article/sweden-china-diplomatic-spat/ .
368 Lundin, Nannan. “Arctic, climate change, and science diplomacy.” Blog Post. Sweden Science Innovation Blog. 
May 22, 2019. Accessed March 5, 2020. 
https://sweden-science-innovation.blog/beijing/arctic-climate-change-and-science-diplomacy/ .
369 The Arctic Institute. “Sweden.” Country Profile. Accessed March 5, 2020. 
https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/countries/sweden/ .

4.4 Analyzing China-Sweden Relations in the Arctic

The current relationship between China and Sweden is facing some uncertainty. The town of

Vasteras, in central Sweden, decided to shut down a city-to-city partnership with the Chinese city of

Jinan, in what journalists have dubbed as a microcosm of what is happening across Sweden.367 Directly 

in the Arctic, there are few examples of political collaboration between the two states. Sweden's Arctic

Affairs Ambassador, Bjorn Lyrvall, participated in the Arctic Circle China Forum in 2019 but did not focus 

his remarks on the relationship between Sweden and China. Instead, he confirmed Sweden's ongoing 

commitment to sustainable development as well as its interest in fostering a working relationship 

through polar research.368 This is not a surprise, as Arctic Sweden has multiple climate research stations 

and the state has committed to building a society without net greenhouse emissions by the year 

2050.369 The Swedish Polar Research Secretariat remains the main convening body through which 

Sweden conducts its Arctic science relationships. The body is Sweden's sole member of CNARC. China 

maintains an Arctic satellite facility in the northern Swedish city of Kiruna. The Kiruna North Polar 

Ground Station (CNPGS) is China's first overseas land satellite receiving station and allows China to 
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collect satellite data at twice the rate as previously capable.370 Experts from the Swedish Defense 

Research Agency are weary that this station could potentially be used for military applications in the 

future.371

370 Na, Chen. “China's First Overseas Land Satellite Receiving Station Put into Operation.” Chinese Academy of 
Science. December 16, 2016. Accessed March 5, 2020.
http://english.cas.cn/newsroom/archive/news archive/nu2016/201612/t20161215 172471.shtml.
371 Jama, Sharon and Olofsson, Diana. “Swedish Security Experts: We're too naïve about China.” SVT Nyheter. 
January 15, 2019. Accessed March 5, 2020.
https://www.svt.se/nyheter/utrikes/swedish-security-experts-we-re-too-naive-about-china .
372 The Observatory of Economic Complexity. “Sweden.” Accessed March 5, 2020. 
https://oec.world/en/profile/country/swe/.
Data point from year 2017.
373 Elmer, Keegan. “Tensions between China and Sweden aren't hurting trade, researchers say.” South China 
Morning Post. June 25, 2019. Accessed March 5, 2020.
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3016040/tensions-between-china-and-sweden-arent-  
hurting-trade.
374 Volvo Car Corporation. “This is Volvo.” Accessed March 5, 2020. 
https://www.media.volvocars.com/global/en-gb/corporate/this-is-volvo .
375 Busvine, Douglas. “China's Ant Financial buys small stake in Swedish fintech partner Klarna.” Reuters. March 3, 
2020. Accessed March 5, 2020.
https://www.reuters.com/article/klarna-stake-antfinancial/chinas-ant-financial-buys-small-stake-in-swedish-  
fintech-partner-klarna-idUSL4N2AX1GL.
376 Busvine, Douglas, 2020.

Economically, China is Sweden's largest trading partner in Asia but accounts for only 4.9% of 

Sweden's total export value.372 According to Chinese researchers, trade relations between Sweden and 

China are still strong despite political challenges.373 The popular car brand Volvo, historically associated 

with Sweden, is wholly owned by Zhejiang Geely Holding of China.374 In other business, Swedish financial 

tech company Klarna recently accepted a bid from China's Ant Financial Services Group to buy a small 

stake in the company.375 The application is a “buy now, pay later” feature popular with online shopping 

that is already embedded into China's AliExpress platform, run by the Alibaba group, a known e

commerce conglomerate and affiliate of Ant Financial.376

Despite the economic growth in known areas, such as manufacturing and the financial sector, 

China's other economic stronghold, infrastructure, experiences challenges in Sweden. In 2017, Sunbase 

International Holdings, a consortium of Chinese companies, offered to build a large port in the Swedish 
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municipality of Lysekil.377The project would have been the largest in the Nordic region and linked to 

China's Belt and Road Initiative.378 The project has since been cancelled for a range of reasons, including 

community outcry over the project as well as negative attention in both traditional and social media.379 

Some sources also link the end of the project to the fraying diplomatic relationship between China and 

Sweden.380 In addition, Nordic states have discussed “the Arctic link,” a proposal to connect Sweden, in 

addition to the other Nordic countries, to additional rail infrastructure accessible to China for trade.381

377 Olsson, Jojje. “China's Bid to Build the Largest Port in Scandinavia Raises Security Concerns.” Taiwan Sentinel. 
December 22, 2017.
https://sentinel.tw/china-port-scandinavia-security/ .
378 World Maritime News Staff. “Chinese Investors Drop Plans for Container Port in Sweden.” World Maritime 
News. February 5, 2018. Accessed March 5, 2020.
https://worldmaritimenews.com/archives/242910/chinese-investors-drop-plans-for-container-port-in-sweden/ .
379 Barhanovich, Jody. “Chinese investors cancel plans for massive deep-water port in Sweden.” Institutional 
Investing in Infrastructure. Transaction Memo. February 1, 2018. Accessed March 5, 2020. 
https://irei.com/news/chinese-investors-cancel-plans-massive-deep-water-port-sweden/ .
380 Sengupta, Somini and Myers, Steven Lee. “Latest Arena for China's Growing Global Ambitions: The Arctic.” The 
New York Times. May 24, 2019. Accessed March 5, 2020. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/24/climate/china-arctic.html .
381 Silk Road Briefing. “The Arctic Link: Connecting Norway, Sweden, and Russia to China Trade.” March 15, 2018. 
Accessed March 5, 2020.
https://www.silkroadbriefing.com/news/2018/03/15/arctic-link-connecting-norway-sweden-russia-china-trade/ .
382 Chatterjee, Aneek. “Concepts and Techniques of Foreign Policy,” in International Relations Today. 2nd Ed. 2018. 
https://learning.oreilly.com/library/view/international-relations-  
today/9789353063955/xhtml/chapter004.xhtml#ch4 11.
383 Chatterjee, Aneek. 2018.

Analysis of China-Sweden Relations

Despite political tension, China and Sweden have been able to maintain a relationship through 

economic diplomacy. Economic diplomacy can be defined as “enhancing cooperation with other states 

through increasing trade and commercial relations.”382 This in turn places less emphasis on the direct 

political relationship, avoiding differences, and more emphasis on strengthening relations through 

economic cooperation.383 This is another example of China's soft power approach. On the other hand, it 

is difficult to ignore the examples in both Sweden and Norway where China exhibited a disproportionate 
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political response to an event that led to its decision to disengage diplomatically. China scholar David 

Shambaugh suggested in the mid-1990s that Chinese politicians do not leave their domestic concerns 

behind when engaging in foreign policy but rather allow them to influence external behavior including 

succession politics, systematic fragility, and the devolution of central political control to subnational 

actors or units.384 There are elements of this argument that remain steadfast today, even if only using 

the Swedish case as an example. The behavior of China's Ambassador to Sweden who is overly critical of 

Swedish affairs can be taken as direct evidence of succession politics, whereas much of the commentary 

is relevant to audiences in China as opposed to Sweden. It is also easier for China to remain 

diplomatically anchored in its position regarding Chinese dissidents, such as the case of Gui Minhai than 

to allow civil society a victory, which would destabilize the domestic party system. Sweden and China's 

relationship is strained, particularly in comparison to the other Nordic states. Sweden interprets China's 

actions throughout the narrative as threatening. The relationship is illustrated on the following 

typological Venn diagram.

384 Shambaugh, David. "Containment or engagement of China? Calculating Beijing's responses." International 
security 21, no. 2 (1996): 180-209.

Figure 8 Typological Venn Diagram of the Sweden-China relationship
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4.5 Overview of China-Finland Relations

In stark contrast to the relationship between Sweden and China, the relationship between

Finland and China is described by some as a “model relationship.”385 Historically, Finland was in step 

with its Nordic counterparts, establishing diplomatic relations very early, in 1923, with more formalized 

diplomacy with the People's Republic of China around 1950.386 Unlike other Arctic states, Finland was 

among the few states that never cut diplomatic ties with China during the Cultural Revolution.387 In 

1979, Chinese Premier Geng Biao conducted an official diplomatic visit to Finland, which spurred a 

cooperation agreement covering economic, industrial, scientific, and technological issues.388 This 

cooperation continued throughout the 1980s and 1990s.389 In 2017, Xi Jinping visited Finland for its 

centennial celebration, during which time the two states established a new cooperative partnership.390 

This agreement included important areas of future cooperation in the Arctic marine industry, Arctic 

geology, polar research, environmental protection technology, and shipping and maritime safety.391 The 

success of this plan has evolved into a new action plan from 2019 to 2023, which continues to push 

385 Puranen, Matti. “China-Finland: Beijing's ‘Model Relationship' in Europe?.” The Diplomat. February 29, 2020. 
Accessed March 6, 2020. 
https://thediplomat.com/2020/02/china-finland-beijings-model-relationship-in-europe/.
386 Kallio, Jyrki. “Finland-China relations: Pragmatic cooperation since 1950.” In Mapping Europe-China Relations: A 
Bottom-Up Approach. October 2015.
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/etnc web final 1-1.pdf.
387 Kallio, Jyrki. 2015.
388 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. “China in the Arctic and the Opportunities and Challenges for Chinese-Finnish Arctic Co
operation.” Government Report. February 2019.
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/161371/8-2019-China Arctic andFinland.pdf .
389 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
390 Li, Chen. “Sino-Finnish partnership entering into new era.” China Daily. September 18, 2019. Accessed March 6, 
2020.
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/global/2019-09/18/content 37510735.htm.
391 President of the Republic of Finland. “Joint Declaration between the Republic of Finland and the People's 
Republic of China on Establishing and Promoting the future-oriented new-type cooperative partnership.” Press 
Release. April 5, 2017. Accessed March 6, 2020.
https://www.presidentti.fi/en/news/joint-declaration-between-the-republic-of-finland-and-the-peoples-republic-  
of-china-on-establishing-and-promoting-the-future-oriented-new-type-cooperative-partnership/ .
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forward programs and policies of mutual benefit.392 Overall, the relationship between Finland and China 

is understood to be stable and unproblematic, driven mainly by commercial interests on the Finnish 

side.393

392 Chuyi, Sheng. “Finland takes over EU Presidency, giving priority to trade and investment relations with China.” 
Helsinki Times. October 24, 2019. Accessed March 6, 2020. 
https://www.helsinkitimes.fi/china-news/16875-finland-takes-over-eu-presidency-giving-priority-to-trade-and-  
investment-relations-with-china.html .
393 Kallio, Jyrki. 2015.
394 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
395 Puranen, Matti, 2020.

4.6 Analyzing China-Finland Relations in the Arctic

In Finland's 2013 Arctic Strategy, the government argued that there is a significant value for 

growing bilateral partnerships.394 As an observer to the Arctic Council, it is not an overreach to consider 

China in this context. In their 2019 report, Koivurova et al. explored the potential for Chinese-Finnish 

collaboration in areas of mutual interest in the Arctic including scientific research, bio-refinery and 

biofuel production, tourism, transportation infrastructure, and technology. Finland is much more open 

to accepting China's advances to collaborate in the Arctic in comparison to other Arctic states. Finland is 

a small state and is often at the whim of larger powers. Scholar Matti Puranen argues that this concept 

is referred to as “Finlandization,” where a smaller state submits to the foreign policy requirements of a 

great power in exchange for nominal independence and economic benefits.395 Although this term is 

usually applied in regards to the USSR's power exertion over Finland during the Cold War era, it can also 

be adapted to categorize this relationship. In this regard, Finnish officials are careful to keep its 

partnership with China positive and not cause any diplomatic tension. According to Finland's 

ambassador to China, Jarno Syrjala, China is a critical partner to Finland and the relationship is likely to 

86

https://www.helsinkitimes.fi/china-news/16875-finland-takes-over-eu-presidency-giving-priority-to-trade-and-investment-relations-with-china.html
https://www.helsinkitimes.fi/china-news/16875-finland-takes-over-eu-presidency-giving-priority-to-trade-and-investment-relations-with-china.html


deepen as the two states continue to work together on issues of mutual interest.396 Of additional benefit 

to China is the relationship that Finland maintains with the European Union. According to a press 

briefing from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Chinese Ambassador to Finland has said that 

he “hopes that Finland can contribute to China-EU relations and EU unity and prosperity.”397

396 Jie, Kou. “Finland continues to deepen cooperation with China under new government: Finnish Ambassador.” 
People's Daily Online. December 11, 2019. Accessed March 6, 2020. 
http://en.people.cn/n3/2019/1211/c90000-9639849.html .
397 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. “China can provide broad business opportunities 
for Finland: premier.” Press Brief. January 15, 2019. Accessed March 6, 2020.
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa eng/wjb 663304/zzjg 663340/xos 664404/xwlb 664406/t1629769.shtml.
398 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
399 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
400 “Kaidi.” Accessed March 6, 2020. 
http://www.kaidi.fi/english?locale=fi#kaidi-finland .
401 Hypponen, Mikko. “Importance of Forests and Forestry in Finnish Lapland, Between Northern Timerline and the 
Arctic Circle.” Conference Paper. XII World Forestry Congress. 2003. 
http://www.fao.org/3/XII/0683-A2.htm.
402 “Kaidi.” Accessed March 6, 2020.

Economically speaking, China and Finland have a wealth of bilateral cooperation. Over 400 

Finnish companies are actively working in different sectors across China.398 In the Arctic context, a 

handful of projects and economic priorities continue to receive significant media coverage. This includes 

forestry and bio-production, tourism, and the Arctic Corridor project. Within forestry and bio

production, two projects in Finnish Lapland have direct Chinese investment, including the Kemi biofuel 

project and the Kemijarvi Boreal Bioref Ltd. Project.399 The first project, Kaidi Finland, is a renewable 

energy company planning to build a biofuel refinery in the northern Finnish community of Kemi. Kaidi is 

owned by Chinese Sunshine Kaidi New Energy Group, which is one of the largest bio refinery firms in 

China.400 This project has a lot of long-term sustainable energy potential. Lapland is well-known for its 

forests, which account for 25% of the total forest in Finland.401 According to the Kaidi website, Finland's 

progress and ambitious policy on biofuels makes it an attractive place to invest in for the company.402 

The other bio-production project in Finland that has gained attention for its ties to Chinese business is 
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the Kemijarvi Boreal Bioref Ltd. Project. The attention is due to the 800 million Euro contract awarded to 

China CAMC Engineering Co., Ltd. (CAMCE) to build the bio-refinery including design, supply, 

construction, installation, commission, and operation training.403 According to the CAMCS's press 

release, the project will “drive local employment, promote trade between China and Finland, achieve 

mutual benefits and win-win, and enhance contributions to the Initiative of ‘One Belt, One Road.'”404 For 

the most part, Finnish companies are enjoying the increase investment in the timber industry. However, 

scholars argue that the uptick in forestry projects are damaging for the long-term sustainability of 

Finland's timber industry.405 Researcher Jakob Donner-Amnell at the University of Eastern Finland argues 

that the growth will lead to approximately 11 million cubic meters more extraction of forest land than is 

recommended by Finland's Natural Resources Institute.406 If the projects continue to forge ahead as 

planned, the bio-production sector will pose a long term threat to Finland's ecology and economy.407

403 China CAMC Engineering Co., Ltd. “CAMCE Signed Contract Agreement of Bio-Refinery Project in Finland.” Press 
Release. April 5, 2017. Accessed March 6, 2020.
http://www.camce.com.cn/en/enNews/enEN/201704/t20170406 143669.htm.
404 China CAMC Engineering Co., Ltd. April 5, 2017.
405 YLE News. “Can Finland's forests withstand Chinese-driven growth?” The Barents Observer. March 21, 2019. 
Accessed March 6, 2020.
https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/industry-and-energy/2019/03/can-finlands-forests-withstand-chinese-driven-  
growth.
406 YLE News, 2019.
407 YLE News, 2019.
408 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
409 Komppula, Raija, Henna Konu, and Noora Vikman. "Listening to the sounds of silence: forest-based wellbeing 
tourism in Finland." In Nature tourism, pp. 132-142. Routledge, 2017.

An industry of mutual interest to Chinese investors and Finnish developers is the unique tourism 

market in Lapland. At present, approximately 12 percent of foreign visitors to Lapland are from China.408 

One of the motivating factors of tourists traveling to Finnish Lapland is the abundance of nature 

activities and the perception that Lapland facilitates wellbeing through a connection with the pristine 

northern environment.409 In addition, Chinese media have portrayed Finland as a winter wonderland 
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destination, leading to a sharp increase in the number of young, affluent travelers from China.410 One 

existing barrier to tourism growth in Finland specific to Chinese tourists is the visa requirement, which 

can be a lengthy process.411 In order to alleviate the strain, Embassies in both Helsinki and Beijing have 

opened additional offices with an emphasis on processing visa applications.412

410 Korvenkangas, Heini. "Customer Insight in Tourism Business: Essays on Chinese Travelling to Finland." (2019). 
Retrieved from:
https://www.theseus.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/262597/2019 B 18 SAMK Customer Insight Chinese.pdf?sequ 
ence=1
411 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
412 Business Finland. “Invest in Finland Helps China to Open New Visa Centre in Helsinki.” November 23, 2018. 
Accessed March 6, 2020. Retrieved from: https://www.businessfinland.fi/en/whats-new/cases/2018/invest-in- 
finland/invest-in-finland-helps-china-to-open-new-visa-centre-in-helsinki/ .
413 Arctic Corridor. “Growth through Arctic Resources: A Rising Cross-Border Economic Area.” Accessed March 6, 
2020. Retrieved from: https://arcticcorridor.fi/.
414 Arctic Corridor.
415 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.

The next area of attention is the Arctic Corridor project. According to the proposal website, the 

Arctic Corridor is “a global economic region as well as a transport and development corridor.”413 The 

project is multi-faceted and includes proposed natural resource development including oil and gas, 

Arctic ore fields, and the Northern Sea route, as well as the Arctic railway.414 At present, there are 

several challenges with the actualization of the project including lack of financial viability as well as 

significant pushback from the indigenous peoples of Lapland, the Sami. Another nebulous factor of the 

actualization of the Arctic Corridor is the extent to which China plans future trade volume through the 

Northern Sea Route (NSR) into Northern Europe.415 It is unclear at this time if there would be direct 

involvement or investment from China in the project, or if China is simply investing in other projects 
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surrounding the Arctic Corridor. Figure 9 shows the planned routes included in the proposed Arctic

Corridor.416

416 Arctic Corridor. 
https://arcticcorridor.fi/.
417 FICEA. “FICEA Intro.” Accessed March 6, 2020. 
https://ficea.fi/index.php/en/ficea-en/about-ficea-en .

Figure 9 Map of the proposed Arctic Corridor

In the education sector, China and Finland are, again, strong collaborators. The Finland-China 

Education Association (FICEA) creates opportunities for the government, educational researchers, and 

schools at all levels, including a sister-school program that facilitates education cooperation.417 The 

organization has offices in both Finland and China and promotes cross-cultural educational 

programming. At the University level, Finland and China have in place approximately 54 trade, 
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investment, and intention contracts related to education.418 There are strong institutional linkages, 

including between the Arctic Centre at the University of Lapland and Chinese Institutions with an 

interest in Arctic knowledge building.419 In cultural relations, 2019 saw the Finnish Ministry of Education 

and Culture officially hold the China-Finland Year of Winter Sports, in preparation for Beijing hosting the 

2022 Winter Olympics.420 This ties into future business collaborations as well, with an interest between 

Finnish companies Lappset and Hirsitalot in building future Chinese ski resorts.421

418Arene. “Arene Signed a Cooperation Contract with Chinese Partners.” Accessed March 6, 2020. 
https://www.edunation.co/studyinfinland/blog/finnish-chinese-collaboration-universities-of-applied-sciences/ .
419 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
420 Finland Ministry of Education and Culture. “China-Finland Year of Winter Sports ends but cooperation 
continues.” Press Release. December 3, 2019. Accessed March 6, 2020.
https://minedu.fi/en/article/-/asset publisher/suomi-kiina-talviurheilun-teemavuosi-paattyy-mutta-yhteistyo- 
jatkuu.
421 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
422 Rotaru, Vasile. "The Neo-Finlandization-A Theoretical Review." Analele Universităţii din Oradea. Relaţii 
Internationale şi Studii Europene (RISE) IV Suppl. (2012): 193-202.
423 Rotaru, Vasile, 2012.
424 Trapara, Vladimir. "Finlandizacija kao model neutralnosti malih drzava." Medunarodni problemi 68 (2016): 351
389.
Translated to English through Google Translate - “Finlandization as a model of small-state neutrality.”

China-Finland Analysis

The term “Finlandization” is rooted in the responsiveness of states to the former Soviet Union,

in particular Finland, which was in an awkward situation at the end of World War II.422 During that time, 

Finland did not blossom into an anti-Soviet democracy as many other states did, nor did it fully 

participate in Nordic or European integration. Instead, Finland was a “special case” that sat in a grey 

area between polarized sides, the Soviet East and democratic West.423 As the concept of Finlandization 

has evolved, it now acts as a specific model of small state neutrality.424 In the context of China and 

Finland relations, this concept is applicable. There is a lack of overall alignment of Finland's approach to 

China with the other Nordic states, and the overall relationship is described by many as an ideal
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partnership. Finland has accepted the emergence of China, especially in terms of economic 

development, and has not pushed it away but rather embraced it. Finland, once again, is serving as a 

buffer between a great power, in this instance China, and the rest of the Nordic region, and by extension 

the larger Arctic region.

Koivurova et al. suggest that there are risks for Finland's overall security based on deepening 

interaction between the two states.425 In the Finnish case, China's strategic approach demonstrates 

elements of soft power. As such, countries should be concerned about China's growing leverage based 

on economic power and its ability to influence states in the Arctic, particularly small ones like Finland.426 

Commercial diplomacy, a variant of soft power, is the use of diplomatic means to support commercial 

activities including exports and promotion of foreign direct investment (FDI).427 Although commercial 

partnerships are great for economic growth, should the economies become too intertwined, 

fluctuations in the Chinese economy could be directly tied to the economic health of the Finnish 

economy.428 This narrative shows that Finland views China as an opportunity for growth and have 

demonstrated cooperation throughout the example activities. The typological Venn diagram illustrates 

the Finland-China relationship as both cooperative and opportunistic.

425 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
426 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
427 Naray, Olivier, and Valery Bezenςon. “Management and Business Research on Commercial Diplomacy: 
Examining Trends and Themes.” International Trade Journal 31, no. 4 (July 2017): 332-59. 
doi:10.1080/08853908.2017.1291379.
428 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. 2019.
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4.7 Chapter Summary

The Nordic region does not have a uniform approach to China, nor does China have a uniform 

approach to the Nordics. According to the Institute for Security and Development Policy (ISDP), the 

Nordics diverge on geopolitical approaches, economic approaches, and overall areas of mutual 

interest.429 In order for China to jointly work with the Nordic countries, serious efforts would need to 

take place on both sides to find common ground and move past diplomatic hurdles. The strongest 

China-Nordic relationship is China-Finland, followed by China-Norway and then China-Sweden. Finland 

has a strong relationship with China, demonstrating cooperation across many sectors with hopefulness 

from political leaders about the future of the relationship. Norway's relationship with China is on the 

mend after several years of diplomatic tension. Not surprisingly, the main diplomatic driver for each 

state is business oriented, even in the case of Sweden where political relations are at an all-time low.

429 Institute for Security and Development Policy. “Sino-Nordic Relations: Opportunities and the Way Ahead.” 
Report. 2016.
https://isdp.eu/content/uploads/2016/11/2016-Sino-Nordic-Relations-Opportunities-and-the-Way-Ahead.pdf
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Chapter 5: China and Russia

Introduction

This chapter is the last of the narrative chapters that specifically looks at bilateral relationships 

in the Arctic. It discusses and analyzes the relations between China and Russia. Like the format of the 

previous chapters, I start with a summary of the current political relationship between China and Russia. 

Then, I focus on data related to bilateral agreements, governance, and policy concerns. Following, I 

discuss economic relations including trade information and major Arctic projects in which China is 

involved. Finally, I discuss data on social, cultural, educational, and research topics.

5.1 Overview of China and Russia Relations

Historically, China and the former Soviet Union (USSR) did not cooperate diplomatically. In the

1960s, the two suffered from the “Sino-Soviet ideological dispute,” a disagreement which impacted 

every facet of the relationship between the two states.430 Similar to other states discussed in this thesis, 

the Russia-China relationship suffered during the Cultural Revolution. It was not until the mid-1980s that 

the Soviet Union would start to repair the relationship through diplomatic channels, as a means to 

resolve ongoing border disputes.431 China was, arguably, the hardest foreign policy challenge for Soviet 

leader Gorbachev.432 He worked to end the ideological divide between the two states and formally 

restored diplomatic ties with the Deng-Gorbachev summit in 1989.433 As a result, relations between the 

Soviet Union and China normalized between 1989 and 1991.434

430 Iliev, Andrej, Elena Ivanova, and Drage Petreski. "USSR-China relations in the Cold and Post-Cold war era. 
“Research Gate (2015).
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281271375 USSR-
CHINA RELATIONS IN THE COLD AND POST COLD WAR ERA.
431 Iliev, Andrej, Elena Ivanova, and Drage Petreski. 2015.
432 Segal, Gerald. "The USSR and Asia in 1987: Signs of a Major Effort." Asian Survey 28, no. 1 (1988): 1-9.
433 Menon, Rajan. "The strategic convergence between Russia and China." Survival 39, no. 2 (1997): 101-125.
434 Yeung, Christina, and Nebojsa Bjelakovic. “The Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership: Views from Beijing and 
Moscow.” Journal of Slavic Military Studies23, (2): 243, 2010.
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After the Cold War, relations between China and the Russian Federation became more 

important in the Arctic context. Bertelsen and Gallucci argue that the geopolitical situation, particularly 

the ongoing ideological conflicts among Russia and Western states, pushed Russia and China together in 

areas including technology, resource development, and financial investments.435 The Russian President 

Boris Yeltsin and Chinese President Jiang Zemin met seven times between 1992 and 1999, with bilateral 

relations improving slightly with each diplomatic summit.436 In 1998, discussions between China and 

Russia evolved to include what Prime Minister of China, Li Peng, called an “equal and reliable 

partnership.”437 When President Vladimir Putin rose to power in Russia in 2000, both China and Russia 

maintained positive relations rooted primarily in one another's joint dislike of the United States.438 

Shortly thereafter, the two countries signed the Treaty of Good-Neighborliness and Friendly 

Cooperation. The agreement set out a series of five principles, including mutual respect of state 

sovereignty, mutual non-aggression, mutual non-interference in one another's internal affairs, peaceful 

co-existence, and strategic cooperation.439 The two countries have continued to issue several joint 

statements and declarations over the years, which some scholars argue is due to promoting 

multipolarity in the world.440

435 Bertelsen, Rasmus Gjedss0, and Vincent Gallucci. "The return of China, post-Cold War Russia, and the Arctic: 
Changes on land and at sea." Marine Policy 72, 240-245, 2016.
436 Norling, Nicklas. "China and Russia: partners with tensions." Policy perspectives, 33-48, 2007.
437 Iliev, Andrej, Elena Ivanova, and Drage Petreski. 2015.
438 Korolev, Alexander. "Systemic balancing and regional hedging: China-Russia relations." The Chinese Journal of 
International Politics 9, no. 4, 375-397, 2016.
439 Ministry of Foreign Affairs People's Republic of China. “Treaty of Good Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation 
Between the People's Republic of China and the Russian Federation.” Communique. July 24, 2001. 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa eng/wjdt 665385/2649 665393/t15771.shtml.
440 Korolev, Alexander. 2016.

Scholars spend a significant amount of time studying China's One Belt, One Road initiative or the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The importance of the China-Russia relationship within that vision cannot 

be understated. BRI is the vision of President Xi Jinping, who in 2013 introduced the idea of building a 

“New Silk Road Economic Belt” and a “Maritime Silk Road” during diplomatic discussions with

96

https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/2649_665393/t15771.shtml


Kazakhstan and Indonesia, respectively.441 The plan has since developed to include a range of other 

region specific initiatives, including the Polar Silk Road (PSR). In 2017, two Chinese agencies, the Chinese 

National Development and Reform Commission and the State Oceanic Administration, published a 

report called “Vision for Maritime Cooperation under the BRI” outlining China's vision to create a “blue 

economic passage” through utilization of the Arctic Ocean.442 In this regard, China needs Russia as the 

main geo-strategic partner, with significant control over much of the Northern Sea Route (NSR).

441 Hong, Zhao. "China's one belt one road: An overview of the debate." 2016. 
https://think-asia.org/bitstream/handle/11540/9158/TRS6 16.pdf?sequence=1.
442 Lim, Kong Soon. "China's Arctic Policy & the Polar Silk Road Vision." Arctic Yearbook, 420-36, 2018.
443 Lim, Kong Soon. 2018.
444 Kobzeva, Mariia. “A Framework for Sino-Russian Relations in the Arctic.” The Arctic Institute. May 5, 2020. 
https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/framework-sino-russian-relations-arctic/?cn-reloaded=1 .
445 Tass. “Russia and China are developing a memorandum on joint development of the Arctic.” Tass. May 15,
2018.
https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/5200505 .
446 O'Connor, Tom. “Russia and China seek no ‘military alliance' instead a ‘strategic partnership' of the most 
powerful kind.” Newsweek. December 20, 2019. 
https://www.newsweek.com/russia-china-no-alliance-powerful-partnership-1478556 .

Likewise, the PSR is well aligned with Russia's Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) vision, creating an 

opportunity for what China refers to as “win-win” development.443

5.2 Analyzing China-Russia Relations in the Arctic

According to scholar Mariia Kobzeva, there is a limited historical basis of cooperation in the 

Arctic between China and Russia. However, she argues that strong ties to an equal partnership within 

the guise of development is enough to sustain strong bilateral cooperation in the Arctic.444 In 2018, 

China and Russia met to discuss a joint memorandum on development of the Arctic.445 Just one year 

later, China and Russia committed to a strategic partnership.446 At present, the two states have 

significant national trade numbers. In 2019, exports from Russia to China were approximately USD $56.8 
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billion.447 Both states suggest that a goal of $200 billion in annual bilateral trade is feasible in the near 

future.448 A significant portion of Russia's global trade, roughly 63%, is fuel and energy products.449 As a 

global energy consumer, China is keen to diversify its imports from more politically unstable sources, 

such as the Persian Gulf, in favor of more predictable sources.450 In the Arctic, this notion is visible via 

multiple large-scale development projects such as Yamal LNG and Maritime Arctic Transport LLC.

447 Melkadze, A. “Russia merchandise trade value with China 2007-2019.” Statista. March 2, 2020. Accessed May 7, 
2020.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1003171/russia-value-of-trade-in-goods-with-china/ .
448 Russia Briefing. “Russia-China Bilateral Trade Growing by US $500 Million a Month.” Russia Briefing. September 
9, 2019. Accessed May 7, 2020.
https://www.russia-briefing.com/news/russia-china-bilateral-trade-growing-us-500-million-month.html/ .
449 Trading Economics. “Russia Exports.” Accessed May 7, 2020. 
https://tradingeconomics.com/russia/exports.
450 Downs, Erica S. "Sino-Russian energy relations: An uncertain courtship." The future of China-Russia 
relations, 146-175, 2010.
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/0823 china russia energy downs.pdf
451 Yamal LNG. “Home.” Accessed May 7, 2020.
http://yamallng.ru/en/.
452 Yamal LNG. “About the Project.” Accessed May 7, 2020.
http://yamallng.ru/en/project/about/.
453 Yamal LNG. “About the Project.” Accessed May 7, 2020.
454 Silk Road Fund. “Overview.” Accessed May 7, 2020. 
http://www.silkroadfund.com.cn/enweb/23775/23767/index.html.

The Yamal LNG project is a significant energy resource partnership between Russia and China. 

According to the project website, Yamal LNG is an integrated project including natural gas production, 

liquefaction, and shipping with an overall output capacity around 16.5 million tons per year.451 The 

project itself is a joint venture with the following allocations: NOVATEK (50.1%), TOTAL (20%), CNPC 

(20%), and the Silk Road Fund (9.9%).452 The location of the Yamal Peninsula combined with Russia's 

experience in Arctic operations allows for production of LNG year round to supply both the Asian and 

European markets.453 The partnership on the Chinese side is led by China National Petroleum 

Corporation (CNPC), a state-owned oil and gas corporation and the Silk Road Fund. The Silk Road Fund is 

an investment mechanism established by China's State Administration of Foreign Exchange, the China 

Investment Corporation, China Development Bank, and the Export-Import Bank of China.454 The Yamal
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LNG project helps to fill a growing demand for energy in China.455 The project also pushes the demand 

for using the Northern Sea Route (NSR). During the summer months, LNG can ship to China from the 

Yamal plant in about 18 days.456

455 Schach, Michael, and Reinhard Madlener. "Impacts of an ice-free Northeast Passage on LNG markets and 
geopolitics." Energy policy 122, 438-448, 2018.
456 Schach, Michael, and Reinhard Madlener. 2018.
457 World Maritime News. “China COSCO, Russian Majors Ink Arctic Shipping Deal.” Offshore Energy. June 7, 2019. 
Accessed May 7, 2020.
https://www.offshore-energy.biz/china-cosco-russian-majors-ink-arctic-shipping-deal/ .
458 The Maritime Executive. “Russia and China sign Arctic deal.” June 8, 2019. 
https://maritime-executive.com/article/russia-and-china-sign-arctic-deal .

459 Rodova, Nadia. “Novatek plans to send 80% of future Arctic LNG-2 output to Asia: CEO.” S&P Global. June 7,
2019. Accessed May 7, 2020.
https://www.spglobal.com/platts/en/market-insights/latest-news/natural-gas/060719-novatek-plans-to-send-80-  
of-future-arctic-lng-2-output-to-asia-ceo .
460 Staalesen, Atle. “Norwegian ships accompany Chinese rig to Russian Arctic drill site.” July 16, 2019. Barents 
Observer.
https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/industry-and-energy/2019/07/norwegian-ships-accompany-chinese-rig-  
russian-arctic-drill-site.

Russian shipping company Sovcomflot and China's COSCO shipping, alongside Novatek and the Silk

Road Fund, are the main parties to the Maritime Arctic Transport LLC (MArT) agreement. This 

agreement establishes a long-term partnership between these entities to develop, finance, and 

implement year round shipping for cargo from the Russian Arctic to the Asia-Pacific region.457 The 

venture is set to manage a fleet of Arctic ice-class tanking vessels for current and future Novatek 

projects including Yamal LNG, Arctic LNG 2, and any other LNG development projects along the NSR in 

the future.458 China also has a small stake in the Arctic LNG 2 project of 20%, through CNOOC (10%) and

CNPC (10%). Both the MArT project and Arctic LNG 2 will bolster China's access to reliable LNG resources 

from Russia. According to Novatek, the partnership between Russian and Chinese energy firms is critical 

to understanding the extent of LNG resources in the Russian Arctic. Novatek suggests that as much as 

80% of output from the upcoming Arctic LNG-2 project is destined for Asia.459 Other LNG projects 

include direct offshore drilling for China Oilfield Service Limited (COSL) in the Leningradskoye and 

Rusanvoskoye license areas in the Kara Sea, near the west coast of the Yamal Peninsula.460
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Another important development in the Russian Arctic includes the Polar Silk Road (PSR). In 2015, 

Russian Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Rogozin suggested to Chinese Vice Premier Wang Yang that China 

and Russia co-develop the infrastructure along the Northern Sea Route.461 Russia, over many years, has 

sought cooperation in developing the NSR.462 Perhaps with some encouragement from Russian 

diplomats, in 2017, China's National Development and Reform Commission alongside the State Oceanic 

Administration, which oversees the country's Arctic affairs, published the “Vision for Maritime 

Cooperation” within the auspices of the larger Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).463 This plan codified the 

idea of a Polar Silk Road. Shortly thereafter, in 2018, China released its Arctic Policy white paper, which 

specifically calls for the development of the Polar Silk Road in cooperation with Arctic states.464 

Strategically, China is well positioned to benefit from the joint development of the NSR corridor. China's 

Silk Road Fund investments in projects along the route, including Yamal LNG and MArT, allow it to build 

experience in Arctic infrastructure and technology development with limited risks.465 In terms of 

governance, China is also playing a role by providing hydrographic mapping data along the NSR to aid in 

navigational improvements.466

461 Sun, Yun. “The Northern Sea Route: The Myth of Sino-Russian Cooperation.” Stimson. 2018. 
https://www.stimson.org/wp-content/files/file-attachments/Stimson%20-  
%20The%20Northern%20Sea%20Route%20-%20The%20Myth%20of%20Sino-Russian%20Cooperation.pdf
462 Tillman, Henry, Yang Jian, and Egill Thor Nielsson. “The Polar Silk Road: China's New Frontier of International 
Cooperation.” China Quarterly of International Strategic Studies. 2018: 345-362.
463 Lim, Kong Soon. “China's Arctic Policy & the Polar Silk Road Vision.” Arctic Yearbook. 2018. 
https://arcticyearbook.com/images/yearbook/2018/Scholarly Papers/24 AY2018 Kong.pdf.
464 People's Republic of China, China's Arctic Policy, (Beijing: Xinhua, 2018).
465 Assef, Nicholas. “China's Polar Silk Road: Overview, Challenges & Opportunities.” Research Gate. 2018. 
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nicholas Assef/publication/325324512 China%27s Polar Silk Road Overv 
iew Challenges Opportunities/links/5b05f8a0a6fdcc8c2522a5d3/Chinas-Polar-Silk-Road-Overview-Challenges-  
Opportunities.pdf.
466 Tillman, Henry, Yang Jian, and Egill Thor Nielsson. 2018.

Russia and China established an Arctic research center to conduct joint research in the Far North 

of Russia. The focus of this center is to study mineral and biological resources in a changing 
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ecosystem.467 The agreement is between the Russian Academy of Sciences and the Qingdao National 

Laboratory for Marine Science and Technology in China.468 There are many other existing partnerships 

between different Chinese and Russian academic institutions. In 2016, Harbin Polytechnic University 

(China) and Far Eastern Federal University (Russia) founded the Russian-Chinese Polar Engineering and 

Research Center.469 The two states also regularly interact through multi-lateral institutions including the 

UArctic system and the International Arctic Science Committee (IASC). China's continued investment in 

science and education with Russia is an additional example of how it cultivates soft power in the Arctic.

467 Devyatkin, Pavel. “Russian and Chinese Scientists to Establish Arctic Research Center.” High North News. April 
15, 2019. 
https://www.highnorthnews.com/en/russian-and-chinese-scientists-establish-arctic-research-center .
468 Institute of Oceanography of the Russian Academy of Sciences. “Russia and China will begin joint research in the 
Arctic.” (in Russian) April 10, 2019. 
https://ocean.ru/index.php/novosti-left/novosti-instituta/item/1311-rossiya-i-kitaj-v-arktike .
469 Devyatkin, Pavel. 2019.
470 Wishnick, Elizabeth. “In Search of the ‘Other' in Asia: Russia-China Relations Revisited.” Pacific Review 30, no. 1 
114-32, 2017.
471 Wishnick, Elizabeth. “Sino-Russian Consolidation at a Time of Geopolitical Rivalry.” China Leadership Monitor, 
no. 63 (Spring 2020): 1. 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edb&AN=142664804&site=eds-live.
472 Alexeeva, Olga, and Frederic Lasserre. “The Evolution of Sino-Russian Relations as Seen from Moscow: The 
Limits of Strategic Rapprochement.” China Perspectives, no. 3, 69-77, September 2018.

5.3 Analysis of China-Russia Relations

According to scholar Elizabeth Wishnick, Russia and China are partners of consequence.470 As 

tensions remain high across bilateral relationships with the United States for both China and Russia, a 

consolidation of the Russia-China relationship would seem like a natural response.471 Other Arctic 

scholars have commented on the partnership, noting the complementarity between North-Eastern 

China and the Russian Far East.472 The cooperation between the two is hard to ignore. Russia has 

allowed many of its large-scale projects in the north to include investment and support from Chinese 

partners, as noted by examples earlier in this chapter. Alexeeva and Lasserre suggest that this could also 

101

https://www.highnorthnews.com/en/russian-and-chinese-scientists-establish-arctic-research-center
https://ocean.ru/index.php/novosti-left/novosti-instituta/item/1311-rossiya-i-kitaj-v-arktike
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edb&AN=142664804&site=eds-live


be a result of Russia's worsening relations with the western world and the desire to build an anti

American partnership.473

473 Alexeeva, Olga, and Frederic Lasserre, 2018.
474 Pelaudeix, Cecile. “Along the Road: China in the Arctic.” Connectivity and Security Brief, Institute for Security 
Studies, 2018, Along the Road, 13. hal-01974347.
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01974347/document.
475 Yang, Jian, and Long Zhao. “Opportunities and Challenges of Jointly Building the Polar Silk Road: China's 
Perspective.” Outlines of Global Transformations. 2019.
https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/opportunities-and-challenges-of-jointly-building-of-the-polar-silk-road-china-s-  
perspective/viewer/.
476 Hayden, Craig. The Rhetoric of Soft Power: Public Diplomacy in Global Contexts. Lexington Studies in Political 
Communication. Lanham, Md: Lexington Books, 2012.

China's arrangements with Russia follow its Arctic policy. There are examples of “win-win” development, 

particularly in the energy sector. Russia receives significant investment in long-term infrastructure 

development along the NSR, while China receives access to reliable energy resources. The Polar Silk 

Road is perhaps the most significant infrastructural project the Arctic region has seen in some time.

Some argue that China is leveraging the PSR project to gain a more prominent political position within 

the Arctic region.474 Others suggest that the PSR serves as a pragmatic example of both bilateral 

(China/Russia) and multilateral (China/all Arctic states) cooperation between a non-Arctic state and the 

rest of the stakeholders in the region.475 Similar to examples in previous chapters, China utilizes a soft 

power approach to build favor in the Russian Arctic. This includes significant foreign direct investment in 

Arctic projects and academic/institutional partnerships to build joint knowledge in Arctic affairs. One 

way this has been successful is the framing of the Polar Silk Road as a joint development endeavor. A 

common strategy for China, it seeks to frame its rise in power and prestige through communication and 

symbolism.476 China's relationship with Russia is complicated and, as a result, the typological Venn 

diagram shows the relationship in all the categories.
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Figure 11 Typological Venn Diagram of the Russia-China relationship

5.4 Chapter Summary

Although the positive Russia-China relationship in the Arctic resembles an alliance, this is not the 

case. China is leaning on Russia's Arctic might to gain increased access to the region. At the same time, 

Russia is leaning on China as a partner with a lack of support from the global west. A critical piece of the 

Arctic China-Russia relationship is the development of the Polar Silk Road and related major projects 

including Yamal LNG, Arctic LNG 2, and Maritime Arctic Transport LLC (MArT). Like other bilateral 

arrangements, China employs soft power approaches to create opportunities. China's bilateral 

engagement with Russia in the Arctic is strong. The next chapter discusses China's multilateral 

relationships with the Arctic region via regional institutions.
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Chapter 6: China and Arctic Institutions

Introduction

This chapter explores the relationship that China has with Arctic institutions. Specifically, it 

discusses China's role in the Arctic Council and its involvement in important non-governmental 

organizations focused on the Arctic. This is important to establishing the baseline of China's multilateral 

involvement in the Arctic. The selection of multilateral institutions was based on a range of factors 

including type of institution and number of states involved in the institution. I decided to focus on the 

Arctic Council, University of the Arctic (UArctic), and the Pacific Arctic Group. These bodies were 

selected as each focus on a different specialty and has primary aims in the Arctic. I declined using larger 

bodies, such as the International Maritime Organization (IMO), as it has significant scope outside the 

Arctic context. First, I discuss China's involvement with the Arctic Council and its affiliated working 

groups. Then, I focus on educational cooperation through the UArctic system. Lastly, I discuss China's 

role in Arctic scientific bodies.

6.1 China's relations with the Arctic Council

The Arctic Council was established in 1996 under the Ottawa Declaration. Within the 

Declaration, the Arctic Council is defined as a:

“high-level intergovernmental forum to provide a means for promoting cooperation, 
coordination, and interaction among the Arctic States, with the involvement of the Arctic 
Indigenous communities and other Arctic inhabitants on common Arctic issues; in particular, 
issues of sustainable development and environmental protection in the Arctic.”477 

477 Arctic Council. “History of the Arctic Council.” April 7, 2011. Last Updated June 6, 2018. Accessed February 3, 
2020.
https://arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-us/arctic-council .
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In this regard, the Arctic Council is not an international organization. According to Evan Bloom, during 

the Council's establishment, the Arctic states chose a “forum” to foster informal cooperation without 

binding international regulations, as the format is adequate for the discussion of the regional issues on 

the environment.478 The Arctic Council subsumed an earlier initiative of the Government of Finland 

known as the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS).479 The Arctic Council structure includes 

eight Member States, six Permanent Participants, and 38 observers. The Member States include Canada, 

the Kingdom of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, the Russian Federation, Sweden, and the United 

States of America. The six Permanent Participants include the Aleut International Association (AIA), 

Arctic Athabaskan Council (AAC), Gwich'in Council International (GCI), Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC), 

Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON), and Saami Council (SC). Lastly, there 

are currently 38 observers including 13 non-Arctic states, 13 intergovernmental and inter-parliamentary 

organizations, and 12 non-governmental organizations.480 Only the Member States have voting power, 

but all others, including observers, are authorized to participate in the substantive work of the Arctic 

Council, which generally takes place within six distinct Working Groups: the Arctic Contaminants Action 

Program (ACAP), Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program (AMAP), Conservation of Arctic Flora and 

Fauna (CAFF), Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR), Protection of the Arctic 

Marine Environment (PAME), and Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG).481 The remainder 

of this section will discuss China's bid for observer status in the Arctic Council as well as its current 

participation at the Working Group level.

478 Bloom, Evan T. "Establishment of the Arctic council." American Journal of International Law 93, no. 3, 712-722, 
1999.
479 Haavisto, Pekka. "REVIEW OF THE ARCTIC COUNCIL STRUCTURES. Consultant's Study." 2001. 
https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/bitstream/handle/11374/449/ACSAO-
FI01 6 AC Structure final.pdf?sequence=1.
480 Arctic Council. “Observers.” May 7, 2015. Last Updated January 14, 2020. Accessed February 3, 2020. 
https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/bitstream/handle/11374/449/ACSAO-
FI01 6 AC Structure final.pdf?sequence=1.
481 Arctic Council. “Working Groups.” June 29, 2015. Last Updated September 10, 2015. 
https://arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-us/working-groups .
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China's Bid for Observer Status

Although China cannot be a full member of the Arctic Council, it can participate as an observer. 

There are many compelling reasons why non-Arctic states are interested in having observer status 

within the Arctic Council structure. The decisions made within the Arctic Council structure, even if they 

are not legally binding, have the ability to shape the future of the regional environment and 

stakeholders.482 This includes discussion on climate, resources, science, and environmental 

management. Observer status does not provide much in the way of political power, but it does allow 

countries and organizations with an Arctic interest to attend meetings and propose projects at the 

Working Group level.483 It also requires that the observer accept conditions set out by the Arctic Council. 

They must accept the objectives and work of the Council as defined by the Ottawa declaration, 

recognize Arctic states' sovereignty and sovereign rights, recognize UNCLOS, respect Indigenous 

peoples, demonstrate a political willingness and financial ability to contribute to projects sought by the 

Permanent Participants, and bring Arctic concerns back to global decision making bodies in cooperation 

with Member States and Permanent Participants.484

482 Peimani, Hooman. Energy Security and Geopolitics in the Arctic: Challenges and Opportunities in the 21st 
Century. Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co Pte Ltd, 2013. Accessed February 4, 2020. ProQuest EBook 
Central.
483 Bennett, Mia M. "How China sees the Arctic: Reading between extraregional and intraregional 
narratives." Geopolitics 20, no. 3, 645-668, 2015.
484 Arctic Council. “Observers - Criteria for admitting observers.” May 7, 2015, updated January 14 2020. Accessed 
February 4, 2020.
https://arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-us/arctic-council/observers .
485 Wodiske, Brianna. “Preventing the Melting of the Arctic Council: China as a Permanent Observer and What It 
Means for the Council and the Environment.” 36 Loy. L.A. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 305, 2014. 
http://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/ilr/vol36/iss2/5 .

China's rationale for joining the Arctic Council as an observer has many parts. Primarily, China 

argues that climate change will affect its domestic environment, and as an external actor it should be 

allowed to actively engage in conversations related to climate change in the Arctic.485 The decision to 

apply for observer status was met with skepticism from media around the world. According to Kai Sun, 
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many Chinese commentators argued that the criteria for observership were problematic for China, as 

they required it to recognize territorial and maritime issues that are still in dispute.486 By extension, 

these commentators suggest that observer status in the Arctic Council would set China up for failure, 

providing more obligations than rights with limited prestige.487 Negative media coverage of China's bid 

for observership also perpetuated in the media within Arctic states. In a study of press coverage of 

China's AC observer bid conducted by Steinberg et al., journalists from Arctic Council Member States 

expressed concerns with the inclusion of China as an observer of the Arctic Council, which mainly 

emphasized “hot topics” including China's approaches to natural resources, future opportunities, 

shipping routes, and the challenges related to climate change.488 Regardless, China began collecting 

formalized support in the year leading up to the Arctic Council's consideration of its observer 

application. In a diplomatic visit to Iceland, Sweden, Germany, and Poland in 2012, Chinese Foreign 

Minister Song Tao confirmed Sweden's support for China's bid for permanent observer status.489 This 

took place before the general decline of Sweden/China relations as discussed in Chapter 4. Similarly, 

despite the tension between Norway and China regarding the 2010 Nobel Prize situation, Oslo also 

provided a statement backing China's bid for observer status.490 The only state to vocalize concerns prior 

to the decision on China by the Ministers in Kiruna was Canada, whose Minister expressed that 

expanding the Arctic Council to include large countries could complicate the work of the forum and

486 Sun, Kai. "Beyond the Dragon and the Panda: Understanding China's Engagement in the Arctic." Asia Policy 18, 
no. 1, 46-51, 2014.
487 Sun, Kai, 2014.
488 Steinberg, Philip E., Johanne M. Bruun, and Ingrid A. Medby. "Covering Kiruna: a natural experiment in Arctic 
awareness." Polar Geography 37, no. 4, 273-297, 2014.
489 Bennett, Mia. “China wins Swedish support for Arctic Council permanent observer status.” April 19, 2012. 
Cryopolitics Blog. Accessed February 4, 2020.
http://www.cryopolitics.com/2012/04/19/china-wins-swedish-support-arctic-council-permanent-observer-status/ .
490 Kunnuwong, Sippachai. “Norway supports China's Arctic Council observer status bid.” ScandAsia. January 23, 
2013. Accessed February 4, 2020. 
https://scandasia.com/norway-supports-chinas-arctic-council-observer-status-bid/ .
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diminish the role of the Permanent Participants.491 Despite these reservations, the Member States 

agreed by consensus to accept China as an observer in 2013 during the Kiruna Ministerial meeting.492

491 MacDonald, Alistair. “Arctic Body Comes in From the Cold.” The Wall Street Journal. May 13, 2013. Accessed 
February 4, 2020.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424127887324216004578481292386132004.
492 Myers, Steven Lee. “Arctic Council Adds 6 Nations as Observer States, Including China.” May 15, 2013. The New 
York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/16/world/europe/arctic-council-adds-six-members-including-china.html .
493 Arctic Council. “About ACAP.” August 6, 2015. Accessed February 6, 2020. 
https://arctic-council.org/index.php/en/acap-home .
494 Arctic Council. “About ACAP.” August 6, 2015. Accessed February 6, 2020.
495 Arctic Council. “About ACAP.” August 6, 2015. Accessed February 6, 2020.
496 Arctic Council. “Observer Report - People's Republic of China.” May 31, 2018. Accessed February 6, 2020. 
https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/bitstream/handle/11374/2251/CHINA 2018-05 Review- 
Report.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y .
497 Arctic Council. “Observer Report - People's Republic of China.” May 31, 2018. Accessed February 6, 2020.

China's Role in Arctic Council Working Groups

China has been active in the Arctic Council's Working Groups. Although observers are limited in 

their participation in the formal proceedings of the forum, they can contribute to the work in specified 

ways. The Arctic Contaminants Action Program (ACAP) was established in 2006 to address Arctic 

pollution sources and encourage national actions to reduce emissions and pollution.493 Within ACAP are 

several expert groups focusing on topics such as persistent organic pollutants (POPs), mercury, 

hazardous waste, and short-lived climate pollutants (SLCPs).494 For its 2019-2021 work plan, ACAP is 

completing projects more holistically and considers traditional and local Indigenous knowledge where it 

can.495 According to its 2017-2019 Arctic Observer Report, China actively participates in ACAP and has 

done so since 2013.496 Mr. Meng Fan, associated with the Chinese Research Academy of Environmental 

Sciences, has served as China's main representative for this group, mostly reviewing proposals for 

projects on black carbon and methane research.497 China's participation beyond this report review on 

black carbon and methane is quite limited. A Finnish government report in 2019 argued that China 

should be playing a more important role here, especially given that much of the black carbon that 
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arrives in the Arctic originates in China.498 In its 2016 observer report, China stated it had five experts 

affiliated with the ACAP Working Group.499 However, it was not clear from the report in what capacity 

these experts were involved with ACAP.500

498 Koivurova, Timo, Kauppila, Lisa, Kopra, Sanna, Lanteigne, Marc, Shi, Mingming, Smieszek, Malgorzata (Gosia), 
and Stepien, Adam. “China in the Arctic and the Opportunities and Challenges for Chinese-Finnish Arctic Co
operation.” Government Report. February 2019. 
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/161371/8-2019-China Arctic andFinland.pdf .
499 Arctic Council. “Observer Report - People's Republic of China.” November 25, 2016. Accessed February 6, 2020. 
https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/bitstream/handle/11374/1860/EDOCS-4018-v1-2016-11-
26 China Observer activity report.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y.
500 I did reach out to the ACAP Working Group with a request for additional information on China's involvement 
and did not receive a response.
501 Arctic Council. “Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP).” June 29, 2015. Updated June 19, 2018. 
Accessed February 6, 2020.
https://arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-us/working-groups/amap .
502 Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme. “Minutes of the 30th Meeting of the AMAP Working Group 
Helsinki, Finland; 28 November - 1 December 2016.” Accessed February 6, 2020. 2016. 
https://www.amap.no/documents/download/2867/inline .
503 Arctic Council. “Observer Report - People's Republic of China.” May 31, 2018. Accessed February 6, 2020.

The Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program (AMAP) has a similar mandate to ACAP, 

however it works on a broader range of environmental stressors including POPs, heavy metals, 

radioactivity, acidification and haze, climate change, ozone depletion, human health, and impacts of 

other pollutants on ecosystems and people.501 China is invested in the success of this group in many 

ways. For example, China sent three expert scientists to the 2016 AMAP meeting in Helsinki. During the 

meeting, Lijuan Ma of the National Climate Center of the China Meteorological Administration 

presented on China's contributions to the AMAP Working Group. This included monitoring of high- 

latitude stratospheric processes such as regular status on the polar vortex and the Arctic Oscillation 

Index as well as daily monitoring of sea ice and snow conditions in the Arctic.502 China also highlighted 

the role of Mr. Zhang Dongqi from the Chinese Academy of Meteorological Science who was on the 

review team for the Adaptation Actions for a Changing Arctic Program (AACAP) in early 2016.503 In 

January 2020 at the UArctic International Arctic Winter School in Harbin, China, environmental 

researchers from the Harbin Institute of Technology shared that they actively participate in sharing data 
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with AMAP via Chinese research collaborations in Batagaika, Russia, Villum, Greenland, and Svalbard.504 

China is also involved in the Sustaining Arctic Observing Networks (SAON) project through the Polar 

Research Institute of China (PRIC), which regularly provides important Arctic monitoring data.505

504 Yi-Fan, Li. “Contaminants in Arctic Environment due to long-range transport.” Presentation. January 7, 2020. 
International Arctic Winter School, HIT, winter 2020.
505 Sustaining Arctic Observing Networks. “Partners.” Accessed February 6, 2020. 
https://www.arcticobserving.org/partners.
506 Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna. “About CAFF.” Accessed February 6, 2020. 
https://www.caff.is/about-caff.
507 Koivurova, Timo, et. al, 2019.
508 Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna. “Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative.” Accessed February 6, 2020. 
https://www.caff.is/arctic-migratory-birds-initiative-ambi .
509 Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna. “AMBI Observers.” Accessed February 12, 2020. 
https://www.caff.is/arctic-migratory-birds-initiative-ambi/ambi-observers .
510 Kopra, Sanna. “The Dragon looks to the North: China's growing role in the Arctic.” Blog post. Atlantic 
Community. July 4, 2019. Accessed February 12, 2020. 
https://atlantic-community.org/the-dragon-looks-to-the-north-chinas-growing-role-in-the-arctic/ .

The Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF) Working Group is primarily concerned with 

understanding the biodiversity of the Arctic, and facilitates knowledge-based decision making regarding 

Arctic ecosystems.506 Within the CAFF Working Group, China is invested heavily in the success of the 

Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI), more so than any other Arctic Council Working Group project or 

program.507 AMBI is a specialized project to improve the status and long-term sustainability of Arctic 

breeding migratory birds.508 China is specifically concerned about the East Asian-Australasian Flyway, 

which overlaps a significant amount of China's territory. China has several representatives to the AMBI 

project including individuals from the Chinese National Forestry and Grasslands Administration, National 

Wildlife Research and Development Center, and the National Bird Banding Center.509 Scholars argue that 

the AMBI project is China's highest investment within the Arctic Council structure.510 This is likely 

because China has a direct geographic tie to the East Asian-Australasian Flyway.
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Figure 12 East Asian-Australasian Flyway (from PAME)

Another Working Group that enjoys moderate participation from the Chinese delegation is the 

Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME). The mandate of PAME is to address marine policy 

measures related to sustainable use of the Arctic coast and marine environments, particularly as it 

relates to environmental change and pollution.511 In February 2019, China presented an overview of 

how it could contribute to the work of the PAME Working Group.512 Although there is uncertainty about 

what specific items in the report were discussed, China increased its participation at the second PAME 

meeting, held in September 2019. In total, China had three delegates participate in the PAME II meeting, 

each with a research background from Tongji University, the China First Institute of Oceanography, and 

511 Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment. “About PAME.” Accessed February 12, 2020. 
https://www.pame.is/index.php/shortcode/about-us.
512 Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment. “PAME I - 2019 Working Group Meeting Report.” February 2019. 
Accessed February 12, 2020.
https://www.pame.is/index.php/document-library/pame-reports-new/pame-working-group-meeting-reports/414-  
pame-i-2019-meeting-report/file .
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the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration, respectively.513 According to China's 2018 Observer 

Report, China has presented within PAME several times, including as early as 2016, where Chinese 

researchers provided data on the Arctic Ocean from the Sixth Arctic Scientific Expedition of China.514 

China's steady increase in participation through the PAME Working Group should be viewed favorably 

by Arctic states, as China is increasing its sharing of data from Arctic scientific expeditions. This will only 

improve the overall efforts of the Working Group.

513 Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment. ”PAME II - 2019 Working Group Meeting Report.” September
2019. Accessed February 12, 2020.
https://www.pame.is/index.php/document-library/pame-reports-new/pame-working-group-meeting- 

reports/449-pame-ii-2019-meeting-report/file .
514 Arctic Council. “Observer Report - People's Republic of China.” May 31, 2018.
515 Koivurova, Timo, et. al, 2019.
516 Emergency Prevention, Preparedness, and Response. “Home.” Accessed February 12, 2020. 
https://www.eppr.org/.
517 Koivurova, Timo, et. al, 2019.
518 Sustainable Development Working Group. “SDWG Work Plans.” Accessed February 12, 2020. 
https://www.sdwg.org/activities/sdwg-work-plan/ .

As for the Emergency Prevention, Preparedness, and Response (EPPR) group, China attends the 

Working Group meetings but does not actively participate in any projects.515 The EPPR group is not 

mentioned in China's most recent observer report, nor is it mentioned anywhere on the EPPR Working 

Group's documentation such as the website, strategic plan documents, and work plans.516 Similarly, 

China has not attended or ever engaged with the Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG).517 

There are no mentions of China in any of the SDWG work plans dating from 2013, the year China 

officially joined the Arctic Council as an observer.518

China faces some obvious challenges in the Arctic Council. Observer status limits the role of all 

non-Arctic states and organizations to the Working Groups. While this is a strong tenet to preserve the 

sovereignty of the Arctic states and highlight the voices of the permanent participants, observer status 

places all others in the back of the room with a limited means to influence decisions. China has limited 

itself even more by only choosing to participate in a handful of Working Groups at a substantive level. By 
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ignoring the SDWG altogether, China has weakened the argument within its policy regarding support for 

the people of the Arctic. At the same time, China's choice to participate more strongly in the science

based Working Groups of the Arctic Council bolsters its overall soft power approach using science 

diplomacy as opposed to more direct diplomacy. Babin and Lasserre support this, arguing that China's 

envoys to the Arctic Council Working Groups appear to be mainly from scientific agencies, such as the 

meteorological and oceanographic institutes.519 In contrast, other Asian actors, including Japan, Korea, 

India, and Singapore, send representatives more frequently from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.520

519 Babin, Julie and Frederic Lasserre. 2019. “Asian states at the Arctic Council: perceptions in Western States,” 
Polar Geography, 42:3, 145-159, DOI: 10.1080/1088937X.2019.1578290
520 Babin and Lasserre. 2019.
521 UArctic. “Non-Arctic Member Profiles.” Accessed February 12, 2020. 
https://www.uarctic.org/member-profiles/non-arctic/ .
522 Harbin Engineering University. “News and Information.” Accessed February 12, 2020. 
http://www.hrbeu.edu.cn/.

6.2 China and Multilateral Educational Cooperation in the Arctic

The University of the Arctic, more commonly referred to as UArctic, is the main venue for 

multilateral educational cooperation in the Arctic region. Eleven Chinese institutions participate in 

UArctic, including the Chinese Academy of Meteorological Sciences, Chinese Research Academy of 

Environmental Sciences, Dalian Maritime University, Environment Development Centre - Ministry of 

Environmental Protection, First Institute of Oceanography - Ministry of Natural Resources, Harbin 

Engineering University, Harbin Institute of Technology (HIT), National Marine Environmental Forecasting 

Center, Ocean University of China, Polar Research Institute of China, and the Second Institute of 

Oceanography (State Oceanic Administration).521 Of these institutions, nine are directly affiliated with a 

Chinese state ministry. The two that are not directly affiliated with specific government ministries, the 

Harbin Engineering University and HIT, both have several national laboratories, known as “key 

laboratories.”522
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The Harbin Institute of Technology is the UArctic's most significant partner in China. It is the first 

academic institute in China with a UArctic Regional Center, which specifically supports the engagement 

of UArctic members in China through research and educational activities.523 The UArctic Regional Center 

is also the first one established by a non-Arctic state.524 The UArctic Regional Center at HIT has a wealth 

of resources to support Arctic education. At present, HIT hosts visiting scholars from Arctic universities 

as well as two classes a year in its international Arctic school program, in both summer and winter.525 

The winter 2020 school (IAS-HIT) had 100 student participants, 22 of whom came from Arctic 

countries.526 The majority of the students were studying in Chinese universities but had an interest in 

learning more about the Arctic environment. This program is unique in that it created a new network 

that combines Arctic, non-Arctic, and Chinese scholars around the topic of Arctic environmental 

challenges. Scholar Minna Lakkala argues that there are critical benefits of international schools 

including increased intercultural communication skills, access to expert knowledge networks, and 

oftentimes introduction to new educational approaches that were otherwise inaccessible to students.527 

In the specific instance with IAS-HIT, this activity creates greater access to future meetings or events for 

non-Arctic scholars via new network contacts.

Harbin Institute of Technology. “News.” Accessed February 12, 2020.
http://en.hit.edu.cn/.
523 UArctic. “HIT Polar Academy and UArctic-HIT Training Centre Unveiled.” News. March 8, 2019. 
https://www.uarctic.org/news/2019/3/hit-polar-academy-and-uarctic-hit-training-centre-unveiled .
524 Harbin Institute of Technology.” The Unveiling Ceremony of the Polar Academy, Harbin Institute of Technology 
and the UArctic-HIT Training Center 28 February, 2019.” February 28, 2019. Updated March 11, 2019. 
http://en.hit.edu.cn/news/3220 .
525 UArctic. “International Arctic School - Winter 2020.” News. August 26, 2019. 
https://www.uarctic.org/news/2019/8/international-arctic-school-winter-2020 .
526 Yi-Fan, Li. “Opening Ceremony - International Arctic Winter School, HIT, winter 2020.” Presentation. January 6,
2020.
527 Lakkala, Minna, Liisa Ilomaki, Pauliina Mikkonen, Hanni Muukkonen, and Auli Toom. "Evaluating the 
pedagogical quality of international summer courses in a university program." International Journal of Research 7, 
no. 2, 89-104, 2018.

China is highly connected multilaterally through the UArctic consortium, and as such China has 

capitalized on increasing its cultural soft power through international educational initiatives. These 
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initiatives are critical to China's long-term interests in remaining competitive within the global 

knowledge economy.528 In addition, China emphasizes the importance of student mobility. In a 

statement by the Harbin Institute of Technology, China has established the “China2North” mobility 

program to send Chinese students and teachers to study in the member institutions of the UArctic's 

north2north program.529 Although China is more or less aligned with the values of the UArctic system on 

paper, recall that nine of the eleven Chinese member institutions of UArctic are directly affiliated with 

government agencies. This could be problematic if a ministry decides to take a stronger position on the 

Arctic within education. These institutions would have the power to overtake specific initiatives at will, 

with national level support and oversight, which reflect Chinese government priorities.

528 Gao, Hang and De Wit, Hans. “China and International Student Mobility.” International Higher Education, no. 90 
(2017): 3-5.
529 Zhao, Yijie and Liu, Peixiang. “HIT hosted the Branch Activities of the Arctic Circle China Forum ‘Polar Education 
Cooperation'.” News - HIT. May 15, 2019.
http://en.hit.edu.cn/m/news/3248 .
530 China-Nordic Arctic Research Center. Accessed February 21, 2020.
531 China-Nordic Arctic Research Center. “Symposia.” Accessed February 21, 2020. 
https://www.cnarc.info/symposia.

Additionally, within the educational context, China is highly engaged via the China Nordic Arctic 

Research Center, also known as CNARC. CNARC is open to participation from any Chinese or Nordic 

institution “with capacities to influence and coordinate Arctic research.”530 The organization is a unique 

convener of Nordic and Chinese researchers across disciplines, and it meets yearly around a specialized 

topic related to the Arctic.531 The forum is popular with both Nordic and Chinese researchers, as it 

provides opportunities for increased cooperation.

6.3 China and Asia/Arctic Multilateral Engagement

China is also engaged in the Asian Forum for Polar Sciences (AFoPS) and the Pacific Arctic Group 

(PAG). Both AFoPS and PAG are science based and organized around the regional cooperation of Asian 
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states in a polar setting.532 China uses them as additional support for its multilateral engagement in the 

Arctic. Both AFoPS and PAG provide strong examples of how China collaborates within its own regional 

neighborhood, and beyond, to further Arctic research.

532 AFoPS addresses both Antarctic and Arctic issues and PAG only addresses Arctic issues.
533 Mohan, Rahul, and Clemente Michael Wong Vui Ling. “Preface.” Current Science, Special Section: Asian Forum 
for Polar Sciences (00113891) 115 (9): 1668. 2018.
534 Kim, Yeadong and Jeong, Jihoon. “The development of the Asian Forum for Polar Sciences (AFoPS).” Polar 
Science. 9 (4): 338-344. 2015.
535 Colombo, Andrea. “The Asian Forum for Polar Sciences: An assessment of regional cooperation.” Advances in 
Polar Science. March 2019. 30 (1): 1-10.
http://www.aps-polar.org/paper/2019/30/01/A190320000002/full.
536 “What is PAG?” Accessed February 17, 2020. 
https://pag.arcticportal.org/.
537 “About PAG.” Accessed February 17, 2020. 
https://pag.arcticportal.org/about-pag.

The Asian Forum for Polar Sciences (AFoPS) is a non-governmental organization with six full 

members - China, Japan, Republic of Korea, India, Malaysia, and Thailand - that discuss both Arctic and 

Antarctic scientific research.533 The organization was established in 2004 as a means for improving 

research and information exchange between Asian countries specific to polar research. As it moves into 

the future, researchers Yeadong Kim and Jihoon Jeong argue that AFoPS must evolve to draw more 

attention to the role of non-polar Asian countries within polar sciences.534 Few authors have published 

articles on the role of AFoPS in regional cooperation, and those who have only focus on how the 

organization has helped the Antarctic region.535

The Pacific Arctic Group (PAG) is a group of institutes and individuals having a Pacific 

perspective, in essence those along the Pacific Rim, on Arctic science, organized around four principal 

themes: climate, contaminants, human dimensions, and Arctic ecosystems.536 PAG is a sub-body of the 

International Arctic Science Committee (IASC) and functions as a way for interested institutions and 

individuals to plan, coordinate, and collaborate on Arctic science activities of mutual interest.537 The 

group is not limited to countries in the Asian bloc but rather is a grouping of self-identified institutions 

and individuals revolving around Pacific based Arctic science. According to Grebmeier and Maslowski, 
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the work by PAG is critical to understanding the extent of Arctic change, which is currently studied by 

interested countries through modeling in multiple scientific disciplines.538 China is a strong collaborator 

within PAG, hosting the first conference in 2008 and regularly contributing data to PAG scientists from 

its China National Arctic Research Expeditions (CHINARE).539

538 Grebmeier, Jacqueline M., and Wieslaw Maslowski. "The Pacific Arctic Region." Ecosystem Status and Trends in 
a Rapidly Changing Environment, 2014.
539 Grebmeier, Jacqueline M., and Wieslaw Maslowski. 2014.
540 Davidson, William D. and Joseph V. Montville. “Foreign Policy According to Freud.” Foreign Policy 45, 145-57, 
1981-1982.
Bertelsen, Rasmus Gjedss0, and Li Xing. "Chinese Arctic science diplomacy: an instrument for achieving the Chinese 
Dream?." In Global Challenges in the Arctic Region, pp. 452-470. Routledge, 2016.
541 Bertelsen, Rasmus Gjedss0, and Li Xing, 2016.
542 Graczyk, Piotr, and Timo Koivurova. "A new era in the Arctic Council's external relations? Broader consequences 
of the Nuuk observer rules for Arctic governance." Polar Record 50, no. 3, 225-236, 2014.

These multilateral scientific activities can be understood as “track 2 diplomacy” as defined by

Davidson and Montville and as science diplomacy by Bertelsen, Xing, and Gregersen.540 Although there is 

not a singular accepted definition of science diplomacy, Bertelsen et al. use the Royal Society and 

American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) definition, which refers to the role of 

science in three tiers: informing foreign policy through scientific advice, facilitating international science 

cooperation, and using science cooperation to improve the relationship between countries.541 In this 

regard, the PAG serves as a tool for all three tiers of science diplomacy for China. AFoPS also functions as 

a science diplomacy tool for China but to a much smaller extent in the Arctic.

6.4 China and Arctic Institutions Analysis

China's role in the Arctic Council is limited by design of the eight Arctic states in the roles of 

observers. Koivurova and Graczyk describe this as a purposeful attempt for the Arctic 8 to allow 

observers to follow the majority of the Arctic Council's work while still leaving themselves discretion to 

determine the overall activities of observers.542 By extension, the Arctic 8 have provided more room for 

observers to contribute via the Working Groups. In this way, the intentions and interests of observers 
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would likely be revealed through the work in which they participate.543 The Arctic Council Member 

States have also introduced measures to monitor the funding that each body within the Arctic Council 

receives including limitations on what percentage of projects can be funded by observer states.544 

Wodiske suggests that this mechanism is important because most Asian states, China included, are not 

worried about how to receive funding for Arctic projects but rather how to spend available funds.545 For 

the Arctic states, it is important to keep observers in check and not allow them to overly influence the 

agenda of any particular Working Group or project. In addition, Kluth and Lynggaard argue that overall 

acceptance of China within the Arctic Council structure was a critical decision by the Arctic 8, as it 

enmeshes China into the liberal Arctic order.546 As the Arctic continues its inevitable development, 

observer status acts as a kind of insurance policy that China will respect the sovereignty of the Arctic 

states.

543 Graczyk, Piotr, and Timo Koivurova. 2014.
544 Arctic Council Secretariat. “Arctic Council funding: An overview.” Arctic Council SAO plenary meeting (eDocs 
code: ACSAOUS202) 16-17 March 2016, Fairbanks, Alaska.
https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/bitstream/handle/11374/1721/EDOCS-3199-v4-
ACSAOUS202 Fairbanks 2016 5-1 Arctic-Council-funding-an-overview.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y .
545 Wodiske, Brianna. “Preventing the Melting of the Arctic Council: China as a Permanent Observer and What It 
Means for the Council and the Environment.” Loyola of Los Angeles International & Comparative Law Review 36 
(2): 305-30, 2014.
546 Kluth, Michael, and Kennet Lynggaard. “Small State Strategies in Emerging Regional Governance Structures: 
Explaining the Danish Advocacy for China's Inclusion in the Arctic Council.” European Politics & Society 19 (1): 103
19,2018. doi:10.1080/23745118.2017.1347597.

As with the other multilateral institutions in the Arctic discussed in this chapter, China is 

strategically positioned to create and maintain in-roads with many countries through soft power 

mechanisms. In China's overarching Arctic policy, this is akin to its “win-win” approach that it applies to 

all its interests in the region. With the UArctic consortium, China uses cultural diplomacy as a soft power 

tool, supporting the overall collaboration of Arctic and non-Arctic countries and hosting international 

students in China through annual short-term study programs focused on topics of mutual interest 

between China and Arctic States. Similarly, as discussed earlier in the chapter, China's engagement in 
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Arctic science cooperation can also be categorized as a soft power approach, dubbed science diplomacy.

Some examples discussed throughout this chapter are shown below in the multilateral institution's 

typological Venn diagram. Each multilateral body leans heavily towards cooperation. UArctic also falls 

within the realm of opportunity, as the body is quick to allow China to participate and fund various 

activities.

Figure 13 Typological Venn Diagram of the Arctic-China multilateral relationships

6.5 Chapter Summary

China is actively engaged multilaterally in the Arctic; however, its participation is limited to areas 

where it is comfortable exerting some level of control. For example, China is not as active in the Arctic 

Council and related Working Groups as it is in other multilateral mechanisms explored in this chapter, 

such as UArctic or the Pacific Arctic Group. The key components of China's integration multilaterally are 

soft power mechanisms, such as cultural and science diplomacy. China actively seeks situations where it 
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has more input and receives benefits in what is has often called “win-win” scenarios. In this manner, it 

can be understood that while China is engaged multilaterally, it is not as aggressive in pursuing its 

national interests, as is sometimes the case in bilateral relations. The strongest components of China's 

multilateral approach are its demonstrated Arctic science cooperation and education cooperation. The 

weakest components are China's direct diplomacy and governance, such as engagement with the Arctic 

Council. There is significant room for improvement in this area. For example, China could engage with 

the other Arctic Council Working Groups that it is absent from and make a better effort to engage with 

the Permanent Participants, as other observers do. As such, it is evident that China spends more effort 

on bilateral relations with individual Arctic states as opposed to multilateral Arctic initiatives.
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Chapter 7: Findings and Conclusion

Introduction

This chapter reviews the preliminary findings from each chapter and presents thematic analysis, 

key research takeaways, and implications for future research on the broader topic of China in the Arctic. 

How is China integrating into the Arctic, and how do Arctic states view China's integration? To answer 

this question, I provide a review of the preliminary thematic findings from each chapter and discuss the 

scale of China's integration through the lens of threat, opportunity, cooperation, and competition. Next, 

I present answers to this question in the form of thematic discussions. The first discussion describes the 

dynamic of integration through a comparison of bilateral and multilateral factors. The second discussion 

focuses on the role of power for China in the Arctic context with consideration of soft power. After 

outlining the key takeaways, I conclude with a brief discussion of how this research can inform future 

research questions.

7.1 Review of Preliminary Findings

This section reviews the preliminary findings presented in the previous chapters of this thesis. 

The format will be a summary paragraph for each chapter. Following this section is additional thematic 

discussion and key takeaways.

China and North America

Chapter 2 analyzed China's relationship with Canada and with the United States. Canada and the 

United States have challenging relationships with China in the Arctic, which stem from their overall 

bilateral relations in other areas of the globe. Canada and China continue to collaborate in the energy
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sector, particularly with oil and gas development. They also have a controversial project with China's 

telecommunications giant Huawei to increase connectivity for residents of the Canadian Arctic. For the 

United States, the past several years focuses a spotlight on poor trade relations, including in the 

American Arctic with the State of Alaska. Although there is hope for a rebound in outbound trade, 

Alaska's long-awaited LNG partnership has deteriorated under Alaska's current leadership. Alaska has 

also lost significant state revenue from declining seafood sales because of poor relations between the 

United States and China. Both Canada and the US engage in exchanges with China via institutional 

engagements in academia and research. These partnerships have continued steadily despite lackluster 

relations. Canada has more extensive academic exchanges and institutional partnerships, but it also has 

a more robust network of institutions which it considers to be Arctic. Alaska has a smaller university 

infrastructure in comparison to Canada, which could account for the lower amount of data on Arctic 

partnerships for the United States in an academic context. China has engaged both Canada and Alaska in 

formalization and increased marketing of tourism activities, something that China highlights in its Arctic 

policy as a strategic priority. The United States continues to treat China as a threat and competitor. The 

United States only cooperates in areas of mutual benefit, such as academia. Canada is more likely to 

cooperate with China but does also see it at times as a threat, which is influenced by Canada's close 

relationship with the United States.

China and the North Atlantic

Chapter 3 analyzed China's relationship with the North Atlantic region, including Iceland and 

Greenland, with consideration given to the Kingdom of Denmark and the Faroe Islands. In the North 

Atlantic, China enacts a small state strategy, with an emphasis on creating diplomatic rifts. One example 

is China's desire to develop minerals in Greenland with less regard for the position of the Kingdom of 

Denmark. This strategy was also prevalent regarding the Faroe Islands and discussions on 
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telecommunications infrastructure through Chinese company Huawei. In the Icelandic case, China is 

invested in diverse sectors and maintains a favorable status through an FTA. The Kingdom of Denmark is 

in an awkward position. On one hand, it seeks favorable treatment and investments from China itself, 

while on the other hand it discourages China's involvement in Greenland. The North Atlantic region is a 

strong example of how China engages small states in the Arctic. Iceland and China are cooperative. Both 

China and Iceland drive the cooperation. Iceland acts opportunistically as a small state to create 

monumental gains through globalization, while China benefits from having a strong partner in the Arctic. 

Greenland views China as an opportunity, however it faces internal challenges from the Kingdom of 

Denmark. The North Atlantic area is a favorable place for China to continue to work on Arctic issues 

with Iceland and Greenland.

China and the Nordic States

Chapter 4 analyzed China's relationship with the Nordic states, including Norway, Sweden, and 

Finland. Each state has a different approach to relations with China, and each of the bilateral 

relationships is different. The Institute for Security and Development Policy (ISDP) aptly summarizes that 

the Nordics diverge on geopolitical approaches, economic approaches, and overall areas of mutual 

interest when it comes to China.547 The strongest relationship in this region is between China and 

Finland. This relationship demonstrates cooperation across many sectors with hopefulness from political 

leaders about the future. The most challenged relationship is between China and Sweden. Although 

Norway and China have experienced some political tension in the past decade, each is working to re

kindle the relationship. The main diplomatic driver between each Nordic state and China is economic 

development. Norway is willing to cooperate with China after years of political tension, and now views 

547 Institute for Security and Development Policy. “Sino-Nordic Relations: Opportunities and the Way Ahead.” 
Report. 2016.
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the relationship with China as an opportunity to move ahead with Arctic development. Similarly, Finland 

views China's integration into the Arctic as an opportunity. Sweden departs from the Nordic group, 

viewing China as competitive and threatening.

China and Russia

Chapter 5 analyzed China's relationship with Russia. China and Russia are in a long-term 

strategic partnership, marked by cooperation in many economic sectors. China is leaning on Russia's 

Arctic capacity to increase its access to the region. At the same time, Russia uses China as a partner for 

development of its own interests due to a lack of support from the global west. The most important 

factors of the China-Russia relationship in the Arctic is the development of the Polar Silk Road and 

related major projects including Yamal LNG, Arctic LNG 2, and Maritime Arctic Transport LLC (MArT). 

China's bilateral engagement with Russia in the Arctic is very strong. China often uses this relationship as 

an example of how it can positively engage in “win-win” Arctic affairs. Russia acknowledges that China is 

a threat in the Arctic, but Russia is willing to cooperate with it to meet its own needs. This is a case 

where the tone shifts among threat, opportunity, cooperation, and competition based on the specifics 

of the activity at hand.

China and Multilateral Institutions

Chapter 6 analyzed China's relationship with the major multilateral institutions in the Arctic.

China is engaged multilaterally in the Arctic, but its participation is limited to areas where it is 

organizationally able to exert some level of control. For example, China is not as active in the Arctic 

Council and related Working Groups in comparison to smaller institutions such as UArctic or the Pacific 

Arctic Group. This is likely because China has less influence through the Arctic Council with strict rules 

and regulations for Observers. In bodies with less control over non-Arctic entities, such as UArctic, China 
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has a larger capacity to influence the agenda. Key components of China's multilateral approach are soft 

power mechanisms, including science diplomacy. In the multilateral setting, China is less aggressive in 

promoting its national interests. This behavior is seen more in China's bilateral relations. China's 

weakest areas for multilateral cooperation are direct diplomacy and governance, such as engagement 

with the Arctic Council. There is significant room for improvement in this area. To do so, China should 

consider engaging with the other Arctic Council Working Groups where it is notably absent. This chapter 

demonstrated that China spends more effort on bilateral relations with individual Arctic states as 

opposed to multilateral Arctic initiatives. This is also discussed in more detail shortly under Discussion 1 

in Section 7.2. China engages the multilateral instructions in the Arctic in a cooperative way. It uses its 

position within multilateral institutions to create opportunities for itself. Likewise, it has not created any 

major issues, by threat or competition, within the multi-lateral institutions of the Arctic and continues to 

adhere to the status quo.

7.2 Thematic Discussion

The thematic discussion follows three paths of inquiry. The first compares China's efforts in 

bilateral relations and multilateral relations in the Arctic. The second discusses China's actions within 

each relationship in the context of soft power.

Discussion 1: China's bilateral relations versus its multilateral relations in the Arctic

Within the international relations discipline, bilateralism refers to arrangements between two 

parties, whereas multilateralism refers to arrangements between three or more parties.548 In the 

548 Leiper, Nicholas. “Unilateralism, bilateralism, and multilateralism: What are they? How are they different?. Blog 
Post. The Parliamentary Centre. 2019.
https://engageparl.org/blog/news feed/unilateralism-bilateralism-and-multilateralism-what-are-they-how-are- 
they-different.
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context of this thesis, bilateral relations are the relationships discussed between China and an Arctic 

state, and multilateral relations are the relationships discussed between China and the various 

institutions of the Arctic, as presented in Chapter 6. This approach focuses on quantity in that it is 

defined by the number of states or actors involved in a given situation.549 However, to make it more 

robust for discussion, I also consider what scholars refer to as quality variables of both bilateral and 

multilateral international relations. In bilateral relations, quality is defined by preferential treatment by 

states in the relationship as well as shifts in goals and priorities by either state.550 In multilateralism, 

quality variables are defined by Ruggie as indivisibility, the generalized organizing principle, and diffuse 

reciprocity.551 In summary, bilateral approaches explore how states can amend international standards 

by mutual agreement or disagreement, and multilateral approaches explore how norms and rules can 

maintain a predictable and stable political environment.552

549 Tago, Atsushi. “Multilateralism, bilateralism, and unilateralism in Foreign Policy.” Oxford Research Encyclopedia, 
politics. August 2017.
https://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-449.
550 Blum, G. “Bilateralism, multilateralism, and the architecture of international law.” Harvard International Law 
Journal, 49, 323-379, 2008.
551 Ruggie, J. G. (Ed.). Multilateralism matters: The theory and praxis on an international form. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1993.
552 Tago, Atsushi. 2017.

Each Arctic state has its own complex and unique relationship with China, as discussed in the 

previous chapters of this thesis. It seems that no two bilateral relationships between an Arctic state and 

China are the same. I have concluded based on this alone that bilateral relationships between China and 

each individual Arctic state are not uniform, and this requires additional discussion. There are examples 

of relationships that experience preferential treatment as well as examples within those relationships 

where states have changed their goals and priorities to appease the other state. For example, the China 

and Iceland relationship is full of success stories on both sides. During the Icelandic bank collapse in the 

late 2000s, China was quick to come to Iceland's aid, which resulted in an FTA between the two states.
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Since this time, no other Arctic state has finalized a free trade agreement with China. Song and Yuan 

have argued that China is taking advantage of small states through an FTA strategy, which for some time 

had only focused on the Asia-Pacific region but has since expanded to include other small states around 

the world.553 Iceland also receives benefits that otherwise would be a challenge for the state on its own. 

Consider the China-Iceland Aurora Observatory (CIAO), the highly visible joint research collaboration 

between two government-sponsored research bodies, RANNIS and PRIC. Without China's investment 

and commitment to such a project, it is unlikely Iceland would have adopted the project on its own. It 

also boosts the ability for both states to engage in the Arctic science arena.

553 Song, Guoyou, and Wen Jin Yuan. "China's Free Trade Agreement Strategies." The Washington Quarterly 35, no. 
4, 107-119. 2012.
554 Daiss, Tim. “Is this the end of Alaska's LNG Ambitions?” OilPrice.com. March 5, 2019. 
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Natural-Gas/Is-This-The-End-For-Alaskas-LNG-Ambitions.html .
555 Osborne, James. “As Trump spars with China, future of huge market for U.S. energy falls into doubt.” Houston 
Chronicle. August 12, 2019.
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/business/energy/article/As-Trump-spars-with-China-future-of-huge-market-  
14298316.php.

In contrast, China's bilateral relationship with the United States has suffered in recent years.

Although the relationship directly with Alaska has not seen the change as dramatically, relations have 

taken a downturn. In terms of understanding quality in this bilateral relationship, there is a significant 

decline in both preferential treatment and goals and priorities. Under the State of Alaska administration 

of Governor Bill Walker (2014-2018), China experienced significant gains in preferential treatment from 

Alaska. Then Governor Walker led a trade mission to Beijing and the Alaska Gasline Development 

Corporation (AGDC) signed a $43 billion dollar agreement to develop the AK LNG pipeline.554 Shortly 

thereafter, with the ongoing trade tension between China and the United States as well as a new 

Alaskan administration, the LNG deal was not renewed.555 This demonstrated how quickly the 

relationship between the United States, in particular Alaska, and China could sour. In the time since, 

small-scale efforts have been made to maintain the relationship at lower institutional levels, such as 
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within research and academia. However, neither side is excited over the opportunities for relationship 

improvement.

The last aspect of bilateral relationships that bears discussion is the idea of strategic 

partnerships. According to China's Foreign Minister Wang Yi, building a partnership is a “distinctive 

feature of Chinese diplomacy.”556 The concept of strategic partnerships gained attention specific to 

China around 2014. This is when President Xi Jinping called on China to make more friends in order to 

“develop a distinctive diplomatic approach benefitting its role of a major power.”557 There is an entire 

body of literature dedicated to China's diplomatic approach using strategic partnerships, which many 

scholars have called “partnership diplomacy.”558 In the Arctic, the most important strategic partnership 

for China is Russia. As discussed in Chapter 5, China and Russia established a strategic partnership in 

1998. 559 When President Vladimir Putin rose to power in Russia in 2000, both China and Russia 

maintained their strategic partnership.560 This is evidenced by the signing of the Treaty of Good

Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation, which established the five key principles including mutual 

respect of state sovereignty, non-aggression, non-interference in internal affairs, peaceful co-existence, 

and strategic cooperation.561 The partnership has since flourished to include the Polar Silk Road (PSR) 

initiative and simultaneous development of maritime infrastructure along the NSR. China's strategic 

approach through partnership diplomacy can only benefit it long-term with Russia, as Russia is arguably 

one of the biggest players in the Arctic context.

556 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China. “2014 in Review: A Successful Year for China's 
Diplomacy.” December 25, 2014.
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa eng/zxxx 662805/t1222886.shtml.
557 Stiver, Georg. “China's Partnership Diplomacy: International Alignment Based on Interests or Ideology”, The 
Chinese Journal of International Politics, Volume 10, Issue 1, Spring, Pages 31-65. 2017.
558 Strüver, Georg. 2017.
559 Iliev, Andrej, Elena Ivanova, and Drage Petreski. 2015.
560 Korolev, Alexander. "Systemic balancing and regional hedging: China-Russia relations." The Chinese Journal of 
International Politics 9, no. 4, 375-397, 2016.
561 Ministry of Foreign Affairs People's Republic of China. “Treaty of Good Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation 
Between the People's Republic of China and the Russian Federation.” Communique. July 24, 2001. 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa eng/wjdt 665385/2649 665393/t15771.shtml.
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China's multilateral engagement with Arctic institutions, including the Arctic Council, is less 

active in comparison to its bilateral engagement, with few exceptions. The norms of the Arctic, as set by 

the Arctic states and the Permanent Participants, are defined within the Arctic Council structure, even 

though it is not an intergovernmental organization. The decision for the Arctic 8 to accept China into the 

forum as an observer is explainable by the desire of the Arctic states to “socialize” China to the regional 

norms. According to IR scholars, socialization happens when states are included in dense networks of 

transnational or international relations that can shape a state's perception and role within the world.562 

Had they not accepted China as an observer, it is possible that China would have continued to operate 

bilaterally with Arctic states, with limited oversight from the collective Arctic 8. But since China is an 

observer, there is a higher expectation that they will follow the existing norms of the Arctic. According 

to IR scholars Kastner, Pearson, and Rector China usually respects multilateral arrangements when its 

other options (either bilateralism or unilateralism) are unavailable or relatively poor.563 In the case of the 

Arctic, this may help explain why China is not more invested in the activities of the Arctic Council. Based 

on the data presented in this thesis, China has multiple bilateral relationships in the Arctic that are 

positive and flourishing. However, the expectation of the Arctic states is that China will be involved in 

the Arctic Council and other regional organizations, even at the bare minimum level, if it intends to work 

and operate in the Arctic region. As such, China does engage both bilaterally and multilaterally in the 

Arctic, however bilateral relations provide a greater opportunity for China to integrate and influence the 

activities of the region. On the next page, you can see the full scope of China's bilateral and multilateral 

relationships on the typological Venn diagram.

562 Wang, Hongying. "Multilateralism in Chinese foreign policy: the limits of socialization." Asian Survey 40, no. 3, 
475-491, 2000.
563 Kastner, Scott L., Pearson, Margaret M., Rector, Chad. China's Strategic Multilateralism: Investing in Global 
Governance. Singapore: Cambridge University Press, 2019.
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Discussion 2: China's use of soft and sharp power in the Arctic

China uses power to enhance its overall strategic advantages around the world. Power in 

international relations as defined by Joseph Nye is “one's ability to effect the behavior of others to get 

what one wants.”564 The first focus is on soft power, as there are many examples of China exhibiting this 

approach throughout the narratives. Soft power is “the ability to obtain preferred outcomes through 

attractions.”565 This behavior often manifests through familiar mechanisms such as cultural events, 

academic exchanges, broadcasting/media, research and humanitarian aid.566 China's soft power 

564 Nye, Joseph S. "Get Smart: Combining Hard and Soft Power." Foreign Affairs 88, no. 4, 160-63, 2009. Accessed 
May 17, 2020.
www.jstor.org/stable/20699631 .
565 Nye, Joseph S., 2009.
566 Vuving, Alexander. “How Soft Power Works.” Report. Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies. 2009. 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract id=1466220#references-widget.
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approach in the Arctic falls into several of these categories. One form is soft power that is widespread 

across the Arctic context scientific cooperation, which is referred to throughout this thesis as science 

diplomacy. Scholars have documented China's use of science diplomacy in the Arctic for the past 

decade. This is evidenced through several examples throughout this thesis including small- and large- 

scale expedition activities, joint research institutes, such as CNARC, and joint research stations, such as 

the CIAO station in Iceland. In addition to science diplomacy, China also engages in soft power through 

academic exchanges. This is exhibited, for instance, with direct partnerships between Chinese 

institutions and universities across the Arctic. China has amplified this approach by joining the University 

of the Arctic (UArctic) system with several research bodies as discussed in Chapter 6.

By extension, a fair number of Arctic states have allowed their universities to create direct 

partnerships with Chinese academic institutions through institutional agreements or memorandums of 

understanding (MOUs). Although these are, for the most part, not legally binding documents, it does 

create a system where Chinese academics and their institutions receive preferential treatment by Arctic 

universities. Lastly, China has used business deals to create opportunities through commercial 

diplomacy. Not all the business deals among China and Arctic states fall within this category, but many 

of them do. For example, China and Alaska have grown their relationship primarily through positive 

trade relations. Until this year, the annual China-Alaska business conference provided the opportunity 

for business leaders from both areas to discuss the deepening of economic partnerships.567 Soft power 

is arguably China's most extensive use of power in the Arctic. This approach lends it regional influence 

with most of the Arctic states. It is also popular for China because it is more in line with regional norms 

and expectations of state behavior and less likely to draw criticism.

567 Consulate General of The People's Republic of China in San Francisco. “The 11th Alaska-China Business 
Conference Concluded in Anchorage.” News. February 2, 2018. 
http://www.chinaconsulatesf.org/eng/lqyw/t1531209.htm.
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The second approach China utilizes is sharp power. Oftentimes, sharp power is used to project 

influence in order to limit free expression, spread confusion, or distort the political environment of a 

target state or territory.568 Although this type of power can manifest in nearly any political structure, it is 

most often seen from authoritarian states targeting democracies.569 In the Arctic context, there are 

several examples of this approach to revisit from earlier chapters. First, the instance of the Norwegian 

Nobel Committee awarding the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize to Liu Xiaobo. As stated previously, the award of 

the prize to a Chinese dissident marked the beginning of six years of “frozen” diplomatic relations 

between Norway and China. The Chinese government used media in an attempt to shame Norway for 

awarding the prize to Xiaobo and, as a result, China tightened internal control on access to 

information.570 The resulting economic and diplomatic fallout was catastrophic for the China-Norway 

dynamic. Kolstad notes that Norway lost approximately $125 million USD in export revenue from China 

in the three years immediately following the award.571 More alarming is that Norway started to agree 

more frequently with the Chinese government within the auspices of the UN Human Rights Council, and 

voting with China on resolutions increased dramatically.572 As such, this data suggests that China's sharp 

power approach was successful, in that it was able to use economic sanctions to pull Norway's foreign 

policy position further away from its traditional stance on human rights. Similar arguments can be made 

in consideration of China's relationship with Sweden as a result the case of Gui Minhai discussed in 

Chapter 4. China and Sweden's diplomatic relationship quickly deteriorated after this case, and it 

continues to suffer as a result. China's sharp power approach in Sweden is the use of its Ambassador, 

Mr. Gui Congyou, to denounce the free press and public figures in Sweden on a regular basis without 

568 Walker, Christopher, 2018.
569 Walker, Christopher, 2018.
570 Xu, Beina, and Eleanor Albert. "Media censorship in China," Council on Foreign Relations 25, 243, 2014.
571 Kolstad, 2019.
572 Kolstad, 2019.
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regard to consequences.573 Another unique application of China's sharp power is the case of the 5G 

network in the Faroe Islands and Huawei's telecommunications infrastructure. Although there are 

conflicting accounts from media sources, reputable sources state that China's ambassador to Denmark 

threatened to end discussions on a Faroe Island/China trade deal if the Faroe Islands decided not to sign 

a 5G development contract with Huawei.574 Each of these instances indicates that China achieved a 

favorable outcome for itself by exerting pressure through sharp power to reach its goal.

573 The Economist, 2020.
574 Doffman, Zak. “China Just Crossed a Dangerous New Line for Huawei: ‘There will be consequences.” Forbes. 
December 16, 2019.
https://www.forbes.com/sites/zakdoffman/2019/12/16/china-just-crossed-a-dangerous-new-line-for-huawei-  
there-will-be-consequences/#4f45ee3175a3.

7.3 Key Takeaways and Broader Impacts

This section summarizes the key takeaways and broader impacts from this thesis. At the most 

basic level of IR analysis based on data of China's activity in the Arctic, I determined that China prefers to 

act bilaterally with Arctic states more often then it chooses to act multilaterally. China does have a 

multilateral presence, as this is one of the key expected norms of involvement in Arctic affairs. However, 

when given the option, China executes its Arctic strategy through bilateral arrangements. This can be 

seen in the limited role that China chooses to have within the Arctic Council structure as opposed to the 

number of activities that it executes in bilateral arrangements. This is not a significant preference, as 

China would likely be more engaged multi-laterally if given the option, but it is a demonstrated 

preference based on frequency of activities.

China uses different types of power in the Arctic but favors the use of soft power. This approach 

allows China to integrate into multiple areas of Arctic affairs, without sounding the alarm to Arctic states 

that they are over-involved. This can be seen throughout the Arctic, in all states, with its depth of 

participation in the academic sector. This is also noticeable within the UArctic system.
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China's significant presence and volume of activities in the Arctic can be used as an argument for 

re-framing discussions within Arctic literature. For decades, scholars have argued that the Arctic is an 

exceptional region that is functionally unique from the rest of the globe.575 I argue that China challenges 

that notion directly. China's ability to influence individual Arctic states and significantly impact the 

future footprint of the region, such as with the Polar Silk Road, demonstrates that the Arctic region can 

be utilized for outside state gain just as easily as any other region of the world. Although the Arctic has a 

“uniqueness” in the Arctic Council structure, China has demonstrated that it does not have to be fully 

engaged in the work of the Council in order to gain favor with Arctic states or execute its Arctic strategy. 

In this way, China is a disruptor to the framework we have traditionally used to define the Arctic region.

Exner-Pirot, Heather, and Robert W. Murray, 2017.

Future research on the role of China in the Arctic is certainly needed. China continues to mystify 

Arctic scholars and functional leadership in the Arctic alike. What are the long-term impacts of China's 

involvement in the development of the Arctic region? Can we finally move away from the idea of Arctic 

exceptionalism? Should we use the Arctic as a case study for China's use of differing types of power to 

meet its long-term strategic goals? And should we consider China a part of the Arctic as opposed to its 

own definition of a “near Arctic” state? Scholars may also consider expanding this topic to include 

comparative research between China's approach in the Arctic region and other regions of the world.

7.4 Conclusion

This thesis adds to the dialogue of China's role in the Arctic and provides a rationale for 

understanding China's integration into Arctic Affairs. Through content analysis, I created narratives that 

illustrated the complex relationships that China has with each Arctic state and with the major Arctic 

institutions. China is a major global power, whose interest in the Arctic should draw more critical attention 

from scholars. This research highlights the perception of the A8 of China's integration, from threat and 

575
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opportunity to cooperation and competition. My hope is that other scholars pick up this work and 

continue to research the role of China in other regions of the world, beyond the Arctic. This thesis has 

created a qualitative data set that can add to the existing literature of China in the Arctic and provide a 

baseline for future research on non-Arctic states in Arctic international relations.
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