
 
 

               

                

                  

                      

                                           
    

  

 

  



 
 

 
 

 

  



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Doctoral Programme in International Studies 

 

 

 
 

FINAL DISSERTATION 

 

The Actorness of  

the European Union  

in Arctic Policymaking 
 

 
 

Ph.D. Candidate 

Mario Giagnorio  

Student number: 219542 

 

Supervisor:  

Prof. Anna Casaglia 

Co-supervisor: 

Prof. Marc Lanteigne 

 

 

 
XXXVI Cohort 2020-2023 

 

 

Thesis submitted to the School of International Studies, University of Trento,  

in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in 

International Studies 



 
 

 
 

Cover image generated with Canva - Generatore Immagini AI 

( https://www.canva.com/it_it/generatore-immagini-ai/ ) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contents on this dissertation are licensed under a Creative Common Attribution 

Non-Commercial – No Derivatives 

4.0 International License, except for the parts already published by other publishers. 

 

 

University of Trento 

School of International Studies 

https://www.sis.unitn.it/  

via Tommaso Gar, 14 I-38122 Trento  

sis@sis.unitn.it 

https://www.canva.com/it_it/generatore-immagini-ai/
https://www.sis.unitn.it/


 
 

i 

 

 

Abstract 

 

No longer a distant frontier, the Arctic has become a space of concerns and 

opportunities for the people living in the region, as well as for external actors, due to 

climate change and increasing possibilities to further exploit Arctic resources. The EU 

is present in the region through its Arctic Council Member States, namely Sweden, 

Finland, and the Kingdom of Denmark (by virtue of Greenland and the Faroe Islands). 

However, the EU often appears to struggle to achieve the necessary legitimacy, 

identity, and strategies to be accepted as a credible Arctic actor. 

By combining the international relations theories of constructivism and critical 

geopolitics, this dissertation investigates the EU’s ‘actorness’, defined as an actor’s 

capacity to imagine its own and others’ roles in a policy context. Furthermore, this 

research proposes a revised use of the concept of actorness as a tool to understand the 

formulation of foreign policies, rather than their impact or effectiveness. Through 

extensive document analysis and the conduction of qualitative interviews, this study 

sheds light on how the actorness of the EU Commission, the EU Parliament, the 

Council of the European Union, and the EU Arctic Member States coherently 

constructs the EU’s capabilities to participate in Arctic governance, highlighting the 

convergence or divergence of their Arctic policies. 

This dissertation’s results show that the EU’s limited role is coherent with its 

Arctic Member States’ support for intergovernmental governance, and with the 

contradictory goals that all of them share – such as balance between environmental 

protection, exploitation of energy resources, and Indigenous Peoples’ rights. These 
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conclusions suggest that Arctic governance is a complex matter for both the EU 

Institutions and the Arctic Member States, whose primary responsibility for the 

region’s welfare also suffers from fragmented visions of their roles in, and objectives 

for, the Arctic.  
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Preface 

The Actorness of the European Union in Arctic politics   

 

As the global climate changes, politics needs to adapt to the new environment. The 

Arctic is one of the regions most visibly affected by ongoing environmental 

transformations, becoming a symbol of the global consequences of the impact of 

human activities on the planet’s climate. The Arctic is warming faster than the rest of 

the world, contributing to rising sea levels and increased greenhouse gases in the 

atmosphere. Partially because of this phenomenon, the Arctic has shifted from a 

peripheral region to an area of economic opportunities, with states, international 

organisations, and private actors interested in energy resources, but also in the control 

over strategic sea routes. The Arctic has thus far experienced a period of peaceful 

cooperation that began at the end of the Cold War, with regional fora such as the Arctic 

Council promoting research, environmental monitoring, and search and rescue 

coordination. However, the full Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has drastically 

altered the relationships between Russia and the other Arctic states – the Kingdom of 

Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Norway, Iceland, Canada, and the United States. The 

European Union (EU) recognises the various strategic elements on the region, 

including climate change but also the Arctic as and economic and geopolitical arena. 

Therefore, the EU aims not to be a passive spectator but to influence the complex 

governance of the region, which encompasses several states and a wide range of issues. 

The EU presents itself as an Arctic actor and geopolitical power (EU 

Commission 2021), trying to create an Arctic identity beneficial to itself but also 
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accepted by Arctic and non-Arctic actors.  Yet, International Relations (IR) scholars 

might not agree on what being an actor means, both in ontological (what is an actor?) 

and evaluative (how to study an actor?) terms. Traditionally, IR scholars have focused 

more on systemic analyses, where the structure of the international community – 

represented by power relations built upon material and ideological factors – explains 

the actors’ behaviour. Within systemic analyses, IR scholars explain actors’ behaviour, 

success, and failures with reference to the distribution of capabilities and actors’ 

compliance with the established order of the international community. 

However, as will become clearer in the following chapters, the study of foreign 

policies’ effectiveness presents theoretical and methodological problems. The 

explanatory and predictive powers of systemic analyses are limited by elements such 

as multi-causality, or simply by the unintended consequences of (hopefully rational) 

actions. In the chaotic world of international politics, what is visible and investigable 

is actors’ behaviour, how they justify it, and how they evaluate the course of their 

policies – not the structure of the international community. These considerations lead 

to a focus on policymaking and the actors’ cognition, rather than on the international 

system. 

Within the domain of IR, theorists have often traditionally studied international 

affairs from a state-centric approach, placing them to the core of theories, models, and 

analyses – not without contestations. State-centric IR theorists justified their choice 

because only states wield the sovereign power necessary to produce foreign policies, 

which are assumed to be reproduced within international and non-state organisations 

(as far as great powers are concerned). At first glance, the legal structure of the EU 

might endorse such an assumption, since the EU’s foreign policy has remained 

intergovernmental – and the EU’s Arctic policy falls under the EU’s foreign policy.  
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Yet, IR scholars have also started to acknowledge that international 

organisations can influence power over states’ decision-making processes and their 

behaviour, by virtue of their resources as well as on the grounds of their own values. 

Indeed, the EU can influence the course of Arctic politics through its Cohesion Policy, 

which concerns regional development, and frameworks such as the Northern 

Dimension policy, which promotes international cooperation in areas that go beyond 

traditional foreign policies such as military security. Starting from this perspective, the 

question to answer is not whether the EU is an international actor or not – at least, not 

anymore – but what the EU institutions and the Arctic member states (Denmark, 

Finland, and Sweden) expect the EU to do in the Arctic, and at what level Arctic 

governance should take place – local, state, EU, or regional. 

It is difficult to identify what ‘goods’ the EU is seeking in the Arctic, and what 

‘goods’ it can provide which others cannot. Perhaps the question should be reframed 

to focus first on what the Arctic means to the EU, and only then on what the EU aspires 

to achieve in the region. Consequently, this dissertation centres on investigating the 

EU’s actorness, rather than its capacity to pursue effective policies – being 

effectiveness the result of the interaction between actors and their environment, more 

than a property of policymaking per se (Klose 2018).  In the context of this research, 

actorness indicates the actor’s capacity to imagine its own and others’ roles in 

managing political issues. In the specific case of the EU, investigating actorness means 

not only to understand how the EU institutions (the Commission, the Parliament, or 

the Council) constructs its role and aspirations, but also if other institutions and 

Member States ascribe to the EU a similar or different role. Accordingly, the study of 

actorness addresses the main problem of the EU’s foreign policy, i.e. if and how the 

EU can speak as a “single voice” (Macaj and Nicolaïdis 2014) despite its shortcomings 
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and structural difficulties – an issue also examined by other IR and EU integration 

theories.   

This dissertation aims to contribute to IR and Arctic studies in two ways. First, 

it conceptualises actorness as a tool for foreign policy analysis – most suitable in 

interpretivist IR studies – where the study of actors’ views, values, and identities is 

placed at the centre of the investigation. As a concept, actorness was traditionally 

linked to the construction of actors’ capabilities, as well as to the impact they have on 

other actors’ behaviours. By drawing from IR constructivist theories, this dissertation 

strengthens the application of actorness to foreign policy analysis and actor-centred IR 

studies. Second, this research aims to integrate the different readings of the EU’s 

behaviour as an Arctic actor. Like the concept of actorness, the study of the EU’s 

Arctic policy has often been conducted through similar but theoretically fragmented 

perspectives – arguably, the theoretical and methodological issues concerning 

actorness studies have hindered the possibility of integrating the different approaches 

to the EU’s actorness in general, and to the EU’s Arctic policy in particular. 

This dissertation integrates different approaches to actorness by highlighting 

their shared theoretical homogeneity, particularly the constructivist and interpretivist 

ontology that underpins both actorness studies and the literature about the EU’s Arctic 

policy. The results show that, through theoretical criticism, it is possible to formulate 

a concept and model of actorness that overcomes significant weaknesses in actorness 

studies: namely, theoretical and empirical fragmentation, and disengagement with IR 

theories. This issue is particularly relevant for EU studies, where scholars have often 

embraced the rhetoric of the EU’s sui generis nature to circumvent theoretical 

problems and comparisons with other political entities. The trade-off, however, is the 

emphasis placed on actors at the expense of systemic analyses. To further strengthen 
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the chosen actor-centred approach, this dissertation draws from Critical Geopolitics, 

which focuses on how actors construct their relationship with their environment and 

understand the environment itself, thereby justifying their aspirations, goals, and roles. 

Focusing on foreign policy analyses, this research goes beyond the view of 

states and political entities as ‘black boxes,’ a perspective usually adopted in systemic, 

deterministic IR studies. By combining the views of the EU institutions, the Arctic 

member states, and local actors (cities, involved in the EU’s policies), this dissertation 

aims to offer a more comprehensive understanding of how the relationships between 

these actors impact the actorness of the EU as a whole. Through the analysis of 

documents and interviews, the dissertation provides a historically informed picture of 

how the EU’s actors have interacted, what they have aimed to pursue, and why Arctic 

policies present constitutive obstacles to integration and effectiveness at both the state 

and EU levels. 

This dissertation is divided into seven chapters which can be grouped into two 

main parts. The first chapter introduces the readers to the background against which 

the EU has started to formulate its own policy for the Arctic, the meaning and 

contribution of critical geopolitics to understanding Arctic politics, and the research 

question and hypothesis that this dissertation answers. The second chapter offers an 

extensive literature review of IR theories, actorness studies, and how they combine 

into the study of Arctic politics. The third chapter presents the core of the research, i.e. 

the revision of the concept of actorness from an explicit, actor-centred constructivist 

perspective; it also provides a detailed explanation of otherwise ambiguous concepts, 

such as imagination. The fourth chapter deals with the methodology adopted for the 

investigation, and the benefits and limits of the chosen approach to study actorness and 

the EU’s Arctic policy – the case study. 
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As far as applying the concept of actorness is concerned, the fifth and sixth 

chapters focus on the two main periods of the EU’s Arctic policy, the time between 

2008 and 2015, and between 2016 and 2021 respectively. This division not only 

enables in-depth studies, but also comparisons between periods when the EU’s Arctic 

actors have developed, changed, and deepened the understanding of their roles in the 

region – highlighting the common denominator of actors’ cognition, worldviews, and 

agency, as shown in the seventh chapter. The final section concludes the dissertation 

with more articulated considerations about the results of the research, how actor-

centred constructivism strengthens actorness studies, and how actorness can better 

contribute to IR studies as a tool for foreign policy analysis. 
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Chapter I 

The European Union as an Arctic actor: 

Theoretical puzzles and political challenges 

 

1.1 The history of the EU’s engagement in the Arctic 

This dissertation investigates how the EU has constructed its policy for the Arctic 

region, a region that “has not achieved a prominent place on the EU’s both domestic 

and foreign policy table over the last two decades” (Raspotnik and Stępień 2020, 138), 

despite the transformation of the Arctic from a peripheral region to an area of economic 

opportunities and environmental concerns. By studying the construction of the EU’s 

policy for the Arctic, this thesis deepens the knowledge about the EU’s construction 

of its role in the region as an Arctic actor, and why the policy for the Arctic seems to 

be secondary. This chapter provides a historical overview of the EU’s policy for the 

Arctic, and it illustrates the complex characteristics of the region though geopolitics. 

Most importantly, the chapter sets the rationale for the investigation and highlights the 

research gaps that this dissertation aims to fill.   

As Andreas Raspotnik and Adam Stępień observe, the EU and many of its 

Member States have a considerable history in the Arctic, which covers a period longer 

than twenty years – even with reference to the date of their article. The EU started its 

engagement in the Arctic region between the late 1990s and early 2000s, when the EU 

and the Arctic countries initiated a process of cooperation meant to reduce the tensions 

that characterised the region during Cold War. In 1993, the European Arctic States and 
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the European Commission began to cooperate in the Barents region, establishing the 

Barents Euro-Arctic Council (intergovernmental) and the Barents Regional Council 

(regional). In the same year, the European Parliament also became a member of the 

Conference of Arctic Parliamentarians (CPAR), whose Standing Committee promoted 

the formation of the Arctic Council, established in 1996 and which has been the main 

forum for Arctic politics up to now. The Arctic Council enabled cooperation and 

coordination among the Arctic countries – Canada, the Kingdom of Denmark, Finland, 

Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United States.  

Despite its intergovernmental structure, the Arctic Council is open to 

cooperation with non-state actors, particularly the Arctic Indigenous Peoples. The 

Arctic Council has welcomed non-Arctic states as observers (such as Italy, Germany, 

and South Korea among others) and, with regards to the EU, the Arctic States adopted 

the 2002 Barrow Declaration, which reads: ''[The Arctic Council n]ote[s] with 

appreciation the interest of the European Union in activities of the Arctic Council and 

look forward to cooperating with the European Commission on matters related to the 

Arctic and the European Union’s Northern Dimension'' (Arctic Council 2002, p. 8). 

By the end of the decade, and more precisely in 2008, the EU released its first 

Communication about the Arctic region. Scholars and researchers consider 2008 as the 

watershed of the EU’s engagement in the Arctic, since “it was not until the 

commission's communication on ‘The European Union and the Arctic region’ that the 

contours of systematic and coordinated strategy on the Arctic started to emerge” 

(Weber and Romanyshyn 2011, 852).  

Against the expectations of the early years of Arctic cooperation, the EU 

Institutions and the Arctic States started to show different ideas about regulating 

activities in the region of the region. For example, the Arctic States became sceptical 
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about the EU’s role in the region after the European Parliament’s proposal for an Arctic 

Treaty, or the EU 2009 regulation on seal products. Canada and Russia rejected the 

EU’s application, but Canada stopped vetoing the application after the World Trade 

Organisation’s ruling in the case back in 2014 and after the completion of the EU-

Canada Comprehensive Trade and Economic Agreement (Garcés de Los Fayos 2015). 

However, Russia stopped the application in response to the EU’s sanctions adopted 

after Russia invaded and annexed the Crimean Peninsula, further delaying the approval 

– since unanimity is necessary for applications.  

It must be noticed that the EU has acted as an ad hoc observer for the Arctic 

Council in several occasions over the years, which resulted in a close cooperation with, 

and participation in, the activities of the Working Groups. The deterioration of the EU-

Russia relations and the outbreak of the Russian war against Ukraine have made the 

EU’s accession impossible for the next years – as well as the accession of new states 

as observers. It is not sure when, how, or if the Arctic States will overcome the impasse 

within the Arctic Council, given the impossibility to predict how long the war will last 

and what the relations between the North-Atlantic cluster and Russia will look like in 

the aftermath. 

In 2012, the EU released a second Communication “[setting] out the case for 

increased EU engagement in Arctic issues” (EC 2012, 2). At the same time, the EU’s 

Arctic Member States did not remain passive. Njord Wegge stressed the role played 

by the Swedish Council presidency in defining the role of the EU for the region, in 

accordance with the Arctic Council and its interest in preserving the main role of the 

Arctic States (Wegge 2012, 22-8). At the same time, other scholars have also noticed 

that the EU Arctic Member States “kept the EU at arm’s length in all discussions,” 

(Pieper et al. 2011, 241) in the early stages of the EU’s involvement in the region. 
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Matters slightly changed after the annexation of Crimea in 2014, which led the 

Member States (and not only the Arctic ones) to support the development of a common 

strategy for the Arctic (Riddervold and Mai’a 2019, 56).   

Yet, this close cooperation did not solve another problematic feature of the 

EU’s policy for the region, i.e. its fragmentation. Indeed, in 2016, The European 

Commission released a third communication promising An Integrated European 

Union Policy for the Arctic1. However, scholars noted that the EU’s policy might be 

more integrated than the previous one only from a supranational perspective: little 

attention was paid to the Arctic policies and initiatives of the Member States, including 

the non-Arctic ones,2 (Stępień and Raspotnik 2016, 443). By the end of 2021, the 

Commission published the latest communication aiming to strengthen the EU’s 

external diplomacy in the Arctic, marking a new step towards its Arctic actorness with 

more divisive, ambitious goals – such as the suspension of extractive activities in the 

Arctic. Such a choice indicates contradictions, explained in the following chapters, as 

well as divisions among the Arctic States: Norway has always opposed any action 

aiming to limit or stop extractive activities, while Finland backed the EU’s position in 

its 2021 strategy for the Arctic. Nevertheless, problem of the EU’s fragmented, 

ambiguous policy for the Arctic region remains. As Andreas Raspotnik and Adam 

Stępień observe, “no single Arctic strategy has been developed that would 

 
1 The problem of fragmented policies was not new. In 2007, the European Commission released a 

Communication about an Integrated Maritime Policy. In the document, the Commission mentioned the 

Arctic just to remark on the extension of Europe’s coastline, and to foreshadow the release of the 

Commission’s report on the Arctic Ocean. However, the Staff Working Document anticipated more 

information about the Commission’s vision for the Arctic. More specifically, the document reads that 

“[t]he diversity of the issues raised relating to the Arctic Ocean make [sic] requires an integrated, cross-

sectoral approach for the report” (Commission Staff 2007b, §7.3). 

 
2 Indeed, France, Germany, Italy, Poland, Spain and the Netherlands have also produced their own 

strategies for the Arctic, being they also observers at the Arctic Council. The Czech Republic, Estonia, 

and Ireland had also applied for the observer status – but any decision has been delayed after the pause 

of the Arctic Council and the suspension of the cooperation with Russia, whose approval is necessary 

for the success of the application. 
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comprehensively guide EU Arctic action in all regionally relevant sectors and boost 

regional awareness in the centres of European power,” (Raspotnik and Stępień 2020, 

140), even after the 2021 Communication. 

 

 

 

  

EU Institution Document and date of release 

European Parliament Resolution on Arctic Governance (2008) 

European Commission Communication on The European Union and the Arctic 

Region (2008) 

Council of the European Union Conclusions on Arctic Issues (2009) 

European Parliament Resolution on A Sustainable EU Policy for the High 

North (2011) 

European Commission and High 

Representative of the EU 

Joint Communication on Developing a European Union 

Policy towards the Arctic Region: Progress since 2008 

and Next Steps (2012) 

European Parliament Resolution on the EU strategy for the Arctic (2014) 

Council of the European Union Conclusions on Developing a European Union Policy 

towards the Arctic Region (2014) 

European Commission and High 

Representative of the EU 

Joint Communication on An Integrated European Union 

Policy for the Arctic (2016) 
 

Council of the European Union Conclusions on the Arctic (2016) 

European Parliament Resolution on An Integrated EU Policy for the Arctic 

(2017) 

Council of the European Union Conclusion on the EU Arctic policy (2019) 

European Parliament Resolution on the Arctic: opportunities, concerns and 

security challenges (2021) 

European Commission and High 

Representative of the EU 

Joint Communication on A stronger EU engagement for 

a peaceful, sustainable and prosperous Arctic (2021) 

Table 1.1 The EU’s policy for the Arctic Region: a chronological overview 
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1.2 Revisiting actorness: research questions and hypothesis 

Through the lens of actorness, this dissertation examines whether the EU institutions 

and its Arctic Member States share a common understanding of the EU’s role in the 

region or not, through the analysis of their policies and strategies for the Arctic. Then, 

it investigates how the ideas about the EU’s role have shaped the EU’s policy for the 

Arctic. While the EU is considered to be an Arctic actor through geographical position 

and political influence, less attention has been paid to the essential traits of actors, i.e. 

their agency. By doing so, this dissertation sheds light on the EU’s actorness, meaning 

the “entity’s capacity to imagine and realise roles for its sense of ‘self’ in (specific 

contexts of) international affairs” (Klose 2018, 1148). The assumption underpinning 

this research rests in the tradition of foreign policy analysis, which builds upon the 

idea that everything “that occurs between nations and across nations is grounded in 

human decision makers acting singly or in groups” (Hudson 2005, 1). Consequently, 

investigating the views of the EU institutions and the Arctic Member States is 

necessary to identify the causes behind the alleged weakness and marginality of the 

EU’s policy for the Arctic region.  

Usually, scholars have described ‘actorness’ as the expression of those features that 

lend the status of actor to an entity (Drieskens 2017, 1537). Such a definition is far 

from being exhaustive, since it depends on the very idea of political actors and 

theoretical frameworks that researchers adopt – as shown in the second chapter. 

Actorness has usually been defined in one of four ways: presence, which is understood 

as how the actor is perceived by third parties; coherence, which involves values, 

procedures and outcomes; consistency among policies; or capability, which focuses on 

the actor’s instruments to purse objectives (Rhinard and Sjöstedt 2019, 7). Most of 

these criteria are present in the concept of actorness proposed by Bretherton and 
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Vogler, which they develop in their monograph The European Union as a global actor 

(Bretherton and Vogler 1999, 2006) and through their studies of EU external policies 

(Bretherton and Vogler 2013).  

 

 

 

  

Fig. 1.2a The Arctic Region Defined by the Arctic Council Working Groups 

Source: Arctic Centre, University of Lapland 
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However, as observed by Drieskens (2017), actorness studies have lacked 

theoretical unity and produced fragmented research agendas and findings, and studies 

about the EU as an arctic actor are not an exception, as detailed in the review of the 

literature. Scholars also disagree on the problems affecting actorness studies. Some 

argue that further research is needed with regards to empirical applications of the 

concept. Scholars have called for a “more (systematic) analysis of actorness itself 

[since] it remains empirically underexplored” (Niemann and Bretherton 2013, 264). 

At the same time, others observe that studies on actorness “seem principally driven by 

empirics rather than theory. As a result, some kind of cottage industry has flourished 

around actorness, generating a multitude and variety of criteria and frameworks” 

(Drieskens 2017, 1537). This study of the EU’s actorness in Arctic politics aims to 

combine both theoretical developments and direct application of the concept of 

actorness. 

This dissertation will adopt, and further develop, Bretherton and Vogler’s 

model, being the one that better lends itself to actor-centred studies of foreign policies 

on the ground of its constructivist theoretical underpinning. Bretherton and Vogler 

articulate their conceptualization according to a threefold scheme: opportunity, 

presence, and capability. Opportunity is related to the external environment and its role 

in constraining or enabling the pursuit of goals in relation to third parties’ expectations. 

Presence means the ability to exert influence in the external environment, 

unintentionally (as the result of being). Finally, capability consists in the ability to 

capitalize on presence or respond to opportunity, and it is defined as the internal 

dimension of external actions (Bretherton and Vogler 1999, 5; 2006, 24-9). However, 

the two authors never explain what actorness is besides the combination of the three 

cornerstones, which they never employ analytically or systematically (Wolf 2008, 
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213). If so, actorness might be equated to capability. Considering their understanding 

of capability, an analytical model of EU actorness should appear as follows: 

EU actorness, represented by its capability, depends on how it 

capitalises on: 

(a) opportunity 

(b) presence 

In order to employ the concept of actorness in a more analytical and complete fashion, 

I consider actorness as a manifestation of agency rather than one of the cornerstones. 

I start from Stephan Klose’s aforementioned definition of actorness as “an entity’s 

capacity to imagine and realise roles for its sense of ‘self’ in (specific contexts of) 

international affairs”, a capacity that hinges upon internal and external sets of 

expectations about roles, creative actions, social and material resources (Klose 2018, 

1148). Then, I consider Bretherton and Vogler’s definition of capability as the actor’s 

ability to capitalise on presence or respond to opportunity. Consequently, the model 

changes into the following: 

EU collective actorness, i.e. its capacity to imagine and realise roles 

for itself manifested through its capability, depends on: 

(a) opportunity  

(b) presence 

According to Bretherton and Vogler and Klose’s definitions, capability is the only 

subjective element referring to the actor considered or studied. The concept of 

opportunity in particular is structuralist in nature, assuming the international system to 

be the independent variable explaining the EU’s behaviour in international politics. 

The concept of presence has been interpreted from a legalistic and bureaucratic 
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perspective. This mixture of structuralist and actor-centred can be explained in the 

light of the debate within constructivist schools that dominated the field when 

Bretherton and Vogler published their work, as explained in the second and third 

chapters. However, I argue that their attempt to create an over-comprehensive model 

stretching from structural and agent-based theories makes it difficult to apply in 

analytical fashion, as well as being the result of theoretical ambiguity – as illustrated 

in the next chapters.  

 

  

Fig. 1.2b: Map of the Arctic Administrative Areas. Arctic Centre, University of 

Lapland.  

Credit for the border data: Runfola D, Anderson A, Baier H, Crittenden M, Dowker E, 

Fuhrig S, et al. (2020) geoBoundaries: A global database of political administrative 

boundaries. PLoS ONE 15(4): e0231866. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0231866 
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To make the model better suited for foreign policy analysis, I propose to make 

the other two cornerstones as subjective as capability is, to show how actors can 

capitalise on opportunity and presence in a theoretically consistent fashion, 

highlighting the role of agency in the analysis of the EU’s policy for the Arctic. To 

make opportunity and presence more actor-centred and related to the chosen actor, this 

dissertation combines them with concepts borrowed from critical geopolitics, i.e. 

positioning and scale respectively. As further deepened in the dedicated theoretical 

chapter, the act of positioning reveals the actor’s perception of its role in each area or 

issue. In other words, positioning shows how actors construct their opportunity to act, 

and how their positioning might collide with other actor’s positions. The concept of 

scale is linked to presence, since actors exist within networks and decision-making 

systems that assign decision-making powers to specific actors, or at specific levels – 

systems that can change, but that are also resistant to change. The concept of scale 

therefore refers to the level of decision-making where actors can, or aspire to, construct 

their policies. In the case of the EU and its Member States, scale is defined or 

influenced by the EU’s multilevel governance system.  

Therefore, the model of actorness I propose becomes as follows: 

EU collective actorness, i.e. its capacity to imagine and realise roles 

for itself manifested through its capability, depends on the 

convergence of the EU’s institutions and Member States’ views of: 

(a) opportunity, which the EU actors’ construct through their 

positioning; 

(b) presence, which the EU actors’ shape through their view of the 

appropriate scale of governance. 
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By adopting Klose’s definition of actorness, it is possible to better integrate the 

constructivist concept of identity into the model. Indeed, Bretherton and Vogler build 

their study upon identity, defined by “shared understandings about the nature of an 

entity” (Bretherton and Vogler 2006, 39); here, identity becomes part of the definition 

of actorness itself, in the form of imagined roles for the EU. Consequently, this 

dissertation establishes a relationship between actorness (imagination and role-

making) and how actors display actorness in relation to their opportunity (external 

context) and presence (legal structure and competences) while constructing their 

capability. My study on EU actorness contributes to theoretical unity and empirical 

accumulation of knowledge about the EU’s foreign policy, addressing the criticism 

raised by Drieskens on the one hand, and Niemann and Bretherton on the other. 

After theory, comes the hypothesis, which stems from Klose’s definition of 

actorness. By starting from actorness as a process in which roles are constructed, I 

search for shared understandings between the EU institutions and the three Arctic 

Member States that should lead to a more coherent (or integrated) formulation of the 

EU’s goals for the Arctic. This hypothesis is also grounded in the summary of the 

political context of the Arctic presented before (Section 1.1), where it appears that the 

EU has suffered from lack of knowledge of the region and would have benefited from 

closer cooperation with its Arctic Member States.  Accordingly, the lower status of the 

EU’s policy for the Arctic and its fragmentation should either represent: 

• H1: convergence of ideas (positioning, scale) leading to coherent views 

of the EU’s role in the Arctic; 

• H2: fragmentation of ideas (positioning, scale) leading incoherent 

views of the EU’s role in the Arctic. 
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If the first hypothesis is confirmed, the EU’s policy for the Arctic would result to be 

in step with the EU’s aspirations for the region, aspirations that gather the views of the 

EU’s institutions and Arctic Member States. On the other hand, if the second 

hypothesis is confirmed, the absence of a shared understanding of the EU’s role in the 

Arctic would explain why the EU’s policy for the Arctic has not achieved a prominent 

place on the EU’s policy table as lack of consistency and coherence among the EU’s 

actors. In this case, there should be a neat and clear distinction between the EU’s 

interests and the Arctic Member States’, with the EU being limited to secondary 

policies 

There are also limitations to consider. This dissertation focuses on the 

relationship between the EU Institutions and the Arctic Member States, which are the 

primary actors in the region according to the EU’s documents and the established 

Arctic organisations. By doing so, my research narrows the focus on the EU’s creation 

of its role to the detriment of the other Member States who have developed strategies 

for the Arctic region and that are observers at the Arctic Council – for example, Poland, 

Spain, France, Germany, and Italy. On the one hand, the study includes the 

Conclusions released by the Council of the European Union, which includes the 

ministers of all the Member States: from this angle, the voices of the EU’s non-Arctic 

Member States can be considered included, even though they are not studied in their 

peculiarity. The role of non-Arctic Member States deserves attention and represents 

future venues for new research about actorness, but Denmark, Sweden, and Finland 

represent the focus of this study – surely limited but privileging an approach akin to 

area studies.  

Indeed, the geographical dimension not only can complement actorness 

studies, but it is also a key component of Arctic social and political studies. This study 
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aims to provide detailed knowledge about a specific European region and its policies. 

The choice to focus on the EU Institutions on the one hand, and Denmark, Finland, 

and Sweden, was also due to the structure of Arctic politics and organisations, 

particularly the Arctic Council, where the three EU Arctic Member States play a major 

role that the EU acknowledges. Indeed, they are the ones that have the primary 

responsibility for the Arctic, and their Arctic policies and territories can be directly 

affected by the EU’s policies and strategies. Therefore, this dissertation provides an 

in-depth study of the relationship between the EU and this specific cluster of its 

Member States, which are the ones that links the EU to the Arctic region. 

 

 

1.3 The Arctic we (want to) see: actorness and geopolitics 

The previous section has introduced the concept of actorness, enriched by geopolitical 

concepts to improve the focus on subjectivity and agency. This section shows why the 

combination of actorness and geopolitics is necessary to better investigate the making 

of the EU’s foreign policy, especially in the case of the Arctic. To begin with, 

geopolitics is particularly relevant for the current European Commission3 and its 

Communications about the Arctic, where terms such as ‘geopolitical power’, 

‘geopolitical competition’, ‘geopolitical landscape’ have become increasingly present 

– mostly in the 2021 Communication. Yet, there a difference between how the EU 

Institutions employ the term geopolitics and the geopolitical approach adopted for the 

analysis.  

 
3 Indeed, the Von der Leyen Commission began its term by presenting itself as a “geopolitical 

Commission” (Von der Leyen 2019a), whereas Jean-Claude Juncker had previously characterised his 

Commission as ‘political’ (Keating 2021). 
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Geopolitics is a broad discipline that came to light with two purposes, i.e. 

“defining and defending European state territoriality” (Cowen and Smith 2009, 25). 

Geopolitics may also “attempt to trace the casual connections between the conditions 

which are naturally provided and social practices and customs, as well as the method 

of securing a livelihood” (Hagan 1942, 478). Traditionally, geopolitics been employed 

normatively or predictively, i.e., as a scientific tool to formulate a set of prescriptions 

– an attitude indeed closer to power politics (Østerud 1988, 191-2). Generally, the EU 

and its policymakers understand geopolitics as expressions of power meant to 

influence the behaviour of rivals in a hostile international community (Gstöhl 2020, 

1), and as the preference for structural and systemic approaches over actor-centred 

ones (Valenza 2021, 2). Geography is a central component of the EU integration 

processes, since the accession of Members re-shape the EU’s extension and sphere of 

influence, and its foreign policy.  

From this perspective, the EU seems more concerned with geopolitical order 

rather than geopolitical discourse. Such a view of geopolitics is closer to International 

Politics, the other subfield of IR, rather than Foreign Policy Analysis.4 However, the 

nuanced relationship between power and geography can  be better highlighted by the 

study of foreign policy through critical lens. Scholars of geopolitics have indeed 

moved beyond materialism and determinism, investigating how political actors 

construct their relationships with the space they occupy and how these relationships 

are reproduced through systems of meaning – geopolitical discourse. This approach 

 
 
4 Yet, the concept of ‘power’ is not in contrast with the constructivist approach of here adopted, even 

though power is usually considered to be central to realism and to ‘realistic views’ of the world, in 

opposition to those which aim to change it. The current High Representative of the European Union for 

Foreign Affairs and Security Policy explicitly stated that “Europeans are beginning to realise that we 

have to learn to talk the language of power if we want to be able to take our destiny in our hands” (EEAS 

2020; emphasis added). However, to put in Carl Schmitt’s terms, power is a concept central to politics 

as such: what changes is how scholars study it. 
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constitutes the critical version of geopolitics, which Pami Aalto (2002, 150) defines as 

“the construction of political spaces and especially the symbolic and material 

(territorial) boundaries delimiting them.” A critical understanding of geopolitics is 

crucial in Arctic political discourse, since different constructions of the region imply 

different sources of political legitimacy.  

The EU is a primary example, in the case of the Arctic. The EU can construct 

its proximity to other states and region through shared values, regardless of their 

physical proximity – or vice versa. Or, the EU can adopt policies that aim to address 

the (assumed) specificity of the regions they target (Nitoiu and Sus 2018, 2-3). The 

relation between the EU and the Arctic is defined by geographical proximity and 

principles about peaceful cooperation and environmental protection, principles shared 

with the other Arctic States. Yet, the EU has been depicted as an external actor in need 

to be socialised to the ‘Arctic norms’, be they rules either about cooperation (as for the 

controversial proposal about a treaty for the Arctic), or about animal welfare or 

extractive activities in the region. The structure of the EU can also be problematic, if 

cooperation needs to be maintained at the intergovernmental level. The exclusionary 

or hostile discourses about the EU, as seen in the dedicated chapters, show that 

geopolitical discourse is key to understanding political hegemony in the region and 

ordering practices (see Dalby and Ó Tuathail 1998) in the forms of institutions and 

regimes shaping Arctic politics and cooperation. 

 

1.3.1 Images of the Arctic 

The borders of the Arctic are constantly constructed – as is any other border – but the 

Arctic clearly shows the interplay between nature and politics. In the 2008 

MEMO/08/726, the European Commission used the term ‘Arctic’ to refer to the areas 
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north of the Arctic Circle,5 comprising both land and maritime territories ‒ the Arctic 

Ocean in particular ‒ belonging to Denmark (through Greenland), Finland, Sweden, 

Iceland and Norway, Russia, the US and Canada” (European Commission 2008). The 

Arctic Centre of the University of Lapland (Finland) also enlists climatic, 

geographical, land, maritime, as well as cultural and political definitions for the 

region.6 Following latitude, the Arctic Centre presents three criteria to set the borders 

of the region: the areas where the monthly average temperature does not exceed +10°C 

throughout the year; the tree-line, i.e. the areas where the coniferous forests leave the 

floor to tundra and glaciers; and the permafrost line, which is uneven and also likely 

to change as the average global temperature rises.7 However, the Arctic borders 

 
5 The Arctic Circle is set at latitude 66 ° 33'N and it “delimits the Arctic in terms of solar radiation”, 

meaning that above the Circle there should be areas where there should be “at least one day without 

daylight in the winter and at least one nightless night in the summer (The Arctic Centre, “What and 

Where is the Arctic?”, https://www.arcticcentre.org/EN/arcticregion, last retrieved on 19th December 

2022). 

On the same page, the Arctic Centre specifies that the phenomena of the ‘darkest day and brightest 

night’ do not occur in all the areas above the Arctic Circle, “because the surface of the earth is uneven, 

and the light refracts in the atmosphere”. Therefore, against what is popularly believed, the Arctic Circle 

does not coincide with the areas where the Polar Day and the Polar Night occur. 

As clarified by Chris Burn (1995), if the Arctic Circle coincided with the borders of Polar Day and 

Night, it would be set at 84° 33' North. There is no land at that latitude, therefore human activity is not 

affected by long-lasting days and nights. Below those coordinates, people experience long-lasting 

twilight. 

 
5 Physical delimitations are not enough to unify the borders Arctic. Unlike the EU and other countries, 

the Canadian government has set its Southern border of the Arctic at 60° latitudes, as displayed in the 

2004 Arctic Human Development Report (AHDR) and by the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment 

Programme (AMAP). On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, Oslo and Helsinki are situated roughly 

at the same latitude, but they are not necessarily perceived as Arctic cities. 

However, the Finnish government has presented Finland as an Arctic country in the latest version of its 

own strategy for the region ‒ even though Northern Finland is a subarctic region, as the Arctic Centre 

of Lapland reports from a scientific perspective (The Arctic Centre, “Multi-coloured Arctic”, 

https://www.arcticcentre.org/EN/arcticregion, last retrieved on 19th December 2022). 

 
6 The Arctic Centre, “What and Where is the Arctic?”, https://www.arcticcentre.org/EN/arcticregion, 

last retrieved on 31st January 2024. 

 
7 The risks associated with permafrost thaw includes environmental hazards and damages to 

infrastructures. In 2020, a fuel tank in Norilsk (Russia) collapsed and spilled circa 21,000 cubic metres 

of fuel (diesel) into the soil and surrounding rivers, and investigations seem to converge towards a single 

cause ‒ melting permafrost (Shapovalova, 2020: “Oil Spill in Siberia: Are We Prepared for Permafrost 

Thaw?”, https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/oil-spill-siberia-prepared-permafrost-thaw/, last retrieved 

on 19th December 2022). 

In 2022, as The Barents Observer reports, Nornickel (the mining company that owned the tank) declared 

that the operations to clean rivers and lakes were “satisfactory”, while environmental activists recorded 

https://www.arcticcentre.org/EN/arcticregion
https://www.arcticcentre.org/EN/arcticregion
https://www.arcticcentre.org/EN/arcticregion
https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/oil-spill-siberia-prepared-permafrost-thaw/
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defined by these criteria are already changing, since global warming alters global 

temperatures and trends. The borders of the Arctic region might become more political 

and less attached to what we now consider to be characteristic of the region.  

 

 

 
a video showing the presence of oil in the water (Staalesen, A. 2022: “Two years after huge Arctic spill, 

river water in Norilsk is still red from diesel fuel” https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/2022/06/two-

years-after-huge-arctic-spill-river-water-norilsk-still-red-diesel-fuel, last retrieved on 19th December 

2022). 

Fig. 1.3.1a Bioclimatic subzones of the Arctic territory according to the Conservation 

of Arctic Flora and Fauna Working Group (Arctic Council) 

Source: owned by the Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna Working Group. Published 

in the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment, Chapter 9 (2013) 

 

https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/2022/06/two-years-after-huge-arctic-spill-river-water-norilsk-still-red-diesel-fuel
https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/2022/06/two-years-after-huge-arctic-spill-river-water-norilsk-still-red-diesel-fuel
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A natural element that has strong political relevance is the Arctic Ocean, which 

has long dominated the imaginary of a region often described as “an ocean surrounded 

by continents” (Byers 2014, 112). From a ‘naturalistic’ perspective, the Arctic Centre 

illustrates the criteria to determine the ‘Arcticness’ of sea areas through their ice cover. 

However, this criterion also suffers from climate change8.  In the case of the Arctic 

Ocean, the political aspects are even more crucial, since defining maritime borders and 

their extensions is central to the interests of the Arctic coastal / littoral states (Denmark, 

Canada, Norway, Russia, and the United States), due to the implications for control 

over sovereign waters and natural resources. 

The borders of the Arctic Ocean have been sources of tension that marked 

“[t]he return of a geopolitical Arctic” (Raspotnik and Stępień 2020, 133), as it will be 

better discussed in the fifth and sixth chapters. In 2007, Russia planted a flag on the 

Arctic seabed, raising concerns among other Arctic states, and especially Canada, 

which had already noted the incremental militarisation of the Russian Arctic coasts. 

This act was largely seen as symbolic support for Russia’s claim that its Northern 

continental shelf extended to the North Pole, asserting ownership over the Lomonosov 

and Mendeleev ridges. In the same years, tensions with Russia extended also to 

fisheries, with Russian and Norwegian fishing vessels clashing in the then-disputed 

areas of the Barents Sea (Piskunova 2010, 851). Despite the political concerns about 

security in the region, the disputes were managed through the legal framework of the 

 
 
8 In November 2022, the National Snow and Ice Data Centre reported that the average Arctic Sea ice 

extent was 9.71 million square kilometres, which is “the eighth lowest in the satellite record for the 

month” (https://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/2022/). According to the Centre, the ice extent in the Barents 

Sea remained below average, in step with a steady decline of 4.8% per decade from 1979 to 2022. 

Because of global warming, these ‘scientific borders’ of the Arctic will change soon, leaving more room 

for cultural and political definitions of the region. 

https://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/2022/
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United Nations’ Convention on the Law of the Sea, or even solved through legal means 

– as in the case of the Barents Sea Treaty, which Russia and Norway signed in 2010.  

The Arctic lands have also gained more importance, challenging the image of 

the Arctic as a maritime frontier and offering the one of the Arctic as a space to inhabit 

and develop. With regards to the EU, the Northern Sparsely Populated Areas (NSPA) 

are a clear example of the second image. The NSPA regions include the Swedish 

counties of Norrbotten, Västerbotten, Jämtland Härjedalen, and Västernorrland, and 

the north-eastern Finnish regions of Lapland, Oulu, Central Ostrobothnia, Kainuu, 

North Karelia, Etelä-Savo, and Pohjois-Savo. Once a peripheral area, the NSPA has 

increased in importance as the EU and the Arctic Member States have paid increased 

attention to the region from a ‘low-politics’ perspective, which focuses on social 

welfare, economic and infrastructural development, and cross-border cooperation. 

With regards to the Indigenous communities, they also shape the Arctic region 

and its borders. According to the criteria enlisted by the Arctic Centre, the cultural 

borders of the region are set by the presence of the Arctic Indigenous Peoples, who 

have subjected to the colonisation of the Arctic countries. As far as the focus of this 

dissertation is concerned, the Sámi and Greenland’s Inuit populations are extremely 

relevant. The Sámi inhabit the European Arctic along Northern Norway, Sweden, and 

Finland, and Russia; Inuit constitute the 88% of Greenland’s population ‒ roughly 

56,000 inhabitants. In total, the Indigenous Peoples represent roughly the ten percent 

of the whole Arctic population, which amounts to approximately four million people. 

They are present in seven of the eight Arctic States – Iceland being the only exception. 

However, censuses are not accurate because of the varying definitions of who can be 

considered an Indigenous person, as I will illustrate in the case of Finland. 



 
 

27 

 

The Indigenous Peoples of the Arctic have long contested the borders created 

as the result of colonisation. The Sámi have also continuously declared that they 

constitute one people whose unity should not be obstacles by state borders. In the 2022 

Váhtjer (or Gällivare, in Swedish) Declaration, the representatives of the Sámi people 

stressed how the Covid-19 pandemic and the closure of borders impacted their 

societies. With reference to borders, the Sámi Council therefore declared that they 

must “ensure that the borders will never be closed to the Saami again,” (The Sámi 

Council, 2022). 

 

  

Fig. 1.3.1b Permafrost with 10 °C July Isotherm and Sea Ice Extent 

Source: Arctic Centre, University of Lapland. 

Credits to: 

• Map: Arto Vitikka, Arctic Centre, University of Lapland;  

• Permafrost and sea ice data: National Snow and Ice Data Center; 

• July 10 C isotherm from USGS (2023). 
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The Sámi have challenged the definition of sovereignty in the Arctic, as it will 

be discussed in the dedicated chapters. The Indigenous Peoples’ perspective on 

political legitimacy in the Arctic region shows that the current borders reproduce 

power relations across the region and within state borders, as in the case of Indigenous 

Peoples’ impossibility to own land in Russia, since they cannot negotiate with the 

government and can only rent lands – unlike Canada, where the Indigenous Peoples 

are considered as sovereign nations (Giagnorio 2020).  

Geopolitics bends geography, as the non-Arctic states show in their attempt to 

justify their involvement in the region through discourse: for example, in its 2018 

Arctic Policy, the Republic of China presented itself as a ‘Near-Arctic State’, justifying 

its interests in the region because the region’s climatic changes directly affect both 

Chinese ecosystems and industries9. However, the increasing tensions between the 

North-Atlantic countries on the one hand, and Russia and China on the other, and the 

outbreak of the full Russian war against Ukraine, have transformed the Arctic relations 

and undermined the view of the Arctic as an exceptional space. The narrative of the 

exceptionality of the Arctic revolved around the idea that the Arctic was “not subject 

to the same (geo)political dynamics as other parts of the world,” (Østhagen 2021, 56), 

an idea reflected in the capacity of Arctic States to cooperate in the region despite their 

conflicts – especially with regards to the United States and Russia. The pause of the 

 
9 The State Council of the People’s Republic of China (2018), China’s Arctic Policy, 

 https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2018/01/26/content_281476026660336.htm, last 

retrieved on the 20th August 2024. The term ‘near-Arctic state’ was in use since about 2010. For 

example, as Mia Bennett reports, “[i]n January 2013 at the Arctic Frontiers conference in Tromsø – just 

four months before the observer applications would be decided in Kiruna – the Chinese Ambassador to 

Norway used precisely that nomenclature to describe China, underscoring his country’s geographic 

proximity to the north” (Bennett 2015, 654). In 2015, the Chinese Vice-Foreign Minister – at that time, 

Zhang Ming (张明) – gave a six-point speech at the Arctic Circle conference in Reykjavík, where he 

also positioned China as near-Arctic State (Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in Iceland, 

http://is.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zbgx/kjjl/201510/t20151018_3164910.htm, last retrieved on the 

20th August 2024). The 2018 policy formalised China’s informal positioning in an official policy 

document.  

https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2018/01/26/content_281476026660336.htm
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Arctic Council in 2022 and the suspension of cooperation with Russia drastically 

altered the ground for cooperation in the region between rivalling powers. To quote 

and paraphrase Alexander Wendt, the Arctic is what decision- and policymakers make 

of it. 

 

 

  

Fig. 1.3.1c Claims over the Arctic continental shelf  

Source: IBRU: Centre for Borders Research, 27th January 2023, 

https://www.durham.ac.uk/research/institutes-and-centres/ibru-borders-research/news-

and-events/boundary-news/ibru-releases-new-arctic-maps/   

 

 

https://www.durham.ac.uk/research/institutes-and-centres/ibru-borders-research/news-and-events/boundary-news/ibru-releases-new-arctic-maps/
https://www.durham.ac.uk/research/institutes-and-centres/ibru-borders-research/news-and-events/boundary-news/ibru-releases-new-arctic-maps/
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In conclusion, Geopolitics is crucial in Arctic politics and discourses about the 

region. A geopolitical reading offers a framework to understand how actors justify 

their intervention in the region, in what matters, and with whom, and what they 

consider to be the Arctic, therefore complementing the study of actorness. Through 

this combination, I address Andreas Raspotnik’s position, according to which “the 

essential question is not whether or not the EU already is a geopolitical actor (it is), 

but rather how its actions beyond its borders are manifested by its geopolitical visions 

(sometimes), narrated differently by the Union’s various institutional actors” (italics 

in original; Raspotnik and Østhagen 2021, 1151). However, I argue that the two 

questions are intrinsically connected, and in need for a unified theoretical framework. 

 

1.4 Contributions  

This dissertation takes a further step towards the study of the EU as an actor. From an 

empirical level, it analyses the process through which it constructs its role in the region 

in its foreign policy – and why the policy for the Arctic seems to be secondary. On a 

theoretical level, this dissertation accomplishes to objectives: first, it reconceptualises 

Bretherton and Vogler’s work Bretherton and Vogler started their studies of actorness 

from a constructivist perspective, constructivism is the starting point of this 

investigation of actorness. However, as illustrated in this research, Bretherton and 

Vogler’s view of constructivism appears to be underdeveloped, mixing systemic 

approaches and actor-based perspectives. Bretherton and Vogler do not engage with 

constructivist literature, nor they position themselves in constructivist debates, or 

theoretical debates in general. The consequence of this choice is the creation of a model 

that lends itself to atheoretical or eclectic approaches, at odds with its constructivist 

origins. 
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Second, this dissertation recalibrates Bretherton and Vogler’s work and view 

of actorness, abandoning the structuralist elements that shape, and hinders, the 

application of their model. While the two authors “explicitly reject a policy analysis 

approach to understanding EU foreign policy,” (White 2004, 46), this dissertation 

challenges Bretherton and Vogler’s view, showing that their concepts and models 

better suit foreign policy analysis and the study of political (human) actors. This 

objective represents the main challenge to Bretherton and Vogler’s study and its most 

recent applications, but it also represents the natural convergence between 

constructivism and other IR and EU integration theories, which have increasingly 

integrated a Foreign Policy Analysis approach in their explanations of the EU’s foreign 

policy 

At the empirical level, this work aims to provide a historically informed 

analysis of the relationships between the EU Institutions and the Arctic Member States, 

and their evolution. It demonstrates that the EU has been able to create a role for itself 

in the region, and that there is continuity between the EU and its Arctic Member States’ 

policies, both with regards to positive and problematic aspects. It also shows that, over 

time, the EU and its Arctic States have progressively converged towards a common 

understanding of the roles to play in the region – roles that are constantly evolving, but 

that show that there are diplomatic dialogues at the EU-level. These findings enrich 

the understanding of the EU’s policy processes, and further confirm the compatibility 

with Bretherton and Vogler’s model with Foreign Policy Analysis – provided 

important theoretical adjustments. 



 
 

32 

 

  



 
 

33 

 

 

Chapter II 

The debate on the EU as an international actor in the Arctic: 

A constructivist-oriented literature review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter revisits the debate over the European Union in international relations 

theory and discourse, actorness studies, and Arctic politics from a constructivist 

perspective, paving the way to the theoretical framework of this research. Is the EU an 

international actor, and, if so, what kind of actor? These questions have long been 

relevant in the literature, even though the EU has reshaped European politics and world 

affairs. The EU wields a huge economic power, but it often struggles to construct a 

common foreign policy, since the decision-making in foreign policy has always been 

intergovernmental: the European Council (composed of the Heads of State or 

Government of the Member States) or the Council of the European Union need to 

adopt a Decision unanimously. Therefore, one of the main questions regarding the EU 

foreign policy is whether it somewhat represents a collective voice and the interests of 

the EU as a whole, or the positions of few, strong states. However, as the EU 

integration process deepened, scholars such as Lisbeth Aggestam began to investigate 

the action of the EU rather than its ‘nature’, starting a “conceptual shift in the EU’s 

role and aspirations from what it ‘is’ to what it ‘does’” (Aggestam 2008, 1).  

So, the question is now: how does the EU behave as a single actor? How do the 

EU’s institutional actors narrate the EU’s action and role externally as well as 

internally, even in unexpected ways? For example, Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks 
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(2001, 143-61) observe that officials of the EU supranational institutions do not 

automatically embrace views in favour of more Brussels-centred governance, nor do 

they champion more pervasive roles of supranational institutions. Indeed, the officials’ 

preference might be shaped by different types of socialization occurred in their career 

paths – whether, for example, they first served in their states on in the EU institutions.  

The answers to the problems of the EU’s foreign policy and actorness are 

fragmented, like EU studies tend to be. Researchers of EU integration history have 

often privileged “microstudies of small and isolated episodes in integration history 

rather than seeking to explain the broader pattern of development” (Piers Ludlow 

2010, 24). Katharina Holzinger and Frank Schimmelfennig (2012, 302) observe that 

studies related to EU differentiated integration have often produced 

“undertheorization” and “overconceptualization”. In the case of the EU’s foreign 

policy, Karen Smith underlines the tendency to “compartmentalise” aspects of the 

decision-making process, the development of the EU institutions, the 

‘Europeanisation’ of the EU Member States’ foreign policies, as well as the impact of 

the EU on international affairs (Smith 2010, 336-9). Similarly, the literature about EU 

actorness is fragmented, since scholars of EU actorness seldom discuss the theoretical 

assumptions of (EU) actorness research (Drieskens 2017, 1537). As explained here, 

the main reasons behind this phenomenon are related to the history of IR as a discipline 

and the negligence of theoretical-ontological questions, especially in relation to 

international politics and the EU’s foreign policy. 

The chapter is outlined as follows: the following section briefly illustrates the 

evolution of the EU’s foreign policy, and the structure of the EU’s apparatus for its 

external relations. Second, I explore the theoretical debates in the discipline of IR and 

how they impact the study of the EU’s foreign policy, and how research about the EU 
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converges towards a constructivist or ideational approach – especially in the case of 

Arctic politics. After that, I talk about the origin of the concepts of actors and actorness, 

stemming from the incapacity of traditional IR theories to integrate the EU in their 

models, and how the concepts have been applied to the case of the Arctic. Finally, I 

introduce the concept of actorness as developed by Charlotte Bretherton and John 

Vogler, which builds upon constructivism and which has only been applied to the EU’s 

Arctic policy recently (Jouhier 2024), but without addressing the theoretical 

weaknesses of their concept and model of actorness. 

 

2.2 The EU’s foreign policy in a states’ world: a short historical background 

The Arctic policy of the EU is part of its foreign policy. From a formal perspective, 

the 2012, the 2016, and the 2021 Communications about the EU’s Arctic policy were 

presented by the Commission and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign 

Affairs and Security Policy – at the time of the 2008 Communication, the High 

Representative had not been established yet since the office was created with the 

Lisbon Treaty (come into force in 2009). Then, the monitoring, management, and 

development of the Arctic region involve Arctic states external to the EU. For 

example, the Northern Dimension policy include Norway and Iceland, as well as 

Russia – whose participation was suspended after its invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Not 

all the Arctic issues fall under the label of EU’s foreign policy, such as rural policy 

programmes for the Northern territories of Sweden and Finland. Yet, the policies for 

the Arctic region are international and transnational in nature. 

The foreign policy of the EU has always been experimental, and a challenge 

for IR scholars. As Karen Smith underlines, asking why the EU member States act 

collectively in foreign policy is a central question in IR, since it is the extension of one 
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of the basic questions behind IR research: why do states cooperate (Smith 2010, 331), 

and why at the EU level? What does it mean to cooperate as a union of states, in Arctic 

politics or elsewhere? Unlike states, IR scholars have long debated the nature of the 

EU in relation to the ‘established’ actors of international politics, therefore they also 

ask what the EU is and what is to be expected from it. If foreign policy is seen as 

“primarily about the definition of ends […] then the idea of a ‘European foreign policy’ 

runs into difficulty because it needs to be linked to the identification and pursuit of 

‘European interests’” (Allen 1998, 44, italics in original). Realist and liberal scholars 

tend to consider the EU’s behaviour as a ‘dependent variable’ that mirrors the interests 

of states and governments, while constructivist and globalist scholars do not write off 

the existence of a shared sense of identity as Members of the EU, or the role of 

supranational institutions in identifying the EU’s ends.  

The EU’s foreign policy is complex because of its history and role in the 

process of EU integration. After the end of the Cold War, the Western European 

countries initiated a process of gradual economic and political integration that led to 

the EU. In 1951, Belgium, France, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and West 

Germany signed the Treaty of Paris and created the European Coal and Steel 

Community (1951). Then other two ‘communities’ followed: the European Economic 

Community (1957) and the European Atomic Energy Community (1958), but the 

process towards the establishment of strong supranational institutions was hindered by 

the different aspirations of the Members of the Communities. In particular, the French 

Prime Minister Charles de Gaulle intended to create “a united states of Europe of 

which France was to be the focal point” (Soetendorp 1999, 16). After failing to isolate 

and weaken Germany’s economy and political structure, de Gaulle sought to establish 

an intergovernmental political cooperation to coordinate the foreign and defence 
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policies of the Communities, following the so-called Fouchet Plan. Yet, Belgium, 

Luxemburg, and the Netherlands rejected the French proposal, since it would have 

favoured the dominant position of France in the Communities (Soetendorp 1999, 19). 

In the 1970, the ministers of foreign affairs of the Communities started the 

European Political Cooperation (EPC), on the grounds of a report presented by 

Belgium (Davignon Report). The EPC consisted of informal, intergovernmental 

consultations that was later formalised in the Single European Act in 1986, after a 

series of ameliorations (Copenhagen Report, 1973; London Report, 1981). As an 

intergovernmental matter, the EPC maintained the unanimity rule. The EPC became 

the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) in 1993 with the Treaty on the 

European Union (Maastricht Treaty, signed in 1992), in which the CFSP constituted 

the second of the three pillars of the EU, together with the three European 

Communities (first pillar) and Cooperation in Justice and Home Affairs (third pillar). 

The Treaty of Lisbon (2009) eliminated the three-pillar structure and bestowed legal 

personality to the EU – making it a legal subject under international law.  

Thanks to the Lisbon Treaty, the EU became capable of negotiating and 

concluding international agreements with respect to its competences as assigned by 

the treaties (even in areas that do not belong to the EU’s exclusive competences). 

Surely, the treaty does not solve the issues about EU integration and the EU’s foreign 

policy, and they never will because the questions might stem from rigid theoretical 

assumptions – assumptions that have soften over time, integrating constructivism. This 

chapter’s review of IR theories and EU integration will therefore illustrate how the 

Foreign Policy Analysis and the study decision-making process have become integral 

components of IR and EU theories. 
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2.3 The EU’s foreign policy and the Arctic context: a constructivist review of 

realist and liberal theories 

Compared to political philosophy and political science, the discipline of international 

relations is far more recent and developed throughout the challenges of the twenty-

first century, from the World Wars to the fall of the Soviet Union – and the 

establishment of the EU. The history of international political thought goes far back 

the establishment of IR as an academic discipline – as we can see in Thucydides and 

his The Peloponnesian War for the Western tradition, or Confucianism in the Chinese 

empire, for example IR has grown in the twentieth century. However, the field of IR 

is ‘theoretically tired’ after decades in which theoretical debates have turned into 

feeble “contests over the truth status of assumptions” (Lake 2013, 580) – the so called 

three or even fours Great Debates about the main paradigms of IR, i.e. realism, 

liberalism, and constructivism, and, recently, critical theory.  

The study of EU actorness stemmed from the impossibility to bridge the reality 

of the EU and the integration process with IR theories. Yet, the problems of EU 

actorness studies are, to a degree, related to the ones concerning theoretical research 

in IR – whose main paradigms are still adopted to investigate the nature of Arctic 

politics, diplomacy, and the EU’s behaviour. However, constructivism may offer a 

way to overcome the divide, since it “is not itself a substantive theory of international 

relations [but] it is a philosophy of science category that has a number of consequences 

for theorising international relations” (Jørgensen 2004, 16; see also Wendt 1999, 193). 

In this regard, it will be helpful to show how IR theorists and researchers have 

increasingly included constructivist views – specifically, the role of ideational politics 

– and foreign policy analysis in their work – especially with regards to the EU and the 

Arctic. 
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2.3.1 The EU, realism, and Arctic politics 

Among the traditional theories to international politics, as already mentioned, realism 

has been indeed the most problematic for the study of the EU. The main traits of 

realism are usually considered to be power politics (Barkin 2010, 17) and the 

rationality of actors, often united under the auspices of materialism, state-centrism, 

and anarchy, where anarchy is the result of a lack of an ordering principle of hierarchy 

that would be provided by a central government (Collard-Wexler 2006, 399). Realists 

view states as the main actors (or even the only ones) and international institutions and 

organizations as tools to pursue states’ interests. As a result, they challenged views of 

the EU as an actor on its own. Over time, on the other hand, realist approaches have 

been extensively questioned both in the process of EU integration and the explanation 

of the EU’s behaviour in international politics.  

As mentioned, power politics and rationality are the main assumptions of 

realism. Power politics assumes that “international relations are unified by their central 

claim that the distributions of power and interests, or changes to those distributions, 

are fundamental causes of war and of system stability,” (Lemke 2008, 774) – picturing 

state relations as zero-sum games. Rationality is also central but nevertheless 

ambiguous. Unlike power politics, rationality seems to be a far more elusive concept 

that realist scholars – and IR theorists in general – often keep ambiguous. Indeed, it is 

seldom clear whether realist scholars refer to Schmidt and Wight call the “rational 

actor assumption” and the “observer rationality assumption”: the first “refers to 

properties of the actors that are the subject of study [while the second] refers to 

potential for an accurate (objective) study of the subject matter,” (Schimdt and Wight 

2022, 162) – so, an ontological perspective on the one hand, and an epistemological 

view on the other.  
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Consequently, it would be misleading to depict the realist school as monolithic, 

since it presents important differences among approaches. The ways realist scholars 

define these two concepts define their position within the school. Classical realism 

focused on power politics, but it aimed to study historical and psychological aspects 

of elites. According to classical realists, power may be a psychological relationship 

between actors, and related to the actors’ worldviews – or attitudes that were assumed 

to be part of human nature. Such a view is better expressed in Hans Morgenthau’s 

Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace (1948). However, IR 

scholars challenged the classical approach as they started to question the scientific 

account of the approach, which was hindered by “historical or psychological approach 

to state behaviour,” (Joseph 2015, 5), developing what was later called neorealism – 

or structural realism. While Morgenthau rejected the positivistic idea of science, or at 

least argued that it could not be applied to politics (Schimdt and Wight 2022, 163), 

neorealist scholars started to explain international relations as the results of the 

international system, where states are seen as rational units competing in an anarchical 

environment where international institutions are subjected to states – and where the 

actors’ systems of beliefs are put aside, since they do not fit the materialist and 

ahistorical understanding of survival-oriented decision making (Brooks 1997, 446; 

Collard-Wexler 2006, 400; Meibauer 2023, 350).  

Structural realism, as proposed by Kenneth Waltz, posits that systemic 

concepts are necessary explanations for the outcomes of actors’ decisions (i.e. foreign 

policies), but that they also lack specific content that hinders any form of predictions 

(Waltz 1979, 70). Waltz does not aim to study foreign policy, but the structure of the 

international society without reference to the characteristics of the units acting within 

the system to privilege positionality over agency. From his perspective, the political 
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structures of international politics stem from a process of constant abstraction that 

simplifies the researchers’ investigations. According to Waltz, the behaviour of states 

(the most important units of international politics) is rewarded or punished by the 

structure that they create through interactions (which can result in anarchical and 

hierarchical orders), but that are constituted by the distribution of their capabilities 

(whose change determines the change on the given structure).  

To further strengthen its systemic approach, Waltz aimed to create a model that 

does not require the ontological assumption of states as rational actors. He aimed to 

avoid any sort of decisionism – the doctrine assuming the impossibility to constrain 

political decisions by predefined rational expectations – and “he removed the foreign-

policy maker from consideration” (Bessner and Guilhot 2015, 102). The rejection of 

the rational actor assumption serves the purpose to study international politics without 

resorting to the individual level of analysis, i.e. focusing on particularistic variables 

such as leaders’ personalities, traditions, and culture (Waltz 1979, 79-101). By doing 

so, Waltz aimed to make the (scientific) theory of IR synthetic but indeterminate – 

which means advancing “incomplete causal explanations” in Waltz’s words (Donnelly 

2019, 916). However, “his theory only makes sense if it assumes that states do act 

rationally and follow the demands and incentives of the structure of the system” 

(Schmidt and Wight 2022, 159), especially considering the microeconomic foundation 

of his theory, which assumes the rationality of actors. Furthermore, proponents of 

systemic approaches might challenge this view, arguing that Waltz's theory is not 

genuinely systemic, given its reliance on individualistic assumptions about the units 

of the system (states) and the dichotomy between national and international levels, 

which stands in contrast to relational approaches (Donnelly 2019, 916-7). 
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With regards to the EU, structural realism could not successfully predict, or at 

least explain, the transfer of competences to the supranational level without ‘external 

pressures’ that characterised Europe during the Cold War. Within the realist 

framework, international cooperation is also indeterminate (depending on an ever-

changing social structure) as well as fragile and feeble: states are assumed to be self-

interested and (should) avoid interdependence (also view as vulnerability), abandoning 

cooperation if the other parties benefit from the relative gains of the cooperation more 

than they do. However, the EU is a system that presents elements of anarchy with 

strong institutions, and where states have been cooperating despite asymmetric gains, 

as in the case of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP): the CAP has usually been to 

the advantage of states like France, but the EU structural funds have supported the 

development of less economically strong and influential states such as Greece, Ireland, 

Portugal, and Spain (Collard-Wexler 2006, 400-2). Arguably, the common efforts of 

the EU Members need to be sustained by the belief that this kind of behaviour is fair, 

in opposition to assumptions about antagonistic behaviour. It is true that the EU might 

have benefited from the support it received after the end of the Cold War – which 

realist scholars did not necessarily expect (Mearsheimer 1990). However, this element 

further reinforces the feebleness of ahistorical models. 

Over time, realist researchers shifted their attention towards EU policymaking, 

as neoclassical realism emerged. Neoclassical realism emphasises the role of domestic 

politics and interests, “how different domestic variables channel, mediate, and redirect 

policy responses to external (“systemic”) pressures and incentives” (Simón 2017, 

191). Unlike neorealist scholars, neoclassical realists “identify a broad range of unit 

and sub-unit variables that can intervene between systemic stimuli and foreign policy 

responses” (Ripsman 2017), most likely in response to the critiques regarding the blac 
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box model. According to neoclassical scholars, the implementation of policies can 

indeed be affected by domestic actors like parties and institutions, the public image 

and perceptions of political leaders, the relationships between leaders and society – in 

other words, non-material factors that were usually soon only as intervening variables 

in structural realist scholarship (Smith 2000, 35; Toje and Kunz 2012, 5). Therefore, 

realist scholars tend to assume that states project and pursue their interests through 

international organisations, including supranational entities (Koch 2009, 433). 

Consequently, even from a neoclassical realist perspective, the EU cannot act as a 

strategic actor, but it is a tool to explain state behaviour in the international arena. 

Structural realism has been further challenged, also with regards to Arctic 

politics. On the one hand, as Kathrin Keil observes, realist assumptions about anarchy, 

security, and power politics might have indeed failed to explain the cooperation 

between the Arctic States continued until the outbreak of the Russian war against 

Ukraine, within the framework of the Arctic Council. Indeed, other tensions, e.g. the 

dispute about the border between Norway and Russia in the Barents Sea and the Arctic 

Ocean (which ended in 2010), were settled through diplomacy and abiding by the UN 

Convention on the Law of the Sea. According to Wegge (2012), the persistence of 

cooperation might suggest that institutions such as the Arctic Council have shaped the 

behaviour of the Arctic states. Yet, new tensions rose after the Russian annexation of 

Crimea, alerting both the Baltic and the Arctic states. Cooperation in the Arctic 

continued, fuelling the narrative of the Arctic as an ‘exceptional’ space enabling 

cooperation. Realist scholars have argued that powers such as the U.S. might have 

wanted to avoid the escalation of the conflict, rather than relying on the Arctic Council 

institutional power. However, domestic factors might matter to in understanding 

governments’ behaviour (Rahbek-Clemmensen 2017) and their foreign policies. 
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2.3.2 Liberal institutionalism and EU intergovernmentalism in Arctic cooperation 

As the international arena evolved, the limits of realism started to emerge. In the 1960s 

and the 1970s, scholars started contesting realist features such as state-centrism, which 

ignored the growing phenomena of regional integration and transnationalism, and the 

increasing role of non-state, sub-state, and trans-state entities (Wæver 1996, 150). The 

revival of the liberal, or pluralist turn, in IR focused on the growing interdependence 

of economic systems and international institutions – and the European Communities 

were an example of it. Consequently, liberal/pluralist scholars emphasised the 

composite nature of states, which could not be considered unitary, coherent actors that 

are assumed to act rationally, meaning that the necessity to reach consensus among 

different groups, offices, and institutions might require compromises that undermine 

the state’s foreign policy (Viotti and Kauppi 2000, 7-8).  

IR institutionalism – like realism and constructivism – “is better characterized 

as a theoretical tradition that gives particular attention to a discrete set of substantive 

themes that are analysed with a distinct combination of analytical concepts and 

methods” (Fioretos 2011, 370-1). According to Christopher Ansell (2021), the main 

trait of institutionalism is the persistence of institutions and their capacity to shape 

policies enabling or constraining states behaviour. Institutionalism is usually divided 

in three branches: historical, rational choice, and sociological, to which it is possible 

to add formal institutionalism (focusing on the role of law) and constructivist 

rationalism (which focuses on the role of norms and discourse) in the study of the EU 

Institutions’ design and power (Jenson and Mérand 2010, 76). In the case of the EU, 

the role of institutions was emphasised by the ‘supranationalists’, who argued that EU 

officials were the driver of EU integration, and that the power of supranational actors 
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depended on their institutional power (Schmidt 2018, 1546), which has grown after 

the Lisbon Treaty.  

However, as Daniel Thomas observes, the “EU Member States have been 

extremely reluctant to transfer decision-making authority for foreign and security 

policy to supranational European institutions,” (Thomas 2011, 340). Thomas also 

argues that the current EU foreign policy is more de-Europeanised than Europeanised 

– if Europeanisation is understood as “exchange of information and an attempt to 

arrive at a common understanding and a common approach,” (Thomas 2021, 619) – 

even though the Russian War against Ukraine might have counterbalanced this trend. 

De-Europeanisation might occur when the Member States directly violate fundamental 

norms or values of the EU (and the current Hungarian government might be a strong 

example of this tendency), or if they oppose the EU on several policies or areas or even 

“the structural disintegration of collective policy-making institutions” (Müller et al. 

2021, 525). According to Thomas, de-Europeanisation would foster the theory of 

intergovernmentalism, in terms of explanation of the EU’s decision-making.   

Intergovernmentalism is a theory of EU integration that challenged the 

institutional/supranational approach. Formulated by Andrew Moravcsik, liberal-

intergovernmentalism focuses on the role of the Member States’ economic interests, 

rather than expected spillover effects of cooperation (increasing political unity from 

cooperation in non-political policy areas) or the power of supranational institutions 

(Schmidt 2018). Moravcsik’s influential concept of liberal-intergovernmentalism 

depicts the process of EU integration cooperation as hinging upon (i) the primacy of 

societal (economically powerful) actors on (ii) the formation of the preferences of 

states, whose behaviour is also the result of (iii) interdependent policies at international 
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level – where states preference may converge or compete (Moravcsik 1997, 516-21; 

2018, 1651).  

From the intergovernmentalist perspective, the states’ preferences are central 

and based on rationality, but they are not determined by assumptions about the nature 

of the international community or at least not only by distributions of material 

resources, since these preferences are the results of interactions with groups having 

interests in the formation of specific policies. Liberal-intergovernmentalist scholars 

therefore consider EU integration as “the outcome of cooperation and competition 

among national governments,” (Hooghe and Marks 2019, 1115), which are influenced 

by domestic economic groups.   

Liberal-intergovernmentalism has also evolved through time. As Vivien 

Schmidt (2018, 1548-9) observes, the majority of new intergovernmentalist do not 

consider the EU officials of supranational institutions to be subordinate to the Member 

States. On the contrary, they note that the Member States try to actively limit the role 

of the European Commission through the creation of new institutions, such as the 

European Central Bank, where they are more represented than the Commission, or 

even exclude it – even though they do not assume that the Commission is inherently a 

driver for supranational governance (as per Hooghe and Marks 2001). Most 

importantly, neo-intergovernmentalists assume that the Member States do not 

(necessarily) seek to wield coercive power but rather persuasion and legitimation – 

however, asymmetry in power cannot be ignored in decision-making, be it ideational, 

institutional, or economic. For example, Germany refused to intervene in the post-

2007 Greek financial crisis as long as it did not threaten its national interests – the 

existence of the single currency – and it could do it because of it position as the 
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“strongest economy in Europe” (Schmidt (2018, 1549) was reinforced by the EU’s 

institutional design.  

In the case of the Arctic, the role of institutions is limited with regards to the 

Arctic Council and the EU supranational institutions. Despite the stability of the region 

and the role of the Arctic Council and international law in shaping states’ behaviour, 

Arctic cooperation has “remained purely intergovernmental with no independent 

competencies and thus, although enabling cooperation and policy coordination 

between states, have altogether re-territorialised rather than de-territorialised the 

Arctic,” (Knecht and Keil 2013, 179-80). The structure of Arctic cooperation 

reinforced the role of the sovereign Arctic states in the regional governance. Indeed, 

this cooperation did not bring about reforms that could strengthen the Arctic Council, 

which is a forum, or other hard-law instruments despite of any proposal to expand its 

competences since its establishment. Consequently, the EU’s policy for the Arctic has 

also been influenced by the Arctic States’ ambition to maintain Arctic cooperation at 

an intergovernmental level, acknowledging the primary role of the Arctic States – 

which is however contested from different points of view, as explained in the following 

chapters. 

However, with regards to liberal-intergovernmentalism and the EU’s policy for 

the Arctic, the situation is ambiguous too. On the one hand, the EU’s foreign policy is 

intergovernmental in nature, but the EU’s supranational institutions have been its main 

proponents. As Njord Wegge observes, scholars have criticised liberal 

intergovernmentalism for overlooking “the long-term effects of political integration 

on the formation of preferences among member states [and for] overemphasizing the 

role of the Council in policy formation as opposed to the roles played by the 

Commission and European Parliament,” (Wegge 2015, 534). It is unclear if the EU’s 
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policy for the Arctic is suffering from de-Europeanisation processes, even indirectly. 

Nevertheless, even if that was the case, both institutionalism and 

intergovernmentalism highlight how the EU Institutions and Members’ construct the 

EU’s role through (not only its) foreign policies, and how these policies hinge upon 

the actors’ aspirations and cognition of domestic and international political dynamics. 

The emphasise placed on role-construction processes bridges IR theories and actorness 

studies – as they are understood in this dissertation. 

 

2.4 EU actorness studies and the case of the Arctic 

In the 1970s, scholars of IR started to question traditional assumptions about the study 

of foreign policy and international politics, in particular state-centric views. During 

the evolution of IR theories and the emergence of the EU, there were also scholars who 

decided to break with theoretical frameworks that could not fit the development of new 

forms of polity and political or regional orders. This is the case of actorness studies, 

which assumed that the emergence of the European Communities could challenge the 

established tenets of IR theories, especially the realist ones. In this context, the concept 

of ‘actor’ became increasingly important in IR, but it is more controversial than it 

might first appear. The definition is ambiguous and contested, while it plays a 

necessary role in identifying the entity operating in the current political context - where 

states are not the only entities capable of pursuing political goals on a large scale. IR 

and social scientists had already used the term ‘actor’ before, but Gunnar Sjöstedt notes 

that, when scholars tried to attribute the label entities such as international 

organisations, they did not mean to elaborate a general definition.  

Sjöstedt observes that IR scholars often refer to ‘actors’ without defining it or 

starting from a more biased perspective – in particular, because they identified it with 
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a nation or a state (Sjöstedt 1977, 5). In this regard, Nils Hoffmann and Arne Niemann 

(2017, 30) observe that states are (still) the benchmark for actors’ properties, 

remarking the long-lasting debates in the theories and practices of IR. The concept of 

actor indeed differs from definitions of ‘subjects of international law’, even though 

they can both be used in reference to states and non-state entities (Warleigh‐Lack and 

Van Langenhove 2010, 550), as well as individuals.10 In addition, both actorness and 

personality lie upon actions, since legal personality “denotes the ability to act within 

the system of international law as distinct from national law” (Dixon 2007, 113). The 

two dimensions are not disentangled, but they belong to different fields of studies: the 

former impacts on rights and obligations under international law, while the latter has 

come to refer to the policy-making cycle, (agenda-setting, formulation, adoption, 

implementation, evaluation).  

With the growing role of the European Communities and the deepening of the 

EU integration process, the pioneers of international actorness, Ann Cosgrove and 

Kenneth Twitchett, championed the study of ‘non-state actors’ when they introduced 

the concept in 1970. They aimed to study the international roles of the United Nations 

and the then-European Economic Communities, and what enabled them to act on a 

global level. Cosgrove and Twitchett identified the following elements as essential 

features of actors: autonomous decision-making power; their impact in international 

relations; the significance their members attribute to them (Cosgrove and Twitchett 

1970, 12–14, in Drieskens 2017, 1536).  

In the same period, Sjöstedt proposed to define actorness as ‘actor capability’, 

meaning “the ‘ability to function actively and deliberately in relation to other actors in 

 
10 All of them are subjects under the international law, meaning that they can advance claims before 

international courts, or they may have obligations stemming from international law. Most importantly, 

they can stipulate treaties that constitute laws for the parties involved, but this not the case of individuals. 
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the international system’,” (Sjöstedt 1977, 16). Sjöstedt’s reflection was centred 

around the capacity of the EC to articulate interests and to mobilise resources towards 

common goals. Consequently, he stressed the necessity of capabilities for decision-

making and networks of implementation agents (Rhinard and Sjöstedt 2019, 4), but he 

was criticised for his preeminent interest in the domestic dimension (Niemann and 

Bretherton 2013, 265). Despite Sjöstedt’s intention to develop a general understanding 

of the actors, Asle Toje (2008, 204) labelled Sjöstedt’s definition “self-serving” 

because “it is tailored to the strengths of the EC/EU”. 

In the 1990s, Joseph Jupille and James Caporaso proposed one approach with 

the aim to identify a standard of actorness, despite the lack of theoretical consensus on 

its meaning. They aimed to find a middle ground between realist and 

intergovernmentalist on the one hand, and the supporters of the view of the EU as a 

polity on the other. In order to do so, Jupille and Caporaso proposed four main criteria 

“that are observable, continuously variable, and abstract from any particular 

institutional form” (Jupille and Caporaso 1998, 214). The first is recognition – be it 

diplomatic or de facto – on behalf of external entities. In the case of the EU, which 

lacks sovereignty that is distinguishable from its member governments, recognition is 

achieved whenever third parties interact with the EU supranational institutions. The 

second criterion is authority, meaning legal competences. The third element is 

autonomy, reflected in institutional distinctiveness and independence – discretionary 

goal formation, decision-making and implementation. The last one is cohesion, in 

terms of values (compatibility of basic goals), tactic (harmonisation or coordination of 

different goals), procedures (to manage possible tensions and disagreements, such as 

in the case of the ‘loyalty clause’ of the EU Treaties), and policy outputs (Jupille and 

Caporaso 1998, 215-219).   
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Jupille and Caporaso propose an atheoretical definition of, and approach to, 

actorness, but its application has proved to be cumbersome. Indeed, Lisanne Groen 

and Arne Niemann acknowledged this problem and reformulated the model in their 

study on the EU and the Copenhagen climate accord. They chose to omit recognition 

and authority, and reduced cohesion to three features, as they focused on effectiveness. 

Their study showed the dependence of EU actorness on the convergence, or 

divergence, of interests between the Commission and the Member States (Groen and 

Niemann 2013, 310; 319). In previous research, Arne Niemann and Jeannette Mak 

(2010) stressed the continuity between interests, preferences and norms from a 

constructivist perspective. However, theoretical considerations seem to be absent in 

their study on the role of the EU Presidency in Copenhagen, without further 

investigation on the role of norms, expectations and identity.  

So far, research on EU actorness in the Arctic presents atheoretical and liberal-

intergovernmentalist trends. Pieper et al. (2011) applied Jupille and Caporaso’s criteria 

to the study EU actorness in the region. Their study shows that Arctic issues are so 

different from one another that the role of the EU varies from case to case, especially 

when national interests prevail over the EU’s. However, the main limitation of their 

approach is the unbalanced focus on the EU external recognition, their legal authority 

on maritime affairs and borders. The inflation of criteria hinders further systematic 

analyses, and aspects such as tactical and output cohesion are overlooked. Therefore, 

the (absence of) dialogue between the EU supranational institutions and its Member 

States are not sufficiently deepened.  

From an atheoretical perspective, Andreas Østhagen (2013) does not develop 

a specific definition of actor and actorness for his study of the EU in Arctic 

governance. However, Østhagen observes that the EU’s Arctic policy cannot be 
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considered as the mere sum of the EU (Arctic) States’ interests, with regards to the 

initial phase of the EU’s political engagement in the Arctic international governance. 

Rather, while considering the interests of the Member States (as in the case of the 

European Parliament’s proposal for an Arctic Treaty), the EU’s Communication 

highlighted “the positive contributions the EU can make to a topic of growing 

international interest” (Østhagen 2013, 84-5). Østhagen also stressed the need for more 

coordination between supranational institutions and Member States of the EU, as well 

as the necessity for the EU not to “tackle the region at large”: the EU had, and has so 

far, aimed to influence the region as a whole, rather than its own geographical sphere 

(Finland and Sweden), with consequences on the EU’s perceived legitimacy in the 

region, as well as effectiveness (Østhagen 2013, 85-6).  

From a more, explicitly critical perspective, Andreas Raspotnik (2018) 

published one of the most comprehensive studies on the EU and the Arctic, adopting 

a critical geopolitical approach. Unlike other authors, he preferred adopting the 

concept of geopolitical subject, drawing from the work of Pami Aalto. From their 

perspectives, subjectivity is displayed by the “goal-oriented ordering of territories and 

political spaces, extending from one’s own sphere of sovereign rule to broader regional 

contexts” (Aalto 2002, 148). The preference for the term ‘subject’ over ‘actor’, as 

Aalto puts it, is grounded on the fact that the former frames an entity as capable of 

both acting and abstaining from actions, when necessary (Aalto 2002, 148). Yet, the 

meaning of the term ‘subjectivity’ might be broader than actorness and its focus on 

how political entities construct their goals. 

Raspotnik argues that the concept of subjectivity enables the development of a 

“conceptual scheme for theoretically informed and systematic comparison with other 
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geopolitical powers11”. In this regard, Raspotnik distances himself from the sui generis 

assumptions about the EU. Such a choice represents a step to go beyond what Michelle 

Cini calls the “insularity of EU studies”, due to the difficulty of theory-driven US 

research – the most prominent in IR – to categorise the EU on the one hand, and due 

to the empirical approaches adopted by EU scholars to the detriment of theoretical 

development on the other (Cini 2006, 42-3). The problem of the insularity of EU 

studies is particularly pressing in the case of Bretherton and Vogler’s work, as 

illustrated in the next sections. 

However, from a constructivist perspective, it is not necessary for scholars “to 

use a design that makes comparisons across countries possible” (Jørgensen 2004, 17) 

because social constructions are actor-specific. By adopting a constructivist approach 

to both IR and EU studies, the references to a specific nature of the EU become 

unnecessary to justify the focus on the EU as a whole, or on the role played by the 

different sub-national, national, and supranational institutions. In step with such a 

consideration, I argue that the concept of ‘actor’ is not less powerful than ‘subject’, 

and that it avoids any ambiguity with ‘legal subjectivity’ – considering also that actors 

can refrain from actions, just like Aalto’s ‘subjects’.  

The work by Raspotnik is important also for his highlights on the EU’s 

policymaking. Raspotnik observes that the EU has so far not attempted to harmonise 

the different Arctic policies – if possible. On the other end of the issue, the Member 

States may not be inclined to this kind of action either, since the European Commission 

has not adequately argued why there should be not just an integrated, but a common 

 
11 Raspotnik (2018), chapter 2: The thought experiment referred to as geopolitics: The EU as a 

Geopolitical Subject 
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Arctic policy.12 At the same time, they also advocate for more cooperation with the 

EU non-Arctic States, considering that climate, energy and infrastructure issues tend 

to be perceived as a common concern.13 Yet, as underlined at the beginning of the 

chapter, the need for more coordination and cooperation does not necessarily lead to a 

more centralised Arctic policy – taking also into consideration the different policy 

areas that constitute the Arctic policies. 

On the ground of his critical perspective, Raspotnik emphasises relationality, 

narratives and identities. He indeed stresses that “the EU is constantly defining itself 

in relation to its Member States, its neighbours and its complex bilateral and 

multilateral relations”.14 The attention he pays to narratives and identities in critical 

geopolitics converges with social constructivism. Amongst the approaches, only the 

one proposed by Charlotte Bretherton and John Vogler (1999; 2006) seems to provide 

a constructivist foundation of the process of identity formation, even though they focus 

more on agency than the ontology of the EU – in step with the ‘spirit’ of actorness 

studies. However, from a constructivist perspective, the concepts of actor and 

actorness bridge IR and EU studies. 

 

 

 

2.5 Bretherton and Vogler’s constructivist path to actorness 

 
12 Raspotnik (2018), chapter 5: “An action in the making: the EU’s Arctic policymaking process” 5.4 

‘In a ‘policymaking’ nutshell. References to Raspotnik’s monograph are reported through footnotes 

since the digital copy I purchased does not have page numbers. 

 
13  Raspotnik (2018), chapter 7: A European geopolitical subject in the Arctic? 
 

14 Raspotnik, A. 2018. The European Union and the Geopolitics of the Arctic. Chapter 2: “The thought 

experiment referred to as geopolitics”, 2.2 ‘Geopolitics by Europe’: The EU as a Geopolitical Subject 
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The 1990s were a dynamic moment for constructivist theorization about IR and EU 

actorness, and for the development of the sui genesis approach to the EU. While Jupille 

and Caporaso took an atheoretical path, Charlotte Bretherton and John Vogler aimed 

to build the concepts of actor and actorness from theory, specifically constructivism. 

Bretherton and Vogler developed their concepts of actor and actorness from a 

constructivist view, which has often been seen as a middle ground between rationalism 

and materialism, (employed by realists and liberalists) and interpretivism and 

subjectivism (Adler 1997; 2002, 95). One of the most influential constructivist 

scholars in the late 1980s and the 1990s was Alexander Wendt, who contributed to the 

legitimation of constructivist scholarship, and whose work is crucial to understand the 

limitations of Bretherton and Vogler’s constructivism. 

In an article dating back to 1987, Wendt exposed the agent-structure problem 

and the solutions offered by IR theories – in particular, neorealism and world-system 

theory. The problem had long been identified by social scientists, who have always 

had to deal with tensions between voluntarism on the one hand and determinism on 

the other, or individualism as opposed to holism (Carlsnaes 1992, 245). However, 

“Wendt deserves credit for bringing an explicit awareness and discussion of the agent–

structure problem to the forefront of social theory in IR” (Rivas 2010, 213). As Wendt 

summarises, the agent-structure problem depicts two tenets of the social life and social 

research:  

● “Human beings and organizations are purposeful actors 

whose actions help reproduce or transform the society in 

which they live”; 

● “Society is made up of social relationships, which structure 

the interactions between these purposeful actors” (Wendt 

1987, 337-8). 
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Wendt underlines that the agent-structure problem is both ontological and 

epistemological, opposing the tendency to reduce one of the units (the agent or the 

structure) to the other, making one of them the ‘primitive’ (Wendt 1987, 339). Over 

the course of his production, Wendt embraced a scientific view of constructivism,15 

which follows Waltz’s primary interest for the field of international politics. In other 

words, Wendt does not embrace the agent side of the dilemma, but the structural – 

even though he tried to circumvent the problem by making states the agents, rather 

than decision-makers.  

Wendt’s position aims to justify the assumption that states are unitary actors 

that can be studied as elements of a system, without considering such a unity a mere 

theoretical construct or a metaphor (Wendt 1999, 196) – which would invalidate his 

ontology and lead back to the studies of elites, bureaucracies, group interests, and 

masses. In his work Social Theory of International Politics, Wendt argues that states 

are agents on their own and that cannot be reduced to their individual members by 

virtue of their corporate agency (Wendt 1999, 193-99) – or, in other words, that “states 

are people too” (Wendt 2004, 291). Wendt argues that states are “homeostatic 

structures that are relatively enduring over time,” (Wendt 1999, 238), related to, but 

independent from, their internal societies: regimes might change, but states remain. 

Wendt also argues that states possess identities and interests by virtue of corporate 

agency – the main interest being their own reproduction.  

However, Jorge Rivas criticises Wendt on the grounds of the assumptions of 

scientific realism. Scientific realism posits that social phenomena are independent 

from the mind, but that complete, objective knowledge of these occurrences is not 

possible (Rivas 2010, 208-9). Rivas rejects Wendt’s argument that it is possible to 

 
15 Here the latest development of his work about using quantum theory to unify physical and social 

ontologies will not be developed. 
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maintain a subjective ontology, which assumes that social structures “are collective 

phenomena that confront individuals as externally existing social fact” (Wendt 1995, 

75), and an objective epistemology, which should be able to ensure a positivist 

knowledge to social phenomena. Such a view of ‘realism’ better exemplifies the 

constructivist position, and interests towards the agent and their motivations, without 

claiming that it is possible to reduce two sides of the agent-structure problem to one 

of the two – especially from the perspective of foreign policy analysis.  

Constructivist scholars have also criticised Wendt’s systemic constructivism, 

which favours abstraction to the detriment of human actors. Rebecca Adler-Nissen 

(2016) notices how Wendt’s structural positions diminish the role of symbolic 

interactionism, which values of interactions among human actors in the construction 

of the social self – a social ‘identity’. However, Adler-Nissen states that a symbolic-

interactionist approach “is not interested in motivations or intentions when it comes to 

analysing the social and political; the fundamental building blocks of social life are 

not individuals but social interactions” (Adler-Nissen 2016, 37). Such a position offers 

limited contribution to the understanding of policy processes, and to the definition of 

an actor-centred constructivist approach focusing on human decision-makers.  

Bretherton and Vogler never truly address constructivism as either a theory of 

IR, or a substantive theory, as discussed in the next chapter. The two authors only 

observe that IR scholars have usually analysed actors from either behavioural and 

structural perspectives, and illustrate their limitations. The two authors argue that an 

exclusive focus on internal factors – and, indeed, on behavioural criteria generally – 

to be inadequate in assessing actorness,” (Bretherton and Vogler 2006, 16) without 

analyses of the international structure. Indeed, both the dimensions are needed to 

investigate and evaluate “the overall impact of the EC/EU’ on world politics” 
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(Bretherton and Vogler 1999, 2-3), as already expressed in the first edition of The 

European Union as a Global Actor. At the same time, Bretherton and Vogler 

acknowledge that structuralist explanations cannot consider the uniqueness of the EU 

as an organisation and the ideologies that led to its emergence (Bretherton and Vogler 

1999, 28; 2006, 20) – despite conceding that problems faced by the EU in terms of 

coherence are “analogous to those affecting any pluralistic political system” 

(Bretherton and Vogler 2006, 32). The two authors do not discuss the EU’s ‘ontology’ 

but its agency – a crucial element for actorness as well as constructivist scholarship, 

including systemic constructivism.  

However, the focus on agency brings Bretherton and Vogler closer to foreign 

policy analysis than Wendt’s constructivism. Scholars of actorness focus on agency 

and capability. Gunnar Sjöstedt equated being an actor with the quality of “actor 

capability”, which measures the “capacity to behave actively and deliberately in 

relation to other actors in the international system” (Sjöstedt 1977, 15; 16). For most 

of their work, Bretherton and Vogler considered agency the very core of actorness, 

stressing volition and the capacity to organise purposive actions. From Bretherton and 

Vogler’s perspective, capability constitutes “interconnection between structure and 

agency which is of interest in a study of the evolving identity, roles and actorness of 

the EU” (Bretherton and Vogler 2006, 22). In this sense, actors’ capability manifests 

a temporary answer to temporary configurations of what they perceive themselves to 

be, because of constant interactions and negotiation – i.e. the actor’s (foreign) policy.  

This view is at odds with Bretherton and Vogler’s interest in measuring the 

impact of the EU in world politics. Indeed, “the foreign policy analyst is less concerned 

with explaining and evaluating policy outcomes and more concerned to understand 

and to explain the policy process itself – how policy emerges, from whom or what, 
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and why” (White 2004, 46). By doing so, it is possible to integrate the aspect of 

identity, which Bretherton and Vogler define as “shared understandings about the 

nature of an entity” (Bretherton and Vogler 2006, 39). From a systemic view, 

regardless of its constructivist foundation, such a definition of identity is not 

applicable, but it becomes crucial in the analysis of the EU’s (not only) foreign policy. 

 

2.6 Recent developments of Bretherton and Vogler’s model of actorness 

More recently, Stanislaw Jouhier has adopted Bretherton and Vogler’s concept of 

actorness has also been adopted to study the EU’s external ‘engagement’ and actorness 

in Arctic politics (2024), grounding his study on the work by Chad Damro, Sieglinde 

Gstöhl, Simon Schunz. In their edited volume The European Union’s Evolving 

External Engagement (2018), the three authors have further developed Bretherton and 

Vogler’s concepts, but they focused on the EU’s engagement in international politics. 

In their work, Schunz et al. define engagement  

“as any form of interaction – whether through deliberate action or 

not – between the European Union, that is, EU institutions and 

bodies or EU member states acting on behalf of the EU, and the 

outside world, typically third countries or international 

organizations and regimes, but also non-state actors” (Damro et al. 

2018, 6). 

In the view of Schunz et al., engagement follows actorness, which however they do 

not define without reference to its three components (see also Gstöhl and Schunz 

2023). They indeed draw from Bretherton and Vogler’s concept of actorness and 

operationalise it through a better specification of Opportunity, Presence, and 

Capability – as discussed in the next chapter. However, they do not place the 
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dimension of identity and shared understanding of one actor’s (the EU) roles and, in 

Klose’s terms, imagination, at the centre of their analysis. The choice of the authors is 

compatible with their interest in the evolving dynamics of the EU’s external relations, 

defining its engagement; the choice also reflects the view that multiple factors 

intervene in the different stages of policymaking, which is seldom a linear process, 

and which never takes place in isolation from other decision-making activities. Yet, as 

I argue in the next chapter, such an eclectic approach further enhances the 

fragmentation of actorness studies.   

Damro et al. also introduce the concept of political will, which they define as 

being “essentially about the convergence of interests and/or ideas of the member states 

and the EU institutions” (Damro et al. 2018, 251), and as one of the elements 

determining the extension of the EU’s engagement in a policy area. According to this 

formulation, political will can indicate actorness, but I argue that the concept of 

identity – as one’ role – better captures the convergence of ideas emerging from the 

process of imagination upon which actors make sense of their roles, and construct their 

capabilities. Therefore, the definition of actorness that Klose proposes enables 

researchers to narrow the operationalisation of opportunity, presence, and capability 

down to their actor-centred meaning. 

Jouhier’s paper presents a different version of Bretherton and Vogler’s model, 

where ‘external perceptions’ replaces capability (Jouhier 2024, 6). The concept of 

external perceptions represents the EU’s reputation and, in the specific case of the 

paper, the  

“successes of its research and science diplomacy within the 

Circumpolar Arctic and its ability to deliver on socioeconomic 

development in the European Arctic [as well as] the EU’s barriers to 
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being recognized as a legitimate Arctic player, including its clear-

cut limits and controversial proposals and policies” (Jouhier 2024, 

26). 

However, I argue that substituting capability with external perceptions does not 

enhances the model, since external perceptions are already included in the concept of 

opportunity in the original work by Bretherton and Vogler. The elimination of 

capability risks reducing the capacity to study actorness, if it is understood as the 

construction of one entity’s role and goals to pursue. 

In 2023, Gstöhl and Schunz also included Klose’s view of actorness in their 

work, emphasising the importance of role conceptions – Klose even “suggests 

theorizing about the EU’s international emergence as a role-making process” (Klose 

2018, 1146). The two authors extended their study to the EU’s role in the Arctic as 

part of the Global Spaces of EU actorness – and role performance, which arguably 

replaces the concept of effectiveness. On the grounds of their findings, Gstöhl and 

Schunz also argue that “the higher the EU’s degree of actorness (including favourable 

opportunity but especially a strong EU presence and coherence among member states), 

the more likely it is that it can successfully align role performance and conception,” 

(Gstöhl and Schunz 2023, 1250).  

The two authors’ position partly converges with the one adopted in this 

dissertation, and their findings seem to preliminarily support my research hypothesis, 

except for role performance (here not examined). However, while they also suggest 

that “EU role conceptions can be examined by investigating the Union’s self-

expectations of its ‘appropriate’ foreign policy behaviour,” (Gstöhl and Schunz 2023, 

1240), they do not combine Klose’s definition of actorness with Bretherton and 

Vogler’s cornerstones of the concept. In step with the purpose of integrating actorness 
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studies from a constructivist perspective, this research rather aims to develop a model 

that combines the two and that not only improves the operationalisation actorness, but 

also better captures the process of EU policy-making – and political imagination. 

The work done by Schunz et al. provides a better understanding of the 

cornerstones of actorness mean, especially presence, and the late development of their 

work also integrates the concept of role – necessary for foreign policy analysis. 

However, their approach is eclectic and pragmatic, as discussed in the following 

chapter. Eclecticism and pragmatism have their advantages in a field like IR, which is 

‘exhausted’ by theoretical wars and where parsimony and elegance do not reflect the 

layered, interconnected causes behind a single phenomenon. At the same time, 

eclecticism and pragmatism are possible when different theories share, even to 

different degrees, the same ontologies. As I will argue in the next chapter, this is the 

case of constructivism, which has been increasingly integrated into classical IR 

theories on the grounds of ontological affinity and, to some extent, similar 

epistemologies. 

 

2.6 Conclusions 

This chapter has offered a review of the literature addressing the EU in international 

politics and Arctic affairs, paving the way to the presentation of this dissertation’s 

constructivist framework to study EU’s actorness in Arctic governance in the form of 

foreign policy analysis. After highlighting the divide between IR and EU researchers 

on the ground of the theoretical debates, this chapter has shown the debate around the 

concept of actorness, i.e. the clear-cut divisions between ‘traditional’ scholars and EU 

researchers, where the former focused on theory while the latter favoured empirical 

research. However, the atheoretical scholarship of EU studies has led to fragmentation 
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in the field. Consequently, one the aims of this chapter was to enhance continuity 

between IR and EU studies, by criticising and rejecting claims on the ‘sui generis 

actorness’ of the EU through constructivist criticism. 

Fragmentation appears also as inflation of concepts, and EU scholars also offer 

different diagnoses for their theoretical fragmentation. William Paterson, Neill 

Nugent, and Michelle Egan observe fragmentation both in theoretical and empirical 

research, and they trace this tendency back to young scholars’ preference – or, some 

might say, young researchers’ only option in particular contexts - for theoretical 

contributions (Paterson et al. 2010, 409). However, Drieskens (2017) underlines that, 

despite the absence of consistent theoretical debate in EU actorness studies, empirical 

research has flourished – in step with the general attitude of research about the EU. 

These opposite diagnoses suggest that the absence of theoretical debates might also 

lead to difficulties in identifying the reason behind the sprouting of so many branches 

in the EU studies’ family tree. Therefore, I have opted to stress theoretical and 

conceptual continuity, especially between actorness and geopolitics, rather than 

propose new concepts – in the name of integrating concepts of actorness.  
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Chapter III 

Actorness as Imagination and Capability Construction: 

Constructivism and Critical Geopolitics in Foreign Policy Analysis 

  

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the theoretical framework adopted to investigate EU actorness 

in Arctic politics by turning Bretherton and Vogler’s concepts into (constructivist) 

tools to study the formation of foreign policies. As it has been shown, Bretherton and 

Vogler do not discuss the meaning of constructivism, nor its ontological and 

epistemological issues. I here embrace an actor-centred definition of constructivism, 

which focuses on how (human) actors construct their role in a political context and 

react to others’ identity-building processes. My theoretically grounded investigation 

relies on the need for a better-organised theoretical framework, in accordance with 

Thomas Kuhn’s (1970) claim that advancement of knowledge is possible only within 

the limits of a paradigm. Yet, at the same time, I reject Kuhn’s radical claim that 

scientific paradigms are incommensurable and incomparable (Kuhn 1970, 103) – 

being incommensurability a property of different ontologies, while classical theories 

of international relations share a common one, as explained in this chapter.  

The chapter unfolds as follows: in the first section, I justify the choice for 

constructivism not as in opposition to realism and liberalism, but in response to 

scientific realism – which is yet founded upon ontological and epistemological 

similarities between the three ‘main’ schools of IR. In the second section, I introduce 

the definition of actor-centred constructivism, choosing the ‘agent side’ of the agent-
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structure problem of social theories. After that, I propose to combine Stephan Klose’s 

definition of actorness and Bretherton and Vogler’s conceptualization, arguing that 

Klose’s focus on imagination and role construction better specifies the meaning of 

actorness and its relationship with the actors’ construction of capabilities. Finally, I 

operationalise the cornerstones of actorness – opportunity, presence, and capability – 

considering the actor-centred definition of actorness, and through the geopolitical 

concepts of positioning and scale. In the re-formulation of Bretherton and Vogler’s 

concept and model of actorness, critical geopolitics plays an essential role, and it is 

akin to constructivism. 

 

3.2 Defining constructivism in eclectic actorness studies 

The promise of constructivism, as either a middle-ground or a rejection of binary 

thinking, would be to balance these two polarities or to include what structural analyses 

often exclude. However, constructivism is often depicted as ontologically opposed to 

realism and institutionalism, rather than as a gateway between subjective and objective 

IR – even if more centred on actors than the ‘world out there’. For example, in the case 

of the Arctic, 

“[i]n contrast to neorealist and neoliberal institutionalist reading, 

one can discern a number of discursive signs of a shared Arctic 

geopolitical understanding, and possibly even identity projects 

amongst Arctic states. For example, policy strategies emphasise 

shared security and non-security threats and challenges, and 

especially the Arctic coastal states have stressed their shared 

responsibility and “stewardship” of and for the Arctic” (Knecht and 

Keil 2013, 180). 
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Ten years later, however, the discursive signs on the Arctic have changed. Military 

concerns for the region have increased, even though the region is out of the military 

radar now, despite – or also thanks to? – Finland and Sweden’s NATO membership, 

which results in NATO and Russia bordering along their Nordic and Arctic borders 

[to a much greater degree than before the two states’ admission]. The Russian full 

invasion of, and war against, Ukraine had resulted in the pause of the Arctic Council, 

but it has not fuelled military tensions – however, the concerns about human security 

and hybrid warfare have long been increasing, even before 2022.16 Consequently, the 

‘Arctic discourse’ that apparently justified a constructivist approach to the study of 

Arctic (foreign) policies – as opposed to power politics – has also transformed.  

On the grounds of these considerations, there is the need to define what 

constructivism means, and its relation to the study of foreign policies. With regards to 

IR competing approaches, the literature review has shown that (neo)realism and 

(neo)liberal institutionalism do not exclude ideas (beliefs, identities, norms) and their 

explanatory power – nor, constructivism ignores ‘material’ elements like the 

distribution of military capabilities. Rather, the contention stems from different views 

of how ideas influence policy outcomes, how ideas constitute the social world, and the 

epistemological implications of different ontological perspectives. 

 
16 The concept of hybrid threats refers to hostile actions – taken by either state or non-state actors – that 

aim to exploit the vulnerabilities of the other actors through mixed tactics (diplomacy, technology, 

espionage) without resorting to traditional warfare. Hybrid threats may increase tensions and undermine 

collective efforts to maintain the Arctic a peaceful area as if they were forms of gas-lighting, reducing 

not only mutual trust but also polarising the debate – whose unfolding is already being compromised 

by information warfare, manipulation, and disinformation. Heather Conley and Colin Wall argue that 

“[y]ears of repeating the mantra “High North, low tension” have delayed an appropriate response and 

possibly distorted the priorities of Arctic policymakers so that an excessively high tolerance for malign 

activity may have developed” (Conley and Wall 2021, 4). From this perspective, the idea of a peaceful 

Arctic – or the incapacity to hold actors accountable for actions – has resulted in developing policies 

that have left security aspects out in favour of a precise view of the Arctic order – despite the emergence 

of (weak) signals of different trends in the region. 
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To establish the theoretical framework, I start with a question: do Bretherton 

and Vogler need constructivism? Indeed, Bretherton and Vogler position themselves 

as constructivist but neglect any discussion about constructivism, nor they discuss the 

core differences between constructivist approaches and the other schools of IR. 

Consequently, the model also lends itself to non-constructivist or atheoretical 

applications or reformulations. Simon Schunz, Chad Damro, and Sieglinde Gstöhl’s 

work The European Union’s Evolving External Engagement (date?) indeed abandons 

the constructivist theoretical foundation of Bretherton and Vogler’s model, in favour 

of an approach defined as analytical eclecticism.  

In their work, Schunz, Damro and Gstöhl adopt a pragmatic approach that 

“propagates theoretical pluralism” (Schunz et al. 2018, 7), and that reflects a tendency 

to suspend inter-paradigm debates, also due to theoretical uncertainty – but, more 

importantly, uncertainty about the foundation of knowledge. Schunz, Damro, and 

Gstöhl draw from pragmatist sensitivity and philosophy that Jörg Friedrichs and 

Friedrich Kratochwil (an important name for constructivist research), presented in 

their 2009 article “On Acting and Knowing: How Pragmatism Can Advance 

International Relations Research and Methodology”. In their article, the authors start 

from the assumption that the debate on the IR scholars still pursue futile “traditional 

epistemological quest for the incontrovertible foundations of scientific knowledge” 

(Friedrichs and Kratochwil 2009, 701), while eclecticism is “grounded in social 

reality” and it is more suitable for “problem-driven research” (Damro et al. 2018, 29). 

However, this kind of eclecticism is less inclusive than it is usually presented, as 

explained later in this section, because it is founded on ontological and epistemological 

compatibilities – which group realism, liberalism, and constructivism together in 

opposition to scientific realism. 
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According to Nuno Monteiro and Keven Ruby (2009), scholars of IR might 

adopt three foundational positions: instrumentalism, social constructivism, and 

scientific realism. However, in their criticism of any foundationalist instances, 

Friedrichs and Kratochwil trace pragmatic attitudes in IR and EU studies, as in the 

case of Andrew Moravcsik – the champion of liberal-intergovernmentalism. Friedrichs 

and Kratochwil argue that Moravcsik had adopted a pragmatist approach when he 

proposed his Theory Synthesis approach, which stems from assuming that “[t]he 

complexity of most large events in world politics precludes plausible unicausal 

explanations” (Moravcsik 2003, 132). Moravcsik states that theories that share a set of 

coherent assumptions can contribute to a more thorough understanding of political and 

social phenomena, without necessarily sharing “a full range of basic ontological 

assumptions [and] fundamental ontological matters” like the units considered, or their 

forms of interaction (Moravcsik 2003, 132). However, Moravcsik’s position is still 

foundational: under what conditions are theoretical pluralism and pragmatism 

possible?  

Here, I embrace the view according to which eclecticism, pluralism, and 

pragmatism are possible on the ground of ontological compatibility between realism, 

institutionalism, and constructivism, under the umbrella of constructivism. As 

Jonathan Joseph argues, the main opposition is not between constructivism and 

realism, but between scientific realism on the one side, and constructivism and critical 

theory approaches on the other – which is the side of interpretivism. In Joseph’s words, 

scientific realism is a philosophical standpoint that establishes positivism (Joseph 

2007, 345) but not necessarily empiricism – which limits reality to what is observable 

and measurable (‘objective’) by reducing the factors that influence phenomena 

occurring in “the world out there”. From this perspective, Joseph considers classical 
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IR theories to be ‘empirically realist’, but not necessarily rooted in a scientific realist 

philosophy: in the case of neorealism, Joseph argues that “Waltz embraces an actualist 

philosophy that focuses on the level of events, but ignores the level of the real – those 

unobservable social structures, causal processes and generative mechanisms that 

produce the events” (Joseph 2007, 348). In this regard, empirical inquiry is necessary 

but not sufficient for a scientific account of research because ‘superficial’, apparent 

“forms or phenomena, and our experiences of them, then, do not exhaust the real” 

(Wight and Joseph 2010, 11).  

On the grounds of his scientific realism, Joseph argues that the social is 

something far bigger than the individuals that make societies, since the social stems 

not only from the conscious activities of the actors, but also from the unintended 

consequences of their actions and thoughts. In addition, individuals are born in 

societies whose rules, values, and material conditions shape and constrain the 

behaviour of their members often in an unconscious fashion. One might argue that 

even transformative actions, including radical revolutions of legal orders, is influenced 

by unconscious elements of actions that are structural. In this regard, Joseph observes 

“that constructivism cannot deal with such issues because it cannot go beyond a social 

ontology of intersubjective relations or social practices” (Joseph 2007, 358). Far from 

being dismissive towards constructivism and its aims, Joseph’s reflection shows the 

conditions for analytic eclecticism, i.e. the need for shared ontologies and 

epistemologies.  

The arguments presented in this section seem to confirm what Jérémie Cornut 

observes with regards to Sil and Katzenstein’s position that realism, liberalism, and 

constructivism are complementary in pragmatic, i.e. problem-driven, research. Cornut 

underlines that Sil and Katzenstein do not offer a sufficient explanation for the 
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possibility for realist, liberal, and constructivist theories to complement one another 

while excluding critical IR theories – feminist, post-structural, and postmodern 

theories, for example (Cornut 2015, 53-4). Noting Joseph’s arguments, the tensions 

between the three “main” schools of IR do not stem from different ontologies, nor 

necessarily from different epistemologies placed on different positions within the 

structuralist-behaviouralist spectrum – which is better known as the agent-structure 

problem. Rather, the aims make the difference: within this opposition, researchers are 

expected to determine what the independent variable is (the agent, or the structure), 

especially if they pursue scientific investigations in which variables can be isolated 

and the hypotheses tested and reproduced – for example, by identifying recurring 

patterns of behaviour.  

In addition, Cornut also argues that it is necessary to specify what the 

contribution of each theory to an eclectic study is. In this regard, Sil states that 

(analytical) eclecticism “puts the burden on the investigator to demonstrate how and 

why the choices and actions of agents reflect, reproduce, or transform emergent 

patterns of social norms and structures” (Sil 2009, 650). Consequently, the researcher 

is expected to justify their approach. However, Bretherton and Vogler embrace a 

constructivist approach, positing that social reality is produced by shared meanings, 

but their justification is insufficient. Indeed, one of the most prominent constructivist 

IR scholars, Stefano Guzzini, presents two main problems related to constructivist 

scholarship, i.e. the already mentioned eclecticism and redundancy.  

Redundancy is a subtle foe. Guzzini argues that redundancy occurs when 

constructivists do not add anything but “some face lift to already existing approaches,” 

(Guzzini 2000, 148), such as arguing that ideas have an impact on politics as much as 

material aspects of reality. For example, David Dessler points out that the structure of 
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international relations is inherently social even for neorealist scholars, who assume 

that state behaviour is constrained by material factors as well as anarchy, which is “an 

ordering principle that is as much a part of the ‘shared structure of knowledge’ in 

international politics as any of the norms, values, or identities that constructivists 

emphasize in their explanatory accounts” (Dessler 1999, 127). Indeed, Waltz’s Theory 

of International Relations “entails atomistic assumptions about states being the basic 

units and ‘structure’ being composed of external relations between units. Ultimately 

structure is nothing more than such interactions” (Joseph 2010, 52). Consequently, 

when Bretherton and Vogler claim to assign a great role to identities, defined as 

“shared understandings that give meaning(s) to what the EU is and what it does,” 

(Bretherton and Vogler 2006, 26), they do not clarify what they mean or how their 

claim makes their approach different from realism and liberalism. 

Therefore, what is constructivism, and what is its contribution? Guzzini defines 

it “in terms both of a social construction of meaning (including knowledge), and of the 

construction of social reality” (Guzzini 2000, 149; italics in original). As Craig 

Parsons observes, “constructivist scholarship argues that we cannot access something 

we should want to know about action without paying attention to interpretive social 

constructs like ideas, norms, practices, identities, or discourse” (Parsons 2015, 504; 

2018, 75). Guzzini insists on the reflexive character of constructivism and rejects naïve 

empiricism that holds that observation is value-free, and he opposes radical idealism 

which overshadows social practices in the construction of knowledge (Guzzini 2000, 

160). Here, the definition of constructivism that I embrace posits that constructivism 

indicates an interpretivist theory according to which actors behave according to the 

role that they construct for themselves in accordance with how they perceive their 

environment to be – a role that constitutes their social identity.  
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Consequently, constructivism holds that the study of actors’ intentionality 

narrows the investigation of the social world to intersubjectivity, how they interpret or 

manipulate it, and how they make sense of their successes or failures. In this regard, 

constructivism has an empiricist foundation that focuses on specific actors and 

contexts, rather than on inferring general laws of behaviour – which might exist, but 

they might run deeper than the actors’ consciousness and views of the world, and that 

might be out of researchers’ reach, who themselves are particular actors placed in 

particular spatiotemporal contexts. Indeed, researchers cannot observe the entirety of 

reality, especially when they cannot distance themselves from the system in which 

they are placed. On the grounds of these considerations, I agree with Ole Wæver, and 

argue that constructivism enables researchers to see the objects of research “as 

constructed by the separate theories” of realism and liberalism (Wæver 1996, 174). 

In this dissertation, I adopt Sabine Saurugger’s definition of actor-centred 

constructivism as an approach whose aim “is to understand how worldviews, which 

provide the cognitive background in which actors evolve, are at the same time used by 

actors to strategically achieve their goals” (Saurugger 2013, 896). In the case of the 

EU, actor-centred constructivism highlights the importance of actors beyond EU 

institutions – whereas constructivist scholars tend to exclude or diminish “the role of 

member states and member-driven decision processes,” (Gehring and Urbanski 2023, 

134). An actor-centred view should not imply a reduction of the agent-structure 

problem to one of the two polarities. Rather, such an approach takes into consideration 

the irreducibility of agents and structures to one of the two elements, and the 

indeterminacy that constitutes IR as a field of research. Therefore, I argue that actor-

centred constructivism integrates actorness studies and IR theory with foreign policy 

analysis.  
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3.3 An actor-centred, constructivist definition of actorness 

Recently, Stephan Klose has turned to social interactionism to propose a more 

constructivist definition of actorness. Drawing on the work of social psychologist 

George Mead, Klose defines actorness as “an entity’s capacity to imagine and realize 

roles for its sense of ‘self’ in (specific contexts of) international affairs,” a capacity 

that hinges on internal and external sets of expectations about roles, creative actions, 

and social and material resources (Klose 2018, 1148). While I do not employ cognitive 

or socio-psychological approaches, I adopt Klose’s definition because it is compatible 

with that of Bretherton and Vogler, despite Klose's assertion that social interactionism 

better supports Jupille and Caporaso’s emphasis on domestic cohesion (Klose 2018, 

1148) – a concept that also appears in Bretherton and Vogler’s 2013 article.  

More precisely, I argue that Klose’s definition strengthens the role of identity 

that Bretherton and Vogler deemed as central in their view of actorness. According to 

Klose the “ability to generate a coherent role aspiration, in this light, depends on the 

convergence of domestic role expectation” (Klose 2018, 1148), which relates to the 

“shared understandings about the nature of an entity” (Bretherton and Vogler 2006, 

39). In this regard, it becomes clear that while Jupille and Caporaso emphasise the 

domestic cohesion of the EU, Bretherton and Vogler also stress the need for common 

views about what the EU is and what it is expected to do. I also argue that the concept 

of imagination better suits the study of role-construction in the form of capability-

construction, which deals with the EU’s decision-making process and capacity to bring 

about change in international affairs.  

The concept of political imagination risks being too broad to be useful or 

applicable, without suitable determinants. Indeed, imagination might refer to crucial 

qualities or capacities such as anticipatory or predictive abilities, which have become 
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increasingly relevant for foresight, forecasting, backcasting, and future-oriented 

methods of governance in general – even for Arctic politics (see European 

Commission 2021b). Or, it might refer to policy creativity, which is also a crucial 

component of policy-making. To combine it with Bretherton and Vogler’s 

conceptualisation, and to operationalise it, this research offers a definition of 

imagination as the combination of opportunity and presence, and how actors employ 

them to construct their capability.  

In addition, Klose also considers the role of creative action, which enables actor 

to defy prescribed roles – which is one of the main limitations of sociological 

institutionalism (Knight 1992, 15) – and highlights the role of agency over 

effectiveness. Effectiveness has been central to the study of actorness. In addition to 

Sjöstedt (1977), Gehring, Urbanski, and Oberthür also define actorness as the capacity 

of an entity to act effectively in its own right, by influencing others’ behaviour. In the 

case of the EU, this aspect of actorness is manifested when the Member States 

renounce their decision-making power and control over resources, to transfer them to 

the EU (Gehring et al. 2017, 729). Bretherton and Vogler slowly but steadily 

abandoned the definition of actorness as capability as well, privileging effectiveness. 

Indeed, in their 2013 article, the two authors started considering capability as “a 

contributory rather than determining factor” (Bretherton and Vogler 2013, 381) of 

actorness – without providing a clear or comprehensive definition of the concept.  

However, identifying actorness with effectiveness raises other issues, since the 

mechanism linking actors’ capabilities and external effects are not clear, nor 

necessarily dependent on capability. In this regard, Daniel Thomas (2012) shows the 

problem of coherence between the EU and the Member States’ positions, and EU 

effectiveness. In his study, Thomas illustrates that the choice of the EU and its 
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Members defended their position against the US campaign for International Criminal 

Court ‘non-surrender agreements’ via moral and legal claims. However, those claims 

were far less efficient than American threats to withdraw military support from some 

states. Thomas also observes that the EU’s decision not to resort to threats or other 

ways to compensate those States. Therefore, Thomas criticises the link between 

domestic dialogue and external achievement as well, arguing that internal agreement- 

“may be necessary for the EU to exert its influence abroad, but it 

clearly is not sufficient in a multi-centric world where many others 

do not share the EU’s collective policy preferences and are ready to 

deploy vast resources in pursuit of their goals” (Thomas 2012, 472). 

In addition, studying the effectiveness of the EU policies in relation to actorness 

implies distinguishing between voluntary and involuntary effectiveness, as Thomas 

observe. For example, researchers can neither exclude that incoherent policies might 

produce unintended positive consequences for the actors considered, nor that hostile 

events can produce positive impacts on the grounds of how actors make sense of them 

– and vice versa. In the case of the Arctic, for example, the EU’s Regulation on seal 

products produced numerous consequences (including precluding the Union’s bids for 

formal observer status) that are difficult to evaluate, but it was the result of internal 

increasing regulations and bans that the EU needed to harmonise – as discussed in the 

fifth and seventh chapters. As in the general case of sanctions, the problem is not 

whether they are effective per se, but rather “identifying the factors that influence their 

effectiveness,” (Morin and Paquin 2018, 47).  

In sum, Klose better articulates Bretherton and Vogler’s actorness and 

constructivist perspective, while also maintaining the focus on how actors construct 

their capabilities rather than their effectiveness. His definition can create a connection 
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among the three cornerstones of actorness, since actors’ imagination impacts 

opportunity and presence, or even shapes them – stressing that the actor’s imagination 

extends to other actors’ roles and the social structure where actors operate. Then, his 

definition of actorness offers three steps to operationalise research on EU actorness: 

analysis how the EU imagines to respond to events; investigation on the attempts to 

fulfil its imagined role; and the implications of this activity (Klose 2018, 1145-50). As 

far as capability is concerned, by starting from the definition of actorness as capacity 

to imagine one’s own role in a context and (and hopefully realise it), it is possible to 

establish explanatory relationships between the three concepts and to order them – to 

illustrate how capability means to capitalise on opportunity and presence, as 

Bretherton and Vogler affirm. 

 

3.4 Operationalising actorness from the perspective of actors’ imagination 

By adopting Klose’s definition of actorness and embracing actor-centred 

constructivism, it becomes necessary to operationalise Bretherton and Vogler’s 

concept from an actor-centred perspective. Among the three concepts proposed by 

Bretherton and Vogler, opportunity is the most ‘problematic’ with regards to actor-

centred approaches, at least at first sight. Bretherton and Vogler refer to ‘opportunity 

structure’ to indicate the external ideational context, and they affirm that it is supposed 

to capture the dynamism of international politics (Bretherton and Vogler 2006, 23). 

However, Bretherton and Vogler’s understanding of opportunity as a structural 

concept does not convey information about the nature of said structure, nor it indicates 

how actors construct it or are affected by it.  

The concept of opportunity is a cornerstone of policy-cycle studies and foreign 

policy research, including studies on the EU’s Arctic policy (Wegge 2012). William 
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Gamson and David Meyer affirm that political opportunities are not only there for 

actors to exploit them, but also for actors to construct them. More specifically, they 

define such a construction “as a struggle over meaning within movements” (Gamson 

and Meyer 1996, 289). Gamson and Meyer analyse political opportunity from the 

perspective of movements, but their considerations on behaviour and opportunities 

apply to political actors.  Therefore, the concept lends itself to indicating the capacity 

of actors to create their opportunity by making sense of their role in a specific context 

without necessarily being (only) structuralist in nature. 

Within the field of international politics and IR, Benjamin Most and Harvey 

Starr include opportunity in their work Inquiry, Logic, and International Politics (first 

in 1989 and in the following editions of their book), together with the concept of 

Willingness. Most and Starr indeed proposed the two concepts by building on the work 

of Harold and Margaret Sprout, who dedicated their careers to the study of the impact 

of environments and contexts in international affairs. According to David Criekemans, 

the Sprouts were extremely influential in introducing Political Geography in the U.S. 

Political Science and IR curricula (Criekemans 2022, 157-9), even though their names 

is seldom known or “rarely mentioned in the histories of the field” (Specter 2023). 

Their work began in the form of what can be defined a traditional geopolitical 

approach, which emphasises material dimensions such as the size of a state and the 

impact of geographical elements for the efficient administration of the state, which 

Harold Sprout believed that could “enable the student of public policy to make 

predictions regarding the results to be expected from any line of governmental policy 

adopted or under consideration,” (Sprout 1931, 442). During the 1960s, however, the 

Sprouts (as well as other IR scholars, as recalled in the previous chapter), started to 

distance themselves from realist scholarships, including their own works. They 
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abandoned deterministic approaches in favour of more human or behaviour-centred 

perspectives which placed human reasoning at the centre of political analysis 

(Criekemans 2022, 163) which they called “cognitive behaviouralism”.  

The Sprouts presented cognitive behaviouralism as “the simple and familiar 

principle that a person reacts to his milieu as he apperceives it – that is, as he perceives 

and interprets it in the light of past experience” (Sprout and Sprout 1957, 314). From 

this point of view, the Sprouts’ thought does not mirror the so-called debate between 

traditional realist and behaviouralists, where the former had been accused by the latter 

of not being ‘scientific enough’ on the grounds of their high dependency on historical 

examples (Schmidt 2013, 14). In step with constructivism, they do not assume any 

aprioristic or theory-driven motivations behind human action, but they distinguish 

between “psychological environment” and “operational environment”, the former 

being the image of a context that actors create, or “mental maps” (Starr 2013, 435), 

and the latter being the material and ideational setting that limits the possibilities of 

actors (Sprout and Sprout 1957, 314). 

With regards to opportunity, I draw from the definition of psychological 

environment that the Sprouts give – which emphasises actors’ imagination and 

creativity over fixed roles or claims to accurately represent the structure of the 

international arena, regardless of how this image informs actors. Indeed, William 

Gamson and David Meyer do not assume that actors necessarily evaluate opportunities 

realistically (in the less academic understanding of the term). The two authors 

acknowledge that actors tend to present “a systematic optimistic bias exaggerating 

opportunities and underestimating constraints,” and they observe that such an attitude 

is crucial “to sustain a collective action frame that includes the belief that conditions 

can be changed,” (Gamson and Meyer 1996, 289-90). 
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The second concept adopted by Bretherton and Vogler is presence. This 

concept is meant to capture the “structural power of the EU”, which means “the ability 

of the EU, by virtue of its existence, to exert influence beyond its borders” (Bretherton 

and Vogler 2006, 22). The two authors argue that, in their view, presence “does not 

denote purposive external action, rather it is a consequence of being” (Bretherton and 

Vogler 2006, 26). Bretherton and Vogler (2006, 25). Presence starting from David 

Allen and Michael Smith’s 1990 article on the impact of Western Europe (the 

European Community). Allen and Smith articulate the concept in broader aspects, 

which do not coincide with what Bretherton and Vogler consider presence to be: for 

example, they state that presence can be seen a quality of international arenas, where 

institutions and decision-makers create their expectations upon other participants in a 

specific area. At the same time, Allen and Smith (1990, 22) also argue that presence is 

not limited to actors, but that it “can be a property of ideas, notions, expectations and 

imaginations” – and I emphasise the last element of the list. 

This second cornerstone appears to be more ambiguous and less effective than 

opportunity on two levels. First, Allen and Smith define presence also in terms of 

legitimacy and capacity to mobilise resources, which Bretherton and Vogler place 

under the category of capability. Second, from Allen and Smith’s perspective, presence 

is related to the concept of opportunity, since their article deals with how international 

arenas enable or constrain political behaviour. This similarity might be present even 

in Bretherton and Vogler’s conceptualisation, which is only smoothened by framing 

presence as ‘non purposive’ – even though such a definition is ambiguous.  

Other scholars have proposed a more precise reading of Bretherton and 

Vogler’s concept of presence, to make it easier to identify it – and potentially less akin 

to opportunity. In their work on EU actorness, Damro et al.’s (2018) choice to consider 
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presence in terms of the impact of the EU’s acquis communautaire – which is the legal 

and policy cumulative body of the EU (Damro et al. 2018, 16-7; Schunz and Damro 

2020, 126) conditioning the behaviour of the Member States and external entities when 

existent or relevant for a specific issue. While considering presence as non-purposive, 

Damro et al. (2018, 16) describe presence as “potentiality of external effects”. 

Considering the constructivist and ecological perspective, presence should 

indicate the capacity of the EU to have an impact on other actors’ psychological 

environment and consequently their behaviour by existing as an entity with an identity. 

In other words, it is a capacity of the actor taken into consideration, and it becomes 

visible as other entities start to attribute to the EU specific roles on the grounds of its 

values. To be effective, an actor’s presence needs to be part of a system that makes it 

significant for others – therefore, the actor whose presence is considered needs to 

engage with others. The meaning of presence therefore does not stem from mere 

existence, but rather from the purposive action of participating in international politics 

where third parties can construct expectations upon an actor, and vice versa. Without 

participation in a system, the existence of one actor is meaningless to the others: its 

existence can be part of the operational environment, but not the psychological. 

Building upon Klose and Schunz et al., I propose to consider presence as the 

sets of expectations that actors build upon themselves (and others) resulting from both 

the legal structure, which determines core values and competences, and level of action. 

Therefore, rather than considering the ‘potential external effects’ of an actor’s legal 

and institutional structure, I stress the policymakers’ cognition and understanding of 

actors’ competences or capacities. By doing so, the concept of presence maintains a 

connection to opportunity, but it stresses a different level of decision-making and 

mutual understanding of one actor’s role. While opportunity identifies what an actor 
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aspires to do in a given context, presence indicates how an actor can act or is expected 

to act, or how they can act or are supposed to act. 

In the case of the EU, I also argue that presence should not refer only to the 

external environment but also to the domestic one; and, that it should refer not only to 

the EU’s treaties, but also the legal structure of the EU (Arctic) Member States, i.e. the 

impact of their constitutional and legal systems inside the EU and its decision-making 

processes. In the case of Arctic politics and governance, Denmark is particularly 

relevant from this perspective, since the Arctic lands of Greenland and the Faroe 

Islands enjoy high degrees of autonomy in domestic areas of interests such as 

sustainability – even though Denmark still holds two key portfolios, namely foreign 

affairs and defence, and has of course the capacity to influence other relevant sectors 

such as the economic and judicial. The three EU Arctic Member States operate both 

as EU members and Arctic States; they bargain in both the EU’s institutional 

framework and in the Arctic institutions; they need to be considered by EU Institutions 

according to their own specificity – for example, the former Danish opt-out regarding 

the defence policy, repealed in 2022 after the Russian invasion of Ukraine. 

Finally, after opportunity and presence, there is capability, which consists in 

the ability to capitalise on presence or respond to opportunity, and it is defined as the 

internal dimension of external actions (Bretherton and Vogler 1999, 5; 2006, 24-9). In 

Bretherton and Vogler’s main works, capability constitutes the “interconnection 

between structure and agency” which is of interest in a study of the evolving identity, 

roles, and actorness of the EU,” (Bretherton and Vogler 2006, 22). The two authors 

further specify the meaning of Capability for actorness, articulating an actor’s 

intentionality through five requirements: (i) shared commitment to a set of overarching 

values and principles; (ii) domestic legitimation of decision processes and priorities 
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relating to external policy; (iii) the ability to identify priorities and formulate policies; 

and (iv) the availability of, and capacity to utilise policy instruments, consisting in 

diplomacy, negotiations, economic tools and military means (Bretherton and Vogler 

1999, 38). 

Yet, over time, Bretherton and Vogler have reduced its dimension from four 

points to two, keeping the ability to formulate priorities and develop policies, and the 

availability of and capacity to utilise policy instruments, and eliminating references to 

shared commitment to sets of common values and to the domestic legitimation of 

priorities relating to external policy (Bretherton and Vogler 2013, 381). The two 

authors included the aspect of coherence, which is threefold: vertical, horizontal, and 

institutional – which are especially meant to fit the case of the EU’s foreign policy. 

The first one indicates the degree of convergence among the Member States’ foreign 

policies, and between the Member States and the EU’s. The second one deals with 

different policy sectors and issues that might be in tension with one another – for 

example, use of Arctic lands and Indigenous People’s rights, or animal welfare and 

Indigenous People’s industry, as illustrated in the empirical chapters. The third type of 

coherence describes the mechanism of the EU’s internal policy coordination. Despite 

the references to the EU’s system, such an approach does not determine a sui generis 

approach, which is not mentioned in the 2013 article – and it is unnecessary because 

of the definition of actorness elucidated here.    

At the same time, the choice to narrow capability down to two aspects is not 

problematic, if the other two excluded elements become embedded in the definition of 

actorness. The definition of shared values and domestic legitimacy relates to the 

decision-makers’ imagination and construction of their role. These aspects are 

especially when the actor considered is the EU, which maintains a distinction not only 
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between EU and national political and legal structure, but also between a common EU 

identity and the national ones. By adding the criteria of coherence, Bretherton and 

Vogler take into consideration how the different aspects of the EU’s policymaking 

need to converge to coordinate the EU’s action – yet, I argue, not to assure 

effectiveness, but a specific role. From the perspective of coherence, the definitions of 

opportunity and presence from an actor-centred perspective provide a better 

connection between the two concepts and capability, presenting a stronger explanatory 

relationship among them in terms of capability construction.  

 

3.5 Integrating actorness and foreign policy analysis: the contribution of critical 

geopolitics 

The operationalization of the three cornerstones of actorness conducted so far offers a 

more constructivist understanding of what to research, but it does not provide specific 

concepts to identify the elements through which the EU constructs its role in the Arctic. 

Here, I take a step further by adding concepts from critical geopolitics which can 

complement the study of actorness, and how opportunity and presence lead to 

capability construction. The relationship between Geopolitics (as a discipline) and IR 

has often been ambiguous. On the one hand, it is true that scholars are increasingly 

paying attention to the geopolitics of the Arctic, considering the actual and prospective 

implications of climate change - from trade to military security. On the other hand, 

academics have noticed a troubled relation between political science – including EU 

studies – and geography, urging to reinforce the link between policymaking and the 

construction of political spaces (Raspotnik 2016; 2018, 2019; Lambach 2022) 

especially from a critical perspective. Phil Kelly defines critical geopolitics as more 

concerned with decision-making processes (Kelly 2006, 30-31) and political 
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discourse, rather than scientific inquiries and policy prescriptions. Pami Aalto (2002, 

150) defines critical geopolitics as “the construction of political spaces and especially 

the symbolic and material (territorial) boundaries delimiting them”.  

However, as in the case of constructivism and IR theories, Ó Tuathail and 

Agnew notice that discourse is the constitutive element of both classic and critical 

geopolitics. Through discourse, “intellectuals of statecraft ‘spatialize’ international 

politics in such a way as to represent it as a ‘world’ characterized by particular types 

of places, peoples and dramas,” (Ó Tuathail and Agnew 1992, 192). Consequently, 

critical geopolitics does not unveil or focus on ‘something new’ or diametrical to 

realist geopolitical discourse. Such an assertion might collide with a specific view of 

critical geopolitics as in opposition to classical geopolitics and its imperialist historical 

goals – at least as manipulated in imperialist narratives and practices. Rather, critical 

geopolitics is here seen through a constructivist lens – as a social activity which 

constructs the psychological environments of political actors. Indeed, “[t]o designate 

a place is not simply to define a location or setting. It is to open up a field of possible 

taxonomies and trigger a series of narratives, subjects and appropriate foreign-policy 

responses” (Ó Tuathail and Agnew 1992, 194). 

‘Positioning’ and ‘scale’ are the geopolitical concepts that can better link 

opportunity and presence to foreign policy making and analysis, and they provide a 

better understanding of capability construction. Positioning and scaling are categories 

which capture space-making practices employed by political actors. By positioning 

themselves and others, actors reify the Arctic space and “imbue it with meaning” 

(Lambach 2022, 2914). The act of positioning is understood “in terms of perceptions 

of status, power and aspirations for oneself and for others in that region” (Scott 2012, 
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611).  One example is Sweden, which had to construct its Arctic identity externally 

and especially internally despite being geographically part of the Arctic.  

Positioning is playing an important role in Arctic discourse, as more states 

‘brand’ themselves as legitimate regional stakeholders and actors. Vesa Väätänen and 

Kaj Zimmerbauer have analysed the Arctic discourse of Japan and France, through 

which they position themselves as states “linked to the Arctic” even if they are not 

Arctic States (Väätänen and Zimmerbauer 2020, 378-379). When representatives of 

states that are distant from the Arctic, at least according to maps, argue that they are 

affected by changes in the region or that a warming Arctic is a global concern, they 

justify their involvement, or aspirations to participate in Arctic affairs by redrawing 

the boundaries of the region and its relevance for the international community, and 

through institutions such as the Arctic Council. Väätänen and Zimmerbauer findings 

suggest that the Arctic region “as a distinct territorial space is being reproduced but 

simultaneously ‘stretched’ (or ‘expanded’) and reconstituted as well” (Väätänen and 

Zimmerbauer 2020, 385). 

The concept of scale is related to the interpretation of presence given in this 

theoretical framework. Scale indeed “provides an organisational framework for human 

perception and action” in a given territory (Agnew 1997, 100), which is exemplified 

by the EU’s multilevel legal structure. In the EU integration process, scale has been a 

crucial dimension of the integration process, since the representatives of governments 

had to negotiate the competences of the community (Bachmann 2015, 690). In 

addition, scale also indicates “processes of spatial ordering, shaping, exclusion, and 

other ‘power tools’ in so far mostly domestic settings” (Prys‑Hansen et al., 2023). 

From this perspective, Scale meets Presence as a process of imagining and 
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understanding how the EU is to act, and at what level action should take place 

according to EU law. 

On the grounds of Klose’s view of actorness, the definitions of positioning and 

scale provided here meet and further operationalise the definition of opportunity and 

presence from ecological and constructivist perspectives. They indeed explain how 

identity – defined as role emerging through imagination, relationships with other 

actors, and meaningful actions – is constructed and leads to the formation of capability. 

As Sybille Reinke de Buitrago (2020, 98) observes, “[i]dentity constructions link up 

discursively with political space and spatial constructions”, impacting the formulation 

of policies and shaping political behaviour. Actors create narratives where they 

position themselves and others as legitimate or illegitimate participants in Arctic 

governance, and where they present the level at which it is appropriate for them to act. 

Therefore, through Positioning and Scale, actors make themselves “intelligible [for 

the] community of communicators or storytellers with whom one identifies” (Agnew 

and Muscarà 2012, 151).   

 

3.6 Conclusions 

Scholars of EU actorness have started paying more attention to the concept of 

actorness proposed by Bretherton and Vogler, presenting different approaches and 

applications of it. Starting from theory, I have revised the concepts of actor and 

actorness that Bretherton and Vogler proposed for the EU. By adopting an actor-

centred definition of constructivism, I justified the adoption of a definition of actorness 

that is not a synonym of capability, but rather explains the process of capability 

formation in a systematic fashion. In addition, by renouncing to the identification of 

actorness as effectiveness, the study of actorness can better focus on the actor that 
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operates and its psychological environment, rather than the several external factors 

that can also escape the capacity of the actor to consider all the elements that can hinder 

or support their political actions.  

To successfully link the narrative dimension of actorness to the geopolitical 

concepts of positioning and scale are intrinsically related to the construction of the 

Arctic region and the Arctic discourses, and they are therefore crucial elements for the 

construction of Arctic identities – roles that actors imagine and perform. The concepts 

of scale and positioning benefit Bretherton and Vogler’s conceptualisation of actorness 

in two ways. First, they give more specific geopolitical content to opportunity and 

presence, which would be otherwise vague, and better. Second, they establish explicit 

connections between the external environment and the actor’s agency beyond 

structure-oriented assumptions.  
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Chapter IV 

Analysing the EU’s Arctic Policy:  

A Case Study of Role Construction 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The study of EU (international) actorness leads to researching the EU’s foreign policy, 

and how it is produced. Except for behaviouralist approaches, IR theories have 

privileged the study of the international structures and how it determines state 

behaviour, to the detriment of domestic-level decision-making processes (Smith 1986; 

White 1999). Christos Kassimeris (2009, 86) observes how this choice is particularly 

evident in the case of small powers, whose behaviour is more easily explained with 

reference to their (lack of) military capabilities and to the structure of the international 

community – in other words, the equilibrium of great powers.  

In contrast to such a view, as Jennifer Milliken observes, the study of foreign 

policy aims to explain the effect of the political elites’ discourse in the production of 

policies and in the consequent policy practices, where meanings are reproduced 

(Milliken 2001, 139; 149). As explained in the first chapter, I explain the process of 

the construction of the EU’s capability in the Arctic starting from its actorness, i.e. the 

act of imagining the EU’s role in a specific domain, according to the following model: 
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EU collective actorness, manifested in the forms of Capability, 

depends on the convergence of the EU’s institutions and Member 

States’ views of: 

(a) Opportunity, which the EU actors’ construct through their 

Positioning 

(b) Presence, which the EU actors’ shape through their view of the 

appropriate Scale of governance 

According to this model of actorness, the EU’s identity stems from the shared 

understanding of what role the EU actors aspire to do as they construct their Arctic 

strategies or policies. Therefore, EU identity is not here equalised to a single aspect 

(such as the Treaties and their norms), but rather a process in which the EU institutions 

and Member States define mutual roles and expectations over time. Indeed, Schunz 

and Damro (2020) affirm that the “perception and framing of an ‘event’ or 

constellation might lead to the understanding that external engagement is desirable and 

that it is to be conducted by the EU and not by the member states” – or vice versa 

(Schunz and Damro 2020, 129).  

In the study of imagination (the processes of assigning meaning to oneself, 

other actors, and their environment, and of creating ways to achieve their goals), 

discourse plays a crucial role and “[l]anguage is seen as a rich source of analysis rather 

than ‘just’ words” (Larsen 2004, 62). Discourse Analysis operates with the assumption 

that the (social) world is of our making and that language itself should be the object of 

researchers’ analysis – language as a means of communication, not as a phenomenon 

possessing mechanisms that extend beyond social cognition, and that govern the 

formation of words (in which, of course, also views of the world play an important 

role). With reference to what Schunz and Damro say about external engagement, the 

research aims to highlight that the EU’s Arctic policy represents a struggle over 
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meanings and expectations on different roles of what Arctic actor the EU should be – 

without pathologizing conflicts between actors, but considering it as the default setting 

that makes communication necessary. 

On the grounds of the actor-centred constructivist framework, the actors’ 

purposes are expected to stem from the conception of their role, environment, and 

nature of governance, rather than from an impersonal international structure – which, 

as shown in the previous chapter, is more ideational and actor-dependent than assumed 

to be in traditional IR theories. Starting from these considerations, the study does not 

treat Positioning and Scale as ‘variables’ in the positivist meaning of the term, nor it 

aims to identify patterns of behaviour which need to be tested to study what boosts or 

hinders effective political actions, or social determinants of actor’s behaviour.  

This chapter unfolds as follows: first, I explain and justify the research design 

of this research, i.e. the case study. Moving from an actor-centred perspective, the case 

study offer the possibility to deepen the knowledge of a specific issue and the 

worldviews of the actors involved, without attempting to identify patterns of behaviour 

beyond the context of the research. After that, I discuss the methodology, Discourse 

and Thematic Analysis, and the method of interpretation of the data drawn from the 

main materials – documents and interviews – highlighting advantages and limitations 

of both methods and materials.  

 

4.2 A case study approach for explaining the EU’s Arctic (foreign) policy  

To borrow the words of Brent Steele, actor-centred constructivism sees actors as 

capable of “seeking out structures that give meaning to their action”, in a process that 

is influenced by the social context in which actors are situated and that “develops with 

no guarantees” (Steele 2007, 27). However, constructivist scholars do not own specific 
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sets of tools to carry out ‘constructivist research’, and “debates among methodology 

remain active among constructivists” (Jackson and Jones 2012, 104). Methods, 

however, are strictly connected to the purpose of the investigation and to the theory 

guiding the researcher. Max Weber (1958) introduced the difference between 

understanding (interpretative) and explaining (causal, mechanist), which is 

particularly relevant for the field of IR since, as Martin Hollis and Steve Smith (1991, 

196) argue, “International Relations is heir to two traditions, the scientific and the 

hermeneutic”. In the case of this research, actor-centred constructivism leans towards 

hermeneutics, since it aims to highlight actors’ behaviour according to their 

worldviews. 

With regards to the purpose of social sciences, Martin Hollis states that 

researchers need not only to investigate actors’ intentions but also the reasons behind 

their actions. More specifically, Hollis affirms that the role is the explanandum, the 

passive element to be explained by an explanans – or more explanantia (Hollis 1977, 

74). According to Robert Brown, the act of explaining a phenomenon might assume 

nine different meanings, the main two being clarification and deduction: researchers 

can better explain phenomena by improving and clarifying concepts, or they can 

demonstrate the logical relations between hierarchical propositions. Clarification has 

been covered in the theoretical framework, while deduction is not directly applicable 

to this research while still being somewhat implicit. In addition, among the other types 

of explanations that Brown lists, there is one particularly relevant that better captures 

the sense of this research, which is the explanation of actors’ reasons. 

Brown defines the explanation of reasons as the study of the actions that the 

actor(s) intend(s) to take or that they have taken, if the researcher can assign those 

actions to individual agents or members of groups. Brown argues that the explanation 
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of reasons requires the researcher to collect information and evidence about the actors’ 

goals, the capacity to formulate an argument explaining their action, and how the 

argument affected the decision to act (Brown 1963, 44; 103-4). The analysis of reasons 

differs from the study of intentions, which tend to refer to the unintended consequences 

of actors’ actions and to identify the "intentions" of the person whose actions are to be 

explained. Brown also notes that the study of intentions does not need to refer to 

actions, since actors can abstain from doing something that they would like to do – 

however, most social actions imply intentionality. Considering this dissertation’s focus 

on the production of foreign policies rather than their effectiveness, I argue that the 

study of the agents’ imagination and consequent capability formation is more 

compatible with the explanation of the actors’ reasons rather than their intentions.  

In step with the purpose of this research and its theoretical foundations, the case 

study method represents the most suitable approach to investigating EU actorness and 

explaining how its Arctic (foreign) policy. From a theoretical perspective, the premises 

of the case study method make it compatible with the constructivist ontologies and 

epistemologies. In particular, Robert Yin defines case studies as “an empirical inquiry 

that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, 

especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident” (Yin 2003, 8; 18). Gary Thomas (2011, 513a) defines cases as constituted by 

“[a] practical, historical unity” (the subject of the study) and “[a]n analytical or 

theoretical frame” (the object of the study). The historical unity might be an individual 

or a group, an event, institutions, or even policies “that are studied holistically by one 

or more methods” (Thomas 2011a, 513). In this case, the EU’s actorness in Arctic 

governance represents the subject of the case study. On the other hand, the analysis of 

the EU Institutions and Arctic Member States’ policies for the Arctic region constitute 
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the object of the study – to be investigated through the methods of foreign policy 

analysis and Discourse Analysis in particular, as explained in the following section. 

The case study approach is not immune from criticism – especially from those 

who aim to employ methodologies and approaches and focus on the capacity of 

methods to produce generalizable results17 (Thomas 2011a; 2011b). Bent Flyvbjerg 

summarises the doubts against the utility or effectiveness of case studies in five points: 

context-dependency (as qualitative inferior to context-independency), scarcity of 

cases, limitation to hypothesis-formulation, bias confirmation, and low generalisation 

(Flyvbjerg 2006, 221). For these reasons, the case study method has also a troubled 

relationship with theory – which is expected to be formulated by induction or 

abduction on the grounds of numerous observations, or to be confirmed through 

empirical testing. In the case of Bretherton and Vogler’s concept of actorness, their 

ambiguous use of terminology such as theory and model lend their approach to both 

‘positivist’ and interpretivist criticism – which can be combined with their unclear 

constructivist approach and the purpose of constructivist theory in their study.  

For example, Thomas Gehring et al. criticise Bretherton and Vogler for not 

elucidating “the relationship between the component parts of their triad of opportunity, 

presence and capability”, which is necessary to understand how they causally 

 
17 The criticism related to case studies is similar to the one addressing ‘area studies’ approaches and 

area-based knowledge. Like the case study offered here, these approaches revolve around the intensive 

study of a specific geographical area (whose delimitations can be subject to debates). According to 

Kenneth Prewitt, the two main difference between the two concerns the focus of the researcher: area 

studies scholars produce knowledge about an area, while scholars adopting the second approach use 

knowledge produced with regards to a specific area, but they also apply it to phenomena occurring 

outside of the area, or transcending it (Prewitt 2002, 8). However, area studies scholars often need to 

resort to comparative approaches for their results to be applicable. Matthias Basedau and Patrick Köllner 

argue that, in the case of comparative area studies, researchers might often encounter ‘traditional’ 

problems related to their research design and the use or formation of concepts. With regards to research 

design, the problems mainly concern the usual challenges of comparative studies (such as maximisation 

of the number of cases, or preference for small-N comparisons). As far as concepts are concerned, the 

two authors notice that scholars can often create labels and concepts about a specific area without 

consulting previous relevant work, producing redundant concepts for similar phenomena (Basedau and 

Köllner 2007, 116-20). 
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contribute to actorness (Gehring et al. 2013, 850) – to be fair, they extend the same 

criticism to Jupille and Caporaso. With regards to generalization, the lack of causal 

relationships weakens the application of the model, especially in hypothetico-

deductive investigations since it also lacks a general theory that meets the necessary 

criteria to construct, develop, and appraise theory to identify a specific phenomenon – 

i.e. the role of identities and shared understandings in explaining EU actorness through 

the identification of controllable variables. However, in the context of a case study of 

foreign policy, Klose’s definition of actorness and Bretherton and Vogler’s 

‘cornerstones’ (Opportunity, Presence, and Capability) indeed enables the collection 

of (a limited amount of) data that manifest the phenomenon of intentionality in 

decision-making.  

The choice for qualitative case study is not meant to bypass the issues of rigour, 

even though the design of a qualitative case study might raise criticism from positivist 

approaches as well. Qualitative epistemologies might elude the typical design of 

scientific studies, especially in terms of validity, reliability, together with 

generalisation (Kvale 1995, in Tobin and Begley 2004, 389). In opposition to 

positivism, Egon Guba argues that the naturalistic core of qualitative research is not 

suitable for those criteria of a study’s trustworthiness, which he replaces with: 

“credibility”, which replaces internal validity; “transferability”, rather than external 

validity; “dependability”, instead of reliability; and “confirmability”, as a substitute 

for objectivity (Lincoln and Guba 1985, 219). While the debate over the ‘fairness’ or 

‘authenticity’ of a qualitative case study has not reached a clear conclusion, it is still 

possible to provide a justifiable construction for qualitative research.   

The criterion selected for the construction of this dissertation’s case studies is 

‘goodness’. According to Jan Arminio and Francine Hultgren, the goodness of 
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qualitative research is based upon six elements: philosophical foundation, 

methodology, transparency about data, the representation of the researcher(s) and the 

participants’ voices, clarity about the interpretation process and the presentation of the 

insights, and possible recommendations for other researchers (Arminio and Hultgren 

2002, 450). Tobin and Begley observe that the criteria of goodness might present 

qualitative research as more static and linear than it usually is, and that the concept 

risks complicating the methodological debate over the validity of qualitative research 

by surrendering “to the consumerism of methodolatry” (Janesick 2000, in Tobin and 

Begley 2004, 391). However, the concept of goodness helps make the study as 

intersubjective as possible – i.e. suitable for “communication between people and 

shared understanding over individual knowledge and concepts of objective 

knowledge” (Calhoun 2002). With regards to the goodness of the case study, the issues 

related to the philosophical foundations have been addressed in the previous chapters, 

this chapter covers the other aspects. 

 With a comment on the design of the case study proposed in this space, the 

study of the EU’s Arctic policy has been divided into two temporal frameworks, 

enabling a cross-time comparison of actorness between 2008 and 2015 on the one 

hand, and 2016 and 2021 – where the 2016 represents the watershed between the initial 

stage and the ‘integrated approach’ of the EU towards the region – as well as marking 

a time of increasing uncertainty in the Arctic region.  The two time periods provide 

the possibility to compare the same actors in evolving contexts, highlighting the role 

of the actors’ view of their roles in the formulation of their policies and the EU’s 

policy.  

According to Thomas’ classification (Thomas 2011a, 515-7), this research is 

mainly retrospective and diachronic, i.e. it gathers data about decisions made in the 
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past but also it is open to detect change over time up to the present – where the event 

has not reached a conclusion, as in the case of the policies for the Arctic. In this regard, 

the study largely employs a combination of primary and secondary sources, which both 

enable the understanding of the EU’s vision for the region and comparisons between 

the EU’s intentions and their evaluations, or just perceptions from an external 

perspective.  

In addition, the participation in conferences and networking activities have 

helped me gather information and perceptions about the political dynamics – as, for 

example, who is invited to speak, the etiquette, and who talks during breaks and 

informal moments. Even though these pieces of information might not be directly 

employed for several reasons, such as privacy and anonymity, they can help better 

formulate research questions as well as evaluations of Arctic politics. Nevertheless, 

they contribute to witnessing the incessant transformation of Arctic politics – and of 

politics in general. 

 

4.3 Discourse and Thematic Analysis in the EU’s foreign policy 

This section is dedicated to Discourse Analysis, the sources, and the analysis of, data. 

In the study of foreign policies, the use of Discourse Analysis is related to the 

development of interpretivism and social constructivism in International Relations. 

With respect to this dissertation, Henrik Larsen (2004, 69) argues that the study of 

“representations of actorness are central for the study of the EU, since they can be said 

to constitute the point of departure for further inquiry into EU foreign policy from a 

discourse perspective”. Larsen draws his approach from Jennifer Milliken’s 

conceptualization of Discourse Analysis in its application to IR research, according to 

which discourses are forms of communication (mainly verbal and textual, but not 
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limited to these typologies) that serve as “systems of representation” which constitute 

the ‘intelligible world’ of the actors (Milliken 1999).  

From Milliken and Larsen’s perspective, actors resort to discourse to justify 

their positions and actions, producing a frame of legitimacy that justify certain courses 

of actions to the detriment of others. The other side of the coin is therefore the need to 

pay attention to rival discourses, and the effort to preserve and perpetuate specific 

meanings that reproduce discourses and consequent practices by eliminating 

alternatives (Larsen 2004, 67; see Milliken 1999). With regards to the reproduction of 

meanings and their contestation, Discourse Analysis enables to shed light on how 

actors construct their roles and shape the EU’s Arctic policies.  

To ensure the goodness of data collection and interpretation, I couple Discourse 

Analysis with Thematic Analysis to reduce the degree of solipsistic subjectivity (see 

Jonsen and Jehn 2009, 124) and maintain intersubjectivity. Thematic Analysis consists 

of “identifying and describing both implicit and explicit ideas within the data, that is, 

themes” (Guest et al. 2012, 7). Thematic Analysis can be applied to study documents, 

speeches, and interviews from both quantitative and qualitative perspectives. Since 

Thematic Analysis requires the development of (macro-level) themes and (micro-

level) codes to interpret texts, researchers consider Thematic Analysis to be 

quantitative method that can be employed here to complement qualitative analyses. 

However, I employ it in a qualitative fashion. The themes need to highlight the 

discursive actions that actors employ to establish and constitute geographical spaces: 

reification; inscription of meaning; communication of boundedness between inside 

and outside; relation to other spaces (Lambach 2022, 294-5). When actors reify a 

space, they refer to it as a distinctive object and represent it on maps accordingly. 

When they inscribe meaning to a space, actors articulate all the elements that make the 
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given space what it is and not something different – and, arguably, also the reasons 

linking themselves to that space.  

The themes and codes need to explain how the EU Institutions and Arctic 

Member States construct Opportunity and Presence through discourse practices that 

their Positioning and views about the Scale of governance display. Since Positioning 

and Scale constitute the themes, I will adopt a set of sub-questions to define the codes 

to be applied to the analysis. The questions are drawn from Douglas Nord’s study of 

the Swedish chairmanship of the Arctic Council. According to Nord (2016, 10-3), 

there are six main questions regarding the general governance of the Arctic: (i) who is 

to govern? (ii) what is to be governed? (iii) where is the governance to take place?; 

(iv) when is governance to operate?; (v) how is governance to function?; (vi) why is 

governance necessary?. As shown in the table Discourse and Thematic Analysis in the 

EU’s foreign policy (Table 4.3), the ‘geopolitical questions’ constitute the codes 

through which the actors’ Positioning and proposed Scale of governance emerge as 

themes. The analysis of the documents and the interviews was conducted manually, 

which made the use of codes and themes even more necessary to reduce the degree of 

subjectivism. 

The meaning of the ‘geopolitical’ questions that Douglas Nord proposes is not 

as transparent as it would seem at first glance – but it is close to critical understanding 

of the term. The first one refers to two divisions: the first one concerns the opposition 

between the definition of Arctic issues as falling under the states’ competences or if 

they pertain to regional or international institutions. Then, the division between those 

who claim that the Arctic is a primary concern of the Arctic states, and those who 

advocate more inclusion in the regional governance. The second question is strictly 

related to the latter division: it mirrors the cleavage regarding international 
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governance, i.e. if it is needed only for what is beyond states’ authority, or if it needs 

to include issues such as economic development and Indigenous rights. The third query 

views the debate on the constitutive nature of the Arctic – if mainly maritime or 

terrestrial – and the consequent focus of Arctic policies. The fourth one asks if the 

international governance of the Arctic should merely support the Arctic States and 

their policies, or if a broader system of governance is needed. In the light of increasing 

common concerns for the region, as well as the de-territorialized dangers threatening 

the Arctic (such as pollution), this question is extremely relevant. In the specific case 

of the EU, it touches the ambiguities related to the subsidiarity principle and its 

interpretations (see also Koivurova et al. 2010, 6).  

The fifth question deals with the operationalisation of Arctic governance. The 

current international legal framework is considered as sufficient by the Arctic States; 

others claim that the peculiar environmental and social features of the region require 

ad hoc measures. This type of regional governance would be more exclusive, with 

negative consequences for non-Arctic states or entities. In addition, it leads to a more 

intense debate on the direction to which policymakers must point, especially in entities 

such as the EU. The sixth and final question is meant to make explicit the reasons that 

drive actors to participate in the governance of the Arctic region, what they want to 

achieve, to prevent and why their contribution matters for the welfare of the region 

(Nord 2016, 10-13).  
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Table 4.3 Discourse and Thematic Analysis. 

 

 

In the interpretative process, the first, second, and sixth questions (who, what, 

and why) have been assigned to ‘positioning’, since answering them clarifies the 

reasons driving the Arctic actors to legitimise their role in the region and how inclusive 

Arctic governance should be. The answers to the third and fourth questions (where and 

when), on the other hand, shed light on the Arctic actors’ view of the political 

competences relevant for proper Arctic matters and the appropriate level of political 

intervention – i.e. the scale of governance. Finally, answering the fifth question (how 

is governance to function?) shows the actors’ capability, which are therefore seen as 

EU Actorness  

Imagined role of the EU 

(The EU’s identity) 

● Shared commitment to a set of overarching values;  

● Domestic legitimation of decision processes and 

priorities relating to external policy 

Discourse and Thematic 

Analysis 

(Documents; Speeches; Interviews) 

   

   

Cornerstones of 

Actorness 

(from Bretherton and 

Vogler, 2006) 

Themes 

(Critical Geopolitics) 

Codes 

(Nord’s geopolitical 

questions, 2016) 

   

Opportunity Positioning Who is to govern? 

  What is to be governed? 

Why is governance 

necessary? 

   

Presence Scale Where is governance to 

operate? 

  When is governance to 

operate? 

 

 

                Capability How is governance to 

function? 
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consequent to their positioning (which enables actor to make sense of the ‘external 

opportunity’) and proposed scale (which reflects their legal structures and how the 

actors interpret them) for Arctic governance. 

 

 

4.4 Sources and materials: investigating the production and reproduction of roles 

in policymaking and policy implementation 

The analysis of discourse in policies involves two aspects: first, the investigation of 

systems of signification, where policymakers construct the target of their action in a 

way that also justifies their intervention; second, the study of the reproduction of those 

meanings in the implementation of said policies (Milliken 2001, 138). However, the 

implementation of the Arctic policies concerns several matters and levels of external 

and domestic governance, whose individual investigation exceeds the scope of the 

research. Therefore, in the first place, the analysis aims to study the Arctic policies to 

unveil the systems of signification, and how the policies reflect the roles that EU 

Institutions and Arctic Member States assign to themselves. Here, the main sources of 

information are documents and interviews. 

 

4.4.1 Documents 

In this dissertation, documents represent the main sources of discourses about the EU’s 

role in the Arctic. By studying documents, researchers try to answer the question: 

“[w]hat kind of reality is this document creating, and how does it do it?” (Atkinson 

and Coffey 2011, 81; italics in original).  Documents refer to a variety of elements that 

“include advertisements; agendas, attendance registers, and minutes of meetings; 

manuals; background papers; books and brochures; diaries and journals; event 
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programs (i.e., printed outlines); letters and memoranda; maps and charts; newspapers 

(clippings/articles); press releases; program proposals, application forms, and 

summaries; radio and television program scripts; organisational or institutional 

reports; survey data; and various public records” (Bowen 2009, 28-9). In the case of 

policy research, Carol Cardno includes also subsidiary documents, which comprise 

“procedures, regulations and reports” (Cardno 2018, 627). In addition, I include 

documents produced by policy advisors and scholars, who have either cooperated in 

the production of the texts or have already studied them.  

With regards to subsidiary documents and policy documents in general, Paul 

Atkinson and Amanda Coffey point out that documents “also refer to other documents” 

and so researchers “must therefore look beyond separate texts, and ask how they are 

related” (Atkinson and Coffey 2011, 86). In other words, they refer to intertextuality. 

Charles Bazerman identifies six ways to analyse intertextuality: direct and indirect 

quotations; mentioning of a person, document, or statements; comment or evaluation 

on a statement, text, or otherwise invoked voice; using recognizable phrasing, 

terminology associated with specific people or groups of people or particular 

documents; using language and forms that seem to echo certain ways of 

communicating, discussions among other people, types of documents (Bazerman 

2003, 88-9). Intertextuality is relevant for materials related to the implementation, or 

the construction, of the policies. When available, these materials18 are included in the 

discussion (chapter 6 and 7), where documents such as the Public consultation on 

streamlining EU funding in the European Arctic (2014) and its Results (2015) better 

highlight the existence of common or competing views over Arctic governance. The 

relevant documents are reported in the Appendix. 

 
18 See Appendix for a complete overview of the document materials. 
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4.4.2 Interviews 

The second typology of data stems from elite interviews, a term that here indicates 

policymakers, diplomats, as well as professionals working in the offices implementing 

the Arctic policies of the EU and the Arctic Member States. While sociological studies 

have often dealt with more vulnerable groups (Neal and McLaughlin 2009), 

interviewing politicians and advisors offers a first-hand insight into the practice of 

politics, providing a picture of “who the carriers of ideas and norms are”, as well as 

“how their power relations shape the policy outcomes under scrutiny” (Saurugger 

2013, 898). Interviews are also necessary to complement Document Analysis and 

show what documents do not tell. Indeed, scholars are aware that discourses may be 

manipulated and not unveil the ‘authentic’ identity of an actor, limiting the analysis to 

the surface of events.  

The interviews conducted for this research are seven19, and they were held with 

representatives of the EU Institutions and specific Arctic Member States. The 

interviewees received the questions in advance together with the (draft) abstract of this 

dissertation. The interviews were semi-structured, and the questions reflected the 

interests about actors’ views on their positioning and scales of Arctic governance. 

However, the questions were not the same for everyone, to better address the roles and 

positions of the interviewees. According to Laura Empson, this choice reflects a 

“romantic” view of interviewing that, unlike the neo-positivist approach, privileges the 

construction of “rapport, trust and commitment between interviewer and interviewee” 

(Empson 2018, 64) to the detriment of consistent protocols aiming to reduce biases 

 
19 See Appendix. The number, of course, does not reflect the total number of rejections or interviews 

that had been agreed in the initial contact, but that were not conducted afterwards for reasons like the 

interviewees’ work schedules.    
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and forms of influence – an approach with limited effectiveness when applied to elites 

(Empson 2018, 65).  

The interviews have been contacted via email and interviewed either online or 

vis-à-vis, or even in a written form. The length of the interviews has varied from twenty 

minutes up to two hours, depending on the availability of the participants – which was 

often influenced by the relationship established during the interview. Indeed, in some 

cases, empathy broke the barrier created by physical or biographical distance, as some 

of the interviewees were willing to engage in more detailed conversations that went 

beyond what could give the impression of a detached work that aimed to use small 

parts of their experiences as simple material to confirm or test research hypotheses. 

Empathy also helped bypass the difference between academic language on the one 

hand, and practitioners’ vocabulary on the other. At the same time, critical distance 

was maintained through the reference to documents, and discussion about official 

positions and events. 

Elite interviews, and interviews in general, raise the issue of data protection. 

When contacted, the interviewees have been informed of the use of their information 

and protected by anonymization. A few interviews have been recorded with the 

consensus of the participants, and the recordings have been destroyed after the 

approval of the transcription. Other interviews were manually transcribed, and the 

interviewees were asked to approve the transcription of what has been deemed relevant 

for the dissertation. The procedure has been approved by the University of Trento’s 

Supporto Privacy office, ensuring the compliance with the University’s procedures 

and the EU law on the matters. In accordance with privacy law, the interviewees were 

granted the possibility to modify the transcriptions until the submission of the 

dissertation. The list of interviews is placed in the Appendix. 
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4.5 Interpretation of narrative data: a matter of consistency 

The data about actor’s positioning and scale need to display the convergence or 

divergence of ideas, which can be described either in terms of consistency or 

coherence. Bretherton and Vogler used both the terms in their early works, but the late 

Bretherton and Vogler integrate consistency with cohesion, which ends up meaning 

three different aspects: (i) vertical coherence, which is “the extent to which the bilateral 

external policies of the Member States are consistent with each other and 

complementary to those of the EU” – formerly ‘consistency’ (Bretherton and Vogler 

2013, 382; 2006b, 10); (ii) horizontal coherence, indicating “tensions between policy 

sectors that impede effective policy formulation and implementation” (Bretherton and 

Vogler 2013, 383); and (iii) institutional coherence, which “refers to the Union’s 

internal policy coordination procedures” (Bretherton and Vogler 2013, 383). However, 

the role of coherence was particularly relevant with regards to the effectiveness of the 

EU’s policies and their implementation – whose proportional relationship has been 

shown not to be supported by empirical evidence (Thomas 2012, 471-3). 

Consequently, the convergence and divergence of ideas constituting the shared view 

of the EU’s role is here labelled as consistency. 

In relation to Discourse Analysis, the point of convergence of ideas denotes the 

EU Institutions and Arctic Member States’ common sense about Arctic governance, 

where common sense indicates the elements “limiting possible resistance among a 

public to a given course of action […] and creating reasonable and warranted relations 

of domination” (Milliken 2001, 147). From a different, but related perspective, 

common sense also shows the genealogy of a discourse, showing the possibility and 

impossibility of some practices according to the system of significance operating in a 

specific spatial or temporal context (Milliken 2001, 157). Genealogies can therefore 
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offer a picture of historically informed relations between ideas and actions (Kowert 

and Legro 1996, 485-97).  

Therefore, the analysis of consistency in relation to positioning and scale, and 

how they construct capability in response to opportunity and presence, displays the 

genealogy of the Arctic discourse within the EU. In this regard, the analysis mainly 

deals with actors’ representation and creation of systems of significance. As far as 

practice is concerned, most of the information about the production and reproduction 

of meaning emerges in policy-making practices. However, the available documents do 

not report the social dynamics that emerge in decision-making processes, be they 

formal or informal. These issues lead to the considerations reported in the last section 

of this chapter, i.e. the limitation of this dissertation. 

 

4.6 Limitations  

The analysis of documents presents limitations related to the very nature of the object, 

as well as the organisations considered. First, documents present temporal limitations, 

especially in terms of their publication – for example, the absence of the Conclusions 

on the EU’s 2021 Communication by the EU Council. Second, the documents are the 

results of political compromises. Indeed, Paul Atkinson and Amanda Coffey stress that 

documents are not ‘trustable’ and transparent sources of information: on the one hand, 

it is true that documents are “social facts”, in the sense that “they are produced, shared 

and used in socially organised ways” (Atkinson and Coffey 2004, 58). Also, 

researchers might not be able to “learn through written records alone how an 

organisation actually operates day-by-day”, and in particular “routines, decision-

making processes, or professional practices” (Atkinson and Coffey 2011, 79). While 
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interviews present the same risks and limitations, they might offer a deeper insight into 

the political life of an organisation.  

The higher number of limitations, however, apply to interviews. To begin with, 

Robert Mikecz (2012) defines access and trust as one of the most challenging aspects 

of interviewing elites. In the case of political elites, context matters – where context 

refers to how much politicians are accessible to citizens, which also depends on 

schedules, priorities, and timing (including electoral turnovers). In the specific case of 

this research, the Swedish and the Danish 2022 elections, and the 2023 Finnish 

elections have complicated the access to politicians. In the specific context of the 

sudden Danish 2022 elections, most of the interviews had been cancelled or postponed 

because of the electoral campaign, or the potential interviewees could not be reached. 

Events such as the Arctic Frontiers conferences (May 2022 and January 2023) offered 

opportunities for contacts. However, the low number of interviews collected allows 

them to be used more as material complementing documents. 

Second, the type of interviewer matters. Mikecz argues that the “positionality 

of the researcher is especially important not only in getting access to elite interviewees 

but also to establish rapport with them” (Mikecz 2012, 484). For instance, Hunt et al. 

observe that, when conducting interviews, the “American nationality was a definite 

advantage in gaining access” because it “aroused curiosity and the feeling that one 

must be cordial to foreigners” (Hunt et al. 1964, 62). From this perspective, nationality 

can enhance the perception of academic neutrality and objectivity, which can help 

researchers “negotiate access problems” (Welch et al. 2002, 624). In the case of this 

research, my Italian nationality sometimes determined some curiosity in the 

interviewees, but some of them had already happened to work with Italians or Italian 

representatives on Arctic matters. However, the age gap and the distance, as well as 
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the atmosphere of informality might have helped create a sense of openness – 

strengthened by reassurance about skipping sensitive topics such as security or the 

future of the Arctic Council.  

Skipping sensitive topics was another important limitation, but necessary for 

the sake of the dissertation. When interviewing political elites, researchers need to 

consider that they might not be able to deepen specific themes, on the ground of their 

sensitivity (here, for example, military security or issues related to Indigenous People), 

or for personal hostility. With regards to the outbreak of the Russian war against 

Ukraine, politicians and administrative personnel have often been reluctant to be 

interviewed, fearing the leak of sensitive information. Yet, researchers may also be 

hindered by the fact that “[o]fficeholders are coping with a torrent of communication 

and demands for their time. There are growing anxieties about saying the wrong thing” 

(Marland and Lennox Esselment 2019, 686). In some cases, the absence of a specific 

interest in military security was the condition to hold interviews. However, documents 

such as Sweden’s 2022 report on Deterioration of the security environment – 

implications for Sweden can offer supplementary information without being invasive 

or exposing interviewees to risks for their positions. 

Researchers also need to adapt to the expectations of the interviewees, and to 

be aware of “the interviewees’ norms of behavior and etiquette”, in order “to gain their 

trust and create rapport” (Mikecz 2012, 483). The necessity to ensure a formal 

informed consensus (through signing forms and sending a copy of identity documents, 

for example), have collided with the habits of the interviewees, or distort the 

perception of the time needed for the interview, resulting in potential interviewees 

declining my requests. In addition, the interview does not take place on a level playing 

field: researchers engaging with political elites cannot ignore the aspect of power, 
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which can directly affect their performance and data collection. Indeed, the procedure 

to contact potential interviewees was adjusted in cooperation with the Supporto 

Privacy office, because the initial version turned out to be cumbersome and 

discouraged some of the people that had been contacted. 

A final remark about power relationships and their reproduction regards the 

Indigenous People of the Arctic – both the Sami and the Inuit communities. Even 

though this dissertation focuses on the EU – a non-state actor –, it still operates within 

the framework of actors capable of producing those rules and actions that are 

commonly understood as foreign policies. Their views have been included in the 

discussions of the case studies through the available documents that have been 

published over the years – especially in relation to the EU and the projects addressing 

the EU-Sápmi knowledge gaps. The documents of the Indigenous Peoples offer 

important highlights over conflicting narratives about sovereignty over the region and 

the implementation of policies for Arctic governance (for example, the case of green 

colonialism in Arctic territories). 

 

4.7 Conclusions 

This chapter has presented the construction of the case studies and their justification 

for the investigation of the EU’s Arctic policy. With regards to the discipline of IR, 

Andrew Bennett and Colin Elman state that case studies and the use of qualitative 

methodologies meet the specific – sui generis, they say – nature of IR and its 

phenomena, whose complexity and discontinuous development hinder the formulation 

of models and the application of statistical methods (Bennett and Elman 2007, 171). 

The case study method is particularly suitable within the framework of actor-centred 

constructivism and the necessity to explain actors’ reasons that shape their behaviour.  
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This chapter has also justified the use of Discourse Analysis, coupled with 

Thematic Analysis, to investigate the construction of roles in Arctic governance. The 

EU’s Communications and documents, and the Arctic member States’ strategies for 

the Arctic region constitute the primary sources of data on actors’ Positioning and 

Scale of governance, together with the interviews. The structure of Arctic governance 

implies this kind of two-level study: indeed, while Larsen primarily focuses on 

discourses at the EU level, Arctic governance is mainly an intergovernmental 

cooperation where the EU has no direct influence, and where the EU hardly has 

exclusive competences that can be decided mainly in Brussels. 

This chapter has better shown how opportunity and presence can serve as 

explanantia of Capability, when operationalized through the concepts of Positioning 

and Scale. By analysing the materials as explained in the Table 4.3 Discourse and 

Thematic Analysis in the EU’s Foreign Policy, the two case studies of the EU’s Arctic 

policy (2008-2015 and 2016-2021), highlights the EU’s actorness – i.e. the 

construction of a common view of what the EU should do in the Arctic region – and 

the elements to answer the research question: how does the EU construct its role and 

capabilities for the governance of the Arctic? 
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Chapter V 

An Arctic policy in the making:  

The European Union and Arctic politics between 2008 and 2015 

 

5.1 Introduction  

In this chapter, I examine the development of the ‘Arctic discourse’ of, and within, the 

EU and how this has impacted the construction of the EU’s capabilities between 2008 

and 2015, which constitutes the first phase of the EU’s ‘awakening’ as an Arctic actor. 

In October 2008, the European Parliament released a resolution on Arctic governance, 

where it stated that the EU needed to develop “a standalone EU Arctic policy” to better 

address the increasing importance of the Arctic in international politics, as reported by 

the Eighth Conference of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region (§28-31). The 

European Parliament called for an EU Arctic policy that respected the indigenous 

populations and their livelihoods, boosted cooperation on cross-border issues, 

(especially with regards to maritime safety); and to promote “future cross-border 

political or legal [frameworks ensuring] environmental protection and sustainable 

orderly development of the region or mediate political disagreement over resources 

and navigable waterways in the High North” (European Parliament 2008, §7).  

On the grounds of these goals to achieve, the Parliament asked the EU to 

discuss “international treaty for the protection of the Arctic, having as its inspiration 

the Antarctic Treaty” (EP 2008, §15), even though the two areas present major 

differences: Antarctica is a continent upon which no state wields sovereign power, and 

it is considered a space that can “be used for peaceful purposes only” (the Antarctic 
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Treaty, §1); the Arctic is a region encompassing the territories, both lands and waters, 

of the Arctic States, with disputes over the status of specific areas like the Northwest 

Passage between the U.S. and Canada. Therefore, an Arctic treaty would be grounded 

on different bases, and would be limited by the states’ will to exert sovereign powers 

on specific issues, or areas of the region. The Parliament’s proposal sparked 

controversies, since “Norway and other coastal states felt that their interests as 

managers of the region were challenged” (Offerdal 2011, 868). In May 2008, Denmark 

had proposed the other four Arctic Coastal States to meet in Ilulissat (Greenland), 

where they signed the homonymous declaration. Through the Ilulissat Declaration, the 

Arctic 5 stated that the Arctic was a region where sovereign states abide by 

international law and could solve controversies through political means (Dodds 2013) 

without further legal frameworks.  

In November 2008, the European Commission released its first specific 

Communication for the region. In the Communication, the Commission pictures the 

Arctic environment and regions as “vital and vulnerable components” of the global 

climate system, and as exposed to threats raised by the increasing accessibility of the 

region’s natural resources. From their perspective, the Commission sees climate 

change as a “threat multiplier” that can be managed by cooperating “with Arctic States, 

territories and stakeholders” (European Commission 2008, §1). To address the Arctic 

political issues, the Commission announced three pillars, divided into policy 

objectives and proposals for actions: protecting and preserving the Arctic in unison 

with its population; promoting sustainable use of resources; and contributing to 

enhanced Arctic multilateral governance.  
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5.2 The Communication on The European Union and the Arctic Region 

5.2.1 Protecting and preserving the Arctic and its population 

The Commission identified three areas for action to the protect and the preserve the 

Arctic: environment and climate change; support to indigenous peoples and local 

population; research. In the first place, the Commission called for action aiming to 

prevent and mitigate the harmful impact of climate change, as well as to adapt to the 

“inevitable changes” (European Commission 2008, §2.1), by developing a holistic 

approach. As countermeasures against climate change, the Commission proposed 

assessing EU policies and multilateral agreements about environmental protection, 

followed by the aim to strengthen the international commitment to preserve the 

environment. Then, the Commission proposed to enhance dialogue with NGOs and 

the Arctic stakeholders, to promote high environmental standards. When it comes to 

pollutants, the Commission supported the monitoring of chemicals in the Arctic and 

efforts to reduce and avoid persistent organic pollutants and heavy metals.  

The Commission emphasised the necessity to reduce the risk of radioactive 

release in the region, which had been exposed to radioactive contaminants because of 

the atmospheric nuclear tests conducted until 1980. Russia conducted most of the 

nuclear tests in the Novaya Zemlya archipelago – between the Barents Sea and the 

Kara Sea – from 1955 to 1990 (in the atmosphere, underground, at sea or underwater; 

AMAP 2015, 3). At the time of the first EU Communication, Russia had also started 

to build its first floating nuclear power station, which has been operative in the 

Chukotka Autonomous Okrug (in the Eastern Arctic Ocean) since 2019. To respond 

to disaster through prevention and preparedness, the Commission argued that its 

Monitoring and Information Centre could enhance the EU’s ability to face disasters in 

the Arctic environment. The Commission declared to support the conclusion of an 
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agreement on emergency prevention and response within the Barents Euro-Arctic 

Council, which was signed by Finland, Norway, the Russian Federation and Sweden 

in 2008.  

Then, the European Commission stressed the importance of the welfare of 

marine mammals, an issue is directly connected to the support of Indigenous peoples 

and the local population. The EU was particularly concerned with seals’ welfare, 

which the Sámi and the Inuit communities have been hunting for centuries or 

millennia. During that period, the EU was already working on a ban on seal products 

that was enforced in 2009.The European Communities had already started banning 

specific seal products since 1983, harp and hooded seal pups’ skin in particular, “not 

resulting from traditional hunting by the Inuit people” (Council Directive 83/129/EEC 

1983, §3). Through the 1991 and 1996 Regulations, and the 1992 Directive (known as 

‘Habitats Directive’), the Communities continued to strengthen its regulation on seal 

products and the preservation of their environment. Outside of the EU, the Council of 

Europe (CoE) adopted a recommendation (Hossain 2013, 154-5) to contrast the 

documented cruelty that “generated a public morality debate in Europe” (CoE 2006, 

§9). However, the discussion about the ban spread EU-wide in 2007, with Belgium 

and the Netherlands adopting a national ban and Canada opposing it. At the same time, 

Austria, Croatia, Italy, Luxembourg, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom were also 

adopting restrictions.  

The European Commission positioned also promoted research, which is a 

fundamental tool for diplomacy in Arctic politics and to cooperate with the Arctic 

Council. The EU underlined the importance of scientific cooperation that, despite the 

efforts, had produced insufficient data to “assess future anthropogenic impacts”. The 

European Commission wanted to employ scientific research to formulate appropriate 
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policies through the study of the Arctic environment, placing science within its 

policymaking (EP 2008, 5), revealing a germ of Science Diplomacy – better articulated 

in the 2016 Communication, and in the next chapter. In addition, the Commission 

included space observation and measurements via the Global Monitoring for 

Environment and Security, a programme where the European Space Agency and the 

European Environment Agency participate. Within the Arctic policy, space 

technologies play a crucial role not only to assess the impact of climate change, but 

also to ensure the security of civilians (especially when operating in Arctic waters) for 

transports and weather forecasts. Scientific and cross-border cooperation are therefore 

connected and essential for the development and the exploitations of the region.  

 

5.2.2 Promoting sustainable use of resources 

The Arctic is not only a litmus test for climate change, but also a place where people 

live and whose resources can be exploited. The European Commission focused on 

hydrocarbons and fishery, which represent the major resources of the region. As far as 

hydrocarbons are concerned, the Commission acknowledged that they represented an 

important factor for energy security, even though extractive activities had to respect 

strict environmental standards – also considering the limits for intervention in the case 

of environmental disaster (such as oil spill) in cold waters. When it comes to extractive 

activities, the EU’s position expressed a delicate balance between environmentalism 

and energy security, but also the interests of countries such as Norway – which is the 

only Arctic oil and gas producer that might be directly affected by the EU’s policies, 

as part of the European Economic Area (EEA). In 2006, the Norwegian government 

had also published a white paper to assess the coexistence of various economic 

activities (from oil extraction to fishery) with regards to their impact on the 
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environment. However, the Norwegian government could only propose an integrated 

management of its portions of the Barents Sea, only hoping “that, perhaps sometime 

in the future, it would be possible to put in place a joint total and integrated 

management plan for the whole of the Barents Sea” (Jensen 2007, 248), including 

Russia.  

After hydrocarbons, the European Commission focused on fishery and 

transports. Fishery is the most relevant policy area, connecting the sustainable 

management of resources to the Commission’s view of multilateral governance of the 

Arctic. In the 2008 Communication, the European Commission dedicated little room 

to fishery, but it positioned itself as a stakeholder on the grounds of its consumption 

of Arctic fish, expressing the necessity to ensure the sustainability and the regulation 

of fishing activities. Therefore, the European Commission proposed a preventive 

action: the establishment of a regulatory framework relevant for those areas of the 

Arctic high sea now covered by ice, but likely to be accessible in the near future. The 

Commission proposed to create a framework in step with the Code of Conduct for 

Responsible Fishing by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), as well as to 

extend the mandate of the North-East Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC), on the 

grounds of the Convention on Future Multilateral Cooperation in North-East Atlantic 

Fisheries (adopted in 1980).  

 

5.2.3 Contributing to enhanced Arctic multilateral governance 

In the Communication, the European Commission strongly focused on the 

international dimension of the Arctic. Considering the physical and political 

geography of the region, the European Commission could better justify its 

participation in Arctic governance by emphasising the need to ensure a) security and 
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stability, b) stricter environmental management, and c) a sustainable use of resources 

at the international level. However, enhancing the international dimension of Arctic 

cooperation does not necessarily mean to alter the established order: despite the 

invitation of the Parliament, the European Commission did not suggest drafting an 

international treaty for the protection of the region. By doing so, the Commission 

acknowledged that the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea provided sufficient 

instruments and guiding principles to solve disputes – among which the Commission 

enlisted the definition of the continental shelf around the North Pole, as well as the 

claims over the right of free passage of ships in the Northwest Passage.  

As far as the other proposals for multilateral governance are concerned, the 

Commission focused on integrating frameworks to better manage Arctic ecosystems. 

In addition, it proposed to reflect on the possibility of further regional and cross-border 

cooperation programmes, to strengthen the cooperation with the Arctic states and 

universities. While adding new features and tools for the Arctic region, these proposals 

did not challenge the sovereignty of the Arctic States. The Commission included 

Greenland in its proposals (yet, not the Faroe Islands), mainly mentioning support in 

terms of funds for education and vocational training, but also the quotas for fisheries 

in Greenlandic waters. With regards to the Arctic Council, the European Commission 

announced its intention to apply for formal Observer status to “[e]nhance input to the 

Arctic Council in accordance with the Community’s role and potential” (European 

Commission 2008, 11). However, as mentioned earlier and discussed in the next 

sections, Canada and Russia did not accept it to send a political message – indeed, as 

an Observer, the EU would not have any role in the decision-making anyways, but 

only assist the work of the Arctic States. However, it is possible to argue that the formal 
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observer status would consolidate the Union’s identity as an Arctic stakeholder and 

role in the work of the Arctic Council. 

 

5.3 The ‘outer’ Arctic State: Denmark 

The EU’s interest in Arctic affairs impacted its Arctic Member States, which started 

releasing their own strategies or policies for the Arctic. The Kingdom of Denmark was 

the first Member State to publish a strategy, during its Chairmanship of the Arctic 

Council (2009-2011). The Kingdom holds a peculiar position in the construction of 

the EU’s actorness in Arctic politics because of its internal differentiation. Indeed, the 

Arctic territories of the Kingdom belong to Greenland and the Faroe Islands, which 

are not part of the EU. The Kingdom released only one comprehensive strategy for the 

Arctic, valid for the period 2011 to 2020 (the new one has not been published yet) – 

but there was also a document released in 2008, called Arktis i en brydningstid: 

Forslag til strategi for aktiviteter i det arktiske område, available exclusively in 

Danish (Heininen et al. 2020, 60).  

 

5.3.1 A peaceful, secure, and safe Arctic 

The first section of the Strategy opens with the issues of peaceful cooperation 

and regional stability. The Kingdom’s 2011 Strategy deals with challenges and 

opportunities related to climate change. As far as the challenges are concerned, the 

Strategy acknowledges that global warming poses threats to the peoples of the Arctic 

by changing the basis of both their lifestyles and cultures. For example, the change in 

the fish distribution may have an impact on the productivity of Arctic fish industries. 

By the time the Kingdom released the Strategy, the US National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration observed that large numbers of fish species from the 

South-western Barents Sea (i.e. cod, beaked redfish, and long rough dab) had moved 
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northwards (Fossheim et al. 2015, 77-8). Together with fishery, the Strategy deals with 

Greenland’s melting ice sheets, which contribute to the global rise in sea levels.  

At the same time, the Kingdom recognises that a changing Arctic opens both 

shipping routes and economic opportunities: the document mentions the U.S. 

geological survey about the Arctic fossil energy resources, and it estimates that “ships 

sailing between East Asia and Western Europe could save more than 40% in 

transportation time and fuel costs”, as well as CO2 emissions. However, it also 

acknowledges that “increased economic activity and renewed geopolitical interest in 

the Arctic results in a number of key challenges to ensuring a stable, peaceful and 

secure region characterized by dialogue, negotiation and cooperation” (Kingdom of 

Denmark 2011, 9).  

The Kingdom highlights that “the Arctic is not a legal vacuum” since it “has 

been inhabited for thousands of years, in contrast to the Antarctic which is 

uninhabited” (Kingdom of Denmark 2011, 13). Here, the Strategy clearly references 

the European Parliament’s proposal for a treaty to protect the Arctic environment at 

the international level. The Strategy does not picture the legal framework of Arctic 

governance as fragmented, but rather as rich, insisting on the fact that the UN 

Convention on the Law of the Sea in 1982 (UNCLOS) “contains detailed regulation 

of for example navigational rights and management of resources” (Kingdom of 

Denmark 2011, 13). Therefore, the Strategy establishes the preeminent role of the 

Arctic States and their jurisdiction over the maritime territories. 

The Strategy emphasises its role as an Arctic Coastal State and the 2008 

Ilulissat Conference, after which Denmark and the other four Coastal States (Canada, 

Norway, Russia, and the United States) signed the homonymous Declaration “to 

enshrine close cooperation in developing the Arctic into international law” (Kingdom 
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of Denmark 2011, 13). Indeed, the Strategy states that even though the Law of the Sea 

“lays a solid foundation for coastal states’ cooperation on the development of the 

Arctic, there may be a continuous need for more detailed regulating [sic] of certain 

sectors” (Kingdom of Denmark 2011, 13). Despite the recall to multilateral 

cooperation, the Kingdom of Denmark underlines the intergovernmental dimension of 

governance, whose Scale reinforces the organisational framework of the nation-state. 

As a Coastal State, the Strategy of the Kingdom dedicated its first section also 

to boundaries and the extension of the continental shelf. According to the Strategy, the 

Kingdom started a project to support the claims about the continental shelf. However, 

the document emphasises the cooperative dimension of the project, which involved the 

Kingdom and the other Arctic States, from Sweden to Russia. An example of pacific 

resolution I the latest dispute over territorial claims with Canada regarding Hans Island 

– Hans Ø in Danish, Tartupaluk in Greenlandic.  The dispute over the small, inhabited 

island between Canada and Greenland was resolved in 2022, when Canada and the 

Kingdom of Denmark agreeing to ‘split’ the island in half after almost fifty years of 

contention, and after a lot of bottles of Canadian whisky and Danish flags had been 

left on the island to claim the ownership of it. By underlining cooperation and the role 

of international law, the Strategy reinforced the vision according to which the Arctic 

States are the main responsible for regional (maritime) governance, and that further 

frameworks are not needed. 

The Strategy also deals with the issues concerning maritime safety, considering 

the increasing navigation in Arctic waters as well as extractive activities: indeed, 

extreme weather conditions and the low population density of the Arctic may hinder 

prompt rescue missions or intervention in case of natural disasters. In the case of 

maritime security, the document positions all the three parts of the Kingdom as 
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essential for the attainment of the policy objectives. Most importantly, the Strategy 

reinforces the state-level Scale of governance: the actions to be taken respect the 

sovereignty of the Arctic States and the already established organisations. For 

example, the Strategy reads that the Kingdom needs “to introduce binding global rules 

and standards for navigation in the Arctic and it is a high priority to reach agreement 

on a global regulation of shipping via the IMO [the International Maritime 

Organization], cf. Ilulissat Declaration” (Kingdom of Denmark 2011, 18). In case of 

failure, “the Kingdom will consider implementing non-discriminatory regional safety 

and environmental rules for navigation in the Arctic in consultation with the other 

Arctic states” (Kingdom of Denmark 2011, 18). The Strategy also mentions the 

introduction of a Polar Code to be adopted by the IMO, expected to enter into force 

between 2013-14. However, the Polar Code became operative only in 2017, and will 

be presented in the next chapter. 

Last, but not least, the document dedicates a section to the exercise of 

sovereignty and surveillance. The Strategy reads that the “[e]nforcement of 

sovereignty is exercised by the armed forces through a visible presence in the region 

where surveillance is central to the task”, and that such a task is a primary concern of 

the Kingdom even though the NATO treaty covers the Danish Arctic (Kingdom of 

Denmark 2011, 20). In the document, the enforcement of sovereignty is constructed as 

an act of Positioning, in the sense that reinforces the perceptions of Denmark’s status 

and power legitimacy in the Arctic. Back in 2009, the Danish Ministry of Defence had 

already stated that the designation of Arctic Response Force would “contribute to 

increase the Danish expertise in the area and will be deployable in Greenland or in 

international tasks undertaken in an Arctic environment” (Danish Ministry of Defence 

2009, 12). 
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The Kingdom of Denmark considers the Arctic a region of opportunities, with 

regards to extractive activities as well as tourism. In particular, the Strategy aims to 

ensure that Greenland continues its “successful licensing policy and strategy of 

competitive tenders in the oil and gas sector”. The Document also pursues the 

cooperation with Norway and Canada as far as the mineral sector is concerned, 

prioritising “fora such as the Arctic Council’s working groups” (Kingdom of Denmark 

2011, 25). In addition, the Strategy also sets energy and climate policies “to 

significantly increase the harnessing of renewable energy sources”, the exploitation of 

hydropower plants in Greenland (Kingdom of Denmark 2011, 30) in particular. 

The Strategy focuses not only on fishery, but also on hunting as “an integral 

part of the Arctic community” (Kingdom of Denmark 2011, 30), lamenting that the 

larger international audience do not know how hunting is regulated and the pressure 

over Greenland’s seal-hunting industry due to people’s concern about seal hunting and 

breeding, as well as whaling, throughout Europe and North America. The Strategy 

underlines that whaling activities in Greenland are regulated by the International 

Whaling Commission – which include exemptions for Indigenous Peoples.  

The Strategy presents both Greenland and the Faroe Islands as crucial for 

research activities: as far as Greenland is concerned, it “offers so many unique 

opportunities for research in nature, geography, biology as well as the interplay 

between nature and humans” (Kingdom of Denmark 2011, 30). With regards to the 

Faroe Islands, the Strategy reads that its location enables the study of the changing 

ocean currents. Research activities are essential to establish cooperation agreements, 

networks, and to access funds, including the EU’s. The following section of the 

Strategy, Development with respect for the Arctic’s vulnerable climate, environment 

and nature, sets the goals to understand the impact of climate change and protect the 
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environment through impact assessments, monitoring programmes, and models of the 

Arctic climate. 

Yet, research is important also in terms of education and development of skills 

to employ in local industries and to address societal needs such fighting de-population: 

even though the Strategy does not mention it, the Arctic Human Development Report 

reads that between 2000 and 2004, the size of Greenland’s population did not change 

“because the natural increase of the country’s young population was offset by the same 

amount of net out-migration” (Heleniak and Bogoyavlensky 2014, 57). Therefore, the 

Strategy also includes cooperation to achieve health and social coherence among the 

three parts of the Kingdom. 

The final section of the Strategy deals with external relationships in the Arctic 

context. The Kingdom places the role of the Arctic Council at the centre of regional 

governance and cooperation. In particular, the Strategy reads that the Kingdom should 

strengthen the role of the Arctic Council until it shifts “from a ‘decision-shaping’ to a 

‘decision-making’ organisation”, since it is “the only relevant political organization 

that has all Arctic states and peoples as members” (Kingdom of Denmark 2011, 52). 

Accordingly, the Strategy states that the Kingdom will consider meeting the Arctic 

Coastal States only for issues that concern them such as the delimitation of their 

continental shelf. At the same time, the then Danish Minister for Foreign Affairs, Villy 

Søvndal, stated that the Kingdom of Denmark was “look[ing] forward to welcoming 

the EU in the very near future” (Arctic Council 2013c). 

The Strategy insists on climate change-related issues that will heavily impact 

the conditions of the Arctic Indigenous Peoples and their human rights. Among the 

issues potentially affecting the welfare of indigenous peoples, the Strategy also enlists 

the influence of third parties – including the EU. Considering the 2008 Communication 
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by the European Commission, the Kingdom acknowledged the initiative of the EU and 

aimed to influence the EU policy process, to ensure that the EU’s policies do not 

undermine the economic activities of the indigenous peoples. At the same time, 

Denmark positions itself as aligned with the EU with regards to the reduction of 

greenhouse gas emissions. The document also mentions Greenland and the Faroe 

Islands’ environmental policies and goals, but the two have autonomy in those areas 

and do not need to be negotiated with the EU – consequently, the EU has no direct 

competences, nor authority in Greenland and the Faroe Islands’ policies. 

The objectives of the Kingdom’s strategy can be seen as more enhanced version 

of the goals established for the Danish Chairmanship of the Arctic Council (2009-

2011). In the related document, the Kingdom highlighted its priorities: first, the well-

being of people of the Arctic, and then the continuation of research collaboration and 

the study of megatrends in the Arctic, following the example of the International Polar 

Year initiative; protecting the environment (focusing on climate change and 

biodiversity). After that, the Danish chairmanship aimed to develop an integrated 

management of resources, which was a “cornerstone” of the successive Norwegian 

(2009-2009), Danish, and Swedish (2011-2013) Chairmanships, and referred to the 

exploitation of natural resources in a sustainable way, as well as cooperation on 

preparedness and prevention. Finally, the Chairmanship document stressed the 

importance of maintaining the role of the Arctic Council as a “to promote sustainable 

development for the Peoples of the Arctic and the Arctic States” (Arctic Council 

2009c, 8). 
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5.4 The proactive Arctic actor: Finland 

In the time frame considered for this chapter, Finland was the most active of the three 

Arctic Member States. Finland released two strategies for the Arctic region: the former 

was published in 2010, while the other in 2013. The two documents reflect two 

different ways to position Finland and its role in the region: the 2010 Strategy focuses 

mainly on the aspect of external relations in Arctic policy” (Office of the Prime 

Minister of Finland 2010, 57), while the 2013 document “examines the possibilities 

for bolstering Finland’s position regarding the Arctic region; the creation of new 

business opportunities; the Arctic environment and the region’s security and stability; 

the position of the northern parts of Finland; international cooperation; and Arctic 

expertise in the widest sense of the term” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 

2013, 7). Considering the richer production of Finland, in comparison with the 

Kingdoms of Denmark and Sweden, the following sections mainly focus on the 

relationship with the EU and international and cross-border cooperation, which is the 

focus of the Strategies – especially in the first one. 

  

5.4.1 The Strategies for the Arctic region 

The 2010 Strategy focused on the international dimension of Finnish interests and 

policies. The document underlines that the Arctic and its climate play a crucial role in 

the stability of the global weather and climate. Aware of the fact that the Arctic was 

not isolated from the rest of the world, Finland stressed that “climate change and other 

environmental hazards are not contained by national borders” and that “international 

cooperation for prevention is vitally important” (Office of the Prime Minister of 

Finland 2010, 13-4). The international dimension of environmental safety includes 

also regional aspects, especially as far as nuclear safety is concerned, considering that 
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the “Kola peninsula has the world’s greatest concentration of nuclear reactors” (Office 

of the Prime Minister of Finland 2010, 16). Considering the regional dimension of 

security, the 2010 Strategy proposed a more international and regional vision. 

The international and regional dimensions shape the Finnish proposals and 

goals in different aspects. To begin with, Finland brands itself as an expert in Arctic 

know-how. In step with the other Arctic States, Finland’s Strategy emphasised the 

importance of research, but the document is not limited to environmental issues. The 

document frames Finland and the Finnish companies as attractive to Russia and its 

companies’ needs, especially on the grounds of Finland’s knowledge of its neighbour. 

Second, the Strategy underlined the necessity for universities to develop stronger 

international programmes and agreements, to increase the competitive value of 

research. To strengthen the role and the potential of research and higher education, the 

Strategy urges universities to make use of both national and EU funds (Office of the 

Prime Minister of Finland 2010, 21-2). 

The international dimension stretches from research to infrastructures, with 

regards to the sea routes – including the Northeast Passage. The Northeast Passage lies 

within the Russian exclusive economic zone, and it is defined as the strait along 

Siberia, from the Barents Sea to the Pacific Ocean. As the Strategy reported, Russia 

considers itself to be entitled to collect fees for the right of passage and icebreaker 

services. Despite not being a coastal state – or maybe because it is not – Finland stated 

that it was in its interests that transport fees “must not become obstacles to traffic; 

instead, they should be used to support the safety of shipping” (Office of the Prime 

Minister of Finland 2010, 27). However, the Strategy also includes domestic aspects 

related to the national transport system in the Northern areas, which would be further 

deepened in the 2013 version of the Strategy. 
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The international dimension also concerns the Saami population and their 

rights. Indeed, the Strategy read that Finland, as well as the other Nordic/Norden 

countries adopted the 2007 UN Declaration on The Rights of Indigenous Peoples – 

unlike Canada and the United States. Canada had voted against the Declaration but 

endorsed it in 2010, and committed to the implementation in 2016. The U.S. also voted 

against the Declaration, but it ratified the American Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples in 2016. The 2010 Finnish Strategy mentioned the work about the 

preparation of the Nordic Saami Convention, which came to light in 2016. As the 

Strategy reported, the spirit of the Convention was international, since it aimed to 

strengthen and support the Saami populations’ rights “irrespective of national borders” 

(Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2010, 32). Indeed, the Saami live across the 

Scandinavian peninsula, Finland, and Russia, and respecting their rights implies 

international cooperation. 

With regards to the EU, Finland dedicated an entire chapter to the EU’s Arctic 

Communication, detailing the relevant aspects and implications for Finland, as well as 

the EU as a whole. However, the Strategy proposed a model of governance where the 

EU supports the action of the Arctic states and the regional or local actors through 

funds and financial instruments. In particular, the Strategy referred to the Northern 

Dimension policy, the interregional cooperation (Interreg) and cross-border 

cooperation programmes as tools to develop the Barents region from a regional 

perspective (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2010, 48-51). In sum, the 2010 

Finnish Strategy for the Arctic region is therefore consistent in terms of Positioning 

and Scale. Finland perceived itself as an internationalist actor in the region, focusing 

on cross-border cooperation and working to ensure that Arctic politics would not turn 

into a tool to exclude international actors – especially with regards to shipping. At the 



 
 

130 

 

same time, Finland opted to maintain the already established framework of 

governance, strengthening the intergovernmental dimension of Arctic politics. 

The same position was kept in the 2013 Strategy. On the one hand, the 

document explicitly labelled Finland as an Arctic Member State of the EU, whose 

status provides the country the “opportunity to generate and disseminate 

comprehensive information on the Arctic sorely needed by the Union” (Office of the 

Prime Minister of Finland 2013, 13). The 2013 Strategy came after the release of the 

second Communication by the Commission, published in 2012, in which the 

Commission tried to better justify its role in Arctic cooperation. The Finnish Strategy 

acknowledged the work done by both the Commission and the Parliament, expressing 

its commitment “to support the formulation of the EU’s policy towards the Arctic and 

the reinforcement of its role in the region” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 

2013, 47). However, the document prioritised “the efforts to influence the Council 

Conclusions to be issued in response to the Commission’s Arctic Communication” 

(Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2013, 47), where the Member States have 

more power – in matters falling under the EU’s foreign policy. 

Accordingly, the Strategy underlined the necessity for Finland to cooperate 

with Sweden and Denmark so as “to clarify the EU’s role in the Arctic” and its policy 

for the region (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2013, 61). The document also 

included Finland’s support for the Commission’s application as an Observer at the 

Arctic Council, but it must be noted that the Observers need to support the Arctic States 

and their objectives. The other objectives are all related to Finland’s Positioning as an 

Arctic expert and internationalist actor. First, the Strategy underlined the importance 

of establishing the EU Arctic Information Centre in Rovaniemi, the capital of the 

Finnish region of Lapland. Second, to better finance the EU’s cross-border cooperation 
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programmes and funds for ‘internal’ programmes for Arctic areas such as Northern 

Periphery and Pohjoinen/Nord.  

The 2013 Finnish Strategy continued to present Finland as an expert whose 

competences were beneficial for sustainable development, the protection of the 

environment, competitiveness of Finnish industries and research (Office of the Prime 

Minister of Finland 2013, 7; 17). In addition, the document expanded the interests of 

Finland to Arctic-related areas beyond tourism, traffic, and transport: the 2013 

Strategies included data communications and digital services; energy industry and 

renewable resources; maritime industry and shipping; mining industry and clean 

technology. From this perspective, the document developed the previous objectives, 

rather than changing the target of the Strategy. The 2013 Strategy therefore reinforces 

the country’ attention towards regional and cross-border cooperation where local 

actors (should) play a major role. 

 

5.5 The Arctic awareness of Sweden 

Considered the ‘reluctant’ Arctic State, similarly to the United States (see Huebert 

2009; Sörlin, 2014) Sweden released its first Strategy as it was taking over the 

chairmanship of the Arctic Council for the first time. Sweden had to construct its 

identity as an Arctic state and find a place for the Arctic in its policies. During the 

twentieth century, Sweden gradually lost interests in the area despite the resources of 

the Svalbard islands (called Spitsbergen until 1925), especially as the price of coal 

dropped. At the same time, the Swedish Northern regions saw a decrease in its 

population, as more workforce was needed in the central and Southern areas. After the 

signing of the Svalbard Treaty in 1924, negotiated in Versailles in the aftermath of the 

First World War, Sweden accepted Norwegian sovereignty on Svalbard. During the 
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Second World War and the Cold War, Sweden was mainly concerned with its 

relationship with Finland and the Baltic area, leaving the Arctic out of its radar (Sörlin 

2014). 

Consequently, the Strategy justifies Swedish Arcticness and interests in the 

region, underlining the increasing importance of Arctic resources in the global market. 

On the grounds of its geography, Sweden highlights the role played by its mining 

industries and its forests as a renewable type of resource. Even with regards to the 

cultural ties, the section does not fully develop the relationship between the 

government, the Saami population, and the Arctic. However, the fourth section of the 

document is entirely dedicated to the Swedish priorities and objectives for the Arctic. 

Therefore, I will now deepen that section, which sheds further light on Sweden’s 

Positioning in terms of role and expectations for its role in the region’s governance. 

 

5.5.1 The Swedish priorities for the Arctic 

Like the Kingdom of Denmark, Sweden released its policy for the Arctic region as it 

held the Chairmanship of the Arctic Council. In the document, Sweden focuses on 

maintaining the balance between low political tensions in the region and the challenges 

posed by climate change, in step with the work of the Arctic Council. In particular, the 

document reads that “Sweden should stress the importance of an approach based on 

security in its broadest sense and that the use of civil instruments is preferable to 

military means” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2011, 23), in step with the spirit 

of multilateralism and solidarity shaping the narrative of both the Swedish foreign 

policy and Arctic politics. To emphasise the role of the Arctic Council, the Strategy 

underlines the consensus reached within the forum about the unity of economic, 
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environmental, and social development. Sweden released the strategy in time for the 

chairmanship of the Arctic Council, after long being a ‘reluctant’ Arctic State.  

Then, the Strategy articulates the main areas of intervention according to 

Sweden: climate and the environment; economic development; the “human 

dimension”. With regard to the environment, the Swedish Strategy highlights the role 

of the Arctic Council in compiling research and disseminating knowledge on the 

impact of global warming in the Arctic has compiled research and environmental 

monitoring, arguing that “the Arctic Council can raise the bar as regards international 

climate efforts” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2011, 26) – strongly 

emphasising how the role of the Arctic Council is not limited to the local dimension 

of regional governance.  

With respect to the efforts of the international community, the Strategy also 

advocates for a global climate agreement about impure carbon particles (soot) and the 

reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. Indeed, as also emphasised in the Strategy of 

the Kingdom of Denmark, the pollution affecting the Arctic is produced outside of the 

region: therefore, global regulations are essential to ensure a fair economic 

development in the region – which is still polluting, but that has so far not been 

responsible for the transformations in the region. However, Sweden acknowledges that 

pollution occurs also at local levels, and that its prospective harm needs to be taken 

into consideration. the increasing extractive activities in the region in maritime areas 

and in the Arctic territories. In this regard, the Strategy calls for stronger cooperation 

at the level of the Arctic Council as well as the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, governing 

the cross-border nature of Arctic issues. 

As far as economic development is concerned, Sweden mentions the role of the 

EU’s cohesion policy and funds as part of the Cross Border Cooperation policy. The 
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Cross Border Cooperation started in 2007, within the framework of the European 

Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument. With reference to the Arctic region, the 

Strategy mentions the Kolarctic financing instrument, whose purpose in 2007 was to 

support the national projects in the areas of cross-border cooperation. However, the 

Kolarctic programme started back in 2000, as a sub-programme of the ‘Interreg’ 

initiative, which aims at favouring and strengthening regional cooperation. 

Considering the extractive activities carried out by Norwegian and Russian 

companies, the Swedish strategy framed the exploitation of the region as a window of 

opportunity for Swedish companies in the mining and petroleum sectors – 

environmental assessments. With regards to economics and environment, Sweden also 

considered the aspects related to shipping and maritime security. Despite presenting 

shipping as the most efficient way to transport goods in terms of energy and cost 

efficiency, the Strategy reports that shipping-related emissions had increased over 

time, and that they were projected to maintain that trend. In addition, as underlined by 

the other strategies, shipping also increases the risks of incidents that endanger both 

people and the environment, showing one of the constant problems of Arctic policies, 

i.e. balancing economic development and protection of the region. 

Sweden underlined the importance of the region in relation to energy security. 

The Swedish document clearly states that, while national energy industries might have 

interests in the region, the government is not involved in the issues related to further 

extraction of fossil fuels in the increasingly more accessible sea areas of the Arctic. In 

addition, the document stated that prospective exploitation of fossil fuels from the 

Arctic would be beneficial in terms of energy security, for Sweden as well as the EU. 

The main concern for Sweden is the respect of high environmental standards, and the 

document underlines the need to invest in renewable energy too.  
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However, the way to pursue renewable energy production risks colliding with 

Sweden’s commitment to respecting human rights and democracy, in the case of 

exploitation of Northern territories that belongs to Sápmi – the territories comprising 

Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia where the Sámi populations live and conduct 

traditional activities such as reindeer husbandry (see Chapter 1). On the one hand, the 

Strategy acknowledges the Saami’s rights to see their culture respected and protected, 

especially in terms of survival of their languages. The document recognises the Sámi 

herders’ rights to continue all the activities related to hunting and husbandry. However, 

as in the case of the windmills in Northern Norway, the efforts to implement the green 

transition goals and to develop the region risk conflicting with the Sámi herders’ 

interests and needs. In the case of Sweden, the strategy does not mention how to 

balance green transition in its Northern territories and the protection of Saami 

territories. However, similarly to what stated in the previous paragraphs, this 

contradiction unveils the difficult balance between protection and exploitation of the 

region’s resources. 

The Swedish Strategies further articulated the objectives of Sweden’s 

Chairmanship of the Arctic Council, which was also in continuation with the Kingdom 

of Denmark’s (the previous one, held between 2009 and 2011). The Swedish document 

for the 2011-2013 period emphasised the country’s focus on environmental protection 

and climate change. In particular, the Swedish Chairmanship concluded the Arctic 

Ocean Review project, started in 2009, aiming to update the legal framework for the 

protection of the Arctic marine environment. Most importantly, the Swedish 

chairmanship led to the establishment of the Arctic Council’s permanent secretariat in 

Tromsø, in order to strengthen the Arctic Council (Arctic Council 2013f). 
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5.7 Towards an Arctic policy for the EU 

The Member States influenced the development of an EU’s Arctic policy even before 

they developed their own strategies. In December 2008, the Council of the EU adopted 

preliminary conclusions on Arctic issues. As mentioned in the first chapter, the 

Council of the EU is one of the legislative bodies of the EU, which co-decides on the 

Commission’s proposals together with the Parliament. However, the Council is an 

intergovernmental institution representing the Member States’ governments. With 

regards to the 2008 Communication, the Council of the EU adopted a Conclusion, 

which is a non-binding document expressing the position of the Member States’ 

executives about specific topics. Usually, the Council adopts conclusions in policy 

areas not falling under the EU exclusive competences. In the draft of the conclusion, 

the Council stated to welcome the Communication as “a first layer of an EU Arctic 

Policy” (Council of the EU 2008, §1). In 2009, the Council of the European Union 

again welcomed the “gradual formulation” of an Arctic policy, requesting to receive a 

report on the work by the end of June 2011 (Council of the EU 2008, §23). In 2012, 

the Commission released a Joint Communication entitled Developing a European 

Union Policy towards the Arctic Region: progress since 2008 and next steps, further 

elaborating its Positioning in the Arctic. 

With regards to the step forwards an EU Arctic policy, the document proposed 

three reasons motivating the EU’s action in the region: knowledge, responsibility, and 

engagement. As far as knowledge is concerned, the document reiterated the EU’s 

Positioning as a promoter of science with respect to protecting and preserving the 

Arctic and its population. As for the 2008 document, the 2012 Communication 

emphasised the dangers of climate change and the role of science in understanding the 

impact of global warming in the Arctic. In particular, the Joint Communication 
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highlighted the role of space technology to better monitor the evolving situation in the 

Arctic, to strengthen communication, and to ensure safe shipping. The Communication 

explicitly mentioned the role of the European Space Agency (ESA) and it included a 

Working Staff document named Space and the Arctic, where the ESA enlisted the 

priorities of the EU in the region. 

In relation to climate change, the section dedicated to responsibility provides a 

stronger Positioning, presenting the EU as a responsible importer and user of Arctic 

resources. Accordingly, the Commission attributed to the EU the role of a contributor 

to sustainable development and to sustainable management of resources. By adopting 

the perspective of responsibility, the Commission presented itself as a more normative 

actor. As Anna Antonova (2016, 80) observes, the normative aspect of the Common 

Fishery Policy (CFP) is related to the normative aspirations in environmental policies 

that the European Parliament strongly encourages, as shown by the Parliament’s 

proposal for a treaty to protect the Arctic environment. Together with the exploitation 

of resources, the document argued that the EU is also a provider of technology, which 

establishes a double form of engagement in the Arctic – presenting the EU not only as 

an actor which must act responsibly, but also as an actor that can make a difference in 

regulating the Arctic. 

In 2011, the European Parliament adopted a Resolution called A sustainable 

EU policy for the High North – even though, as explained in the first chapter, the term 

is ambiguous and does not necessarily apply to the Arctic as a whole (traditionally, it 

refers to the Northernmost areas of Norway). In the Resolution, the European 

Parliament emphasised the need to construct a coherent Arctic policy defining “both 

the EU's priorities and the potential challenges” (EP 2011 §8). However, the 

construction of coherence and consistency did not merely depend on the Commission, 
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but also on the Arctic States’ Positioning and Scale, which presented as many 

ambiguities as the European Commission’s in terms of priorities and strategies to 

pursue policy goals. 

Another crucial aspect was the EU’s relationship with the Arctic Council. In 

2009, the Council of the EU expressed its encouragement for the Commission and 

Italy in their application as observers at the Arctic Council, which the Council 

considered “as the primary competent body for circumpolar regional cooperation” 

(Council of the EU, 8 December 2009, §17). However, the European Commission’s 

application was rejected twice, in 2009 and 2013: despite the support of the Member 

States, Canada rejected the EU’s application on the grounds of the Regulation on Seal 

Products (Regulation 1007/2009, the so-called ban on seal products). The Regulation 

was implemented in 2010 and it allowed the import and commercialisation of products 

that fell under the ‘Inuit exemption’, i.e. goods derived from hunts carried out by 

indigenous communities (Regulation 1007/2009/EC, art. 3). However, there was a 

discrimination between indigenous communities. As Nikolas Sellheim observes, the 

Greenlandic products were still allowed in the EU market even though Greenland 

lacked a robust framework for animal welfare, and even though Greenlandic seal hunts 

exceeded those conducted in Canada (Sellheim 2016, 143). 

With respect to the ban on seal products, the 2012 Joint Communication stated 

that the EU would respect the final decisions of the World Trade Organisation – which 

would be in favour of the EU. Nevertheless, the Commission, the Parliament and the 

Council started working to amend the 2009 Regulation. In 2015, the EU adopted the 

Regulation 2015/1775 and amended the article three of the previous 2009 Regulation, 

introducing a new condition to place seal products in the EU market: that “the hunt is 

conducted in a manner which has due regard to animal welfare, taking into 
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consideration the way of life of the community and the subsistence purpose of the 

hunt” (Regulation 2015/1775/EU, art. 3). By amending the Regulations, the EU 

adopted a conciliatory approach while maintaining its stances in favour of animal 

welfare. 

The Parliament also softened its proposals. Back in 2010, the Parliament had 

proposed an international treaty for the protection of the Arctic that threatened the 

primary role of the Arctic States and their sovereignty in the region. In 2012, the 

Parliament changed its vision in terms of legal framework, acknowledging that the 

Arctic enjoyed a sufficient number of treaties and instruments for a strong system of 

governance, from the UN Law of the Sea to The Stockholm Convention on Persistent 

Organic Pollutants (2001). By doing so, the European Parliament embraced the vision 

for the region promoted by the Arctic States, even though it maintained its emphasis 

on non-state actors and their role in Arctic governance. 

Finally, in 2014, the European Parliament and the EU Council adopted a 

resolution and conclusions with regards to the 2012 Communication. The Council 

expressed the positions of the three Arctic States, in particular Finland and Sweden’s 

– as expressed in the Arctic Strategies, as shown in the next paragraphs. In the same 

period, the Swedish chairmanship of the Arctic Council reinforced the idea of the 

Arctic Council as an international forum, even though primarily intergovernmental, in 

step with the Finnish strategies released in 2010 and 2013. In 2013, indeed, the Arctic 

States welcomed the European Commission’s request at the Arctic Council Ministerial 

Meeting in Kiruna (2013). However, they deferred the decision to approve it until the 

resolution of the disagreement between the EU and Canada over seal products 

regulation. Despite these tensions, the Arctic Council allowed the EU to attend the 

meetings and the activities of the working groups without prior invitation. In its 2014 
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Conclusions, the Council of the EU requested Canada to solve the dispute that deferred 

the EU’s accession.  

After the resolution and the decision of the WTO, Canada stopped vetoing at 

the 2015 Ministerial Meeting of the Arctic Council – before which the EU and Canada 

concluded their Comprehensive Trade and Economic Agreement (CETA), marking a 

stronger cooperation between the two actors. However, in 2015, Russia blocked the 

EU’s application, as reported by the European Parliaments Directorate General for 

External Policies (Garcés de los Fayos 2015, 2). The Russian decision took place in 

the context of the increasing tensions with the EU and the U.S. because of the 

annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the Syrian civil war (started in 2011), where Russia 

sided with the president Bashar al-Assad whose regime was sanctioned by both the 

U.S. and the EU to stop violence against civilian protesting in the last moments of the 

‘Arab Spring’.  

More importantly, the EU’s response to the Ukraine crisis was the one more 

harmful for Russia, since the EU’s sanctions heavily affected Rosneft, the most 

important oil production company of Russia, as they “targeted Arctic offshore and 

shale oil technologies” (Aalto and Forsberg 2015, 228). The worsening of international 

relations, also gradually reflected in the work of the Arctic Council. Indeed, Finland 

expected that the “EU’s application not to take more than a few months” (Arctic 

Council 2013d) after the 2013 Ministerial Meeting of the Arctic Council. However, 

Russia vetoed the EU’s application and, as Finland reported at the 2015 Ministerial 

Meeting, the EU would continue to be participate in the Arctic Council’s works as an 

ad hoc observer, with the “hope that the obstacles to the EU's full observer status will 

be removed as soon as possible” (Arctic Council 2015) – which might be impossible 

in the current situation. 
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5.8 Conclusions 

This first stage of the EU’s policy for the Arctic region has proven challenging for all 

the actors involved – not only the EU and the construction of its legitimacy in the 

region, but also the different understandings of the Arctic States. Within the EU, the 

EU Council appeared to be more concerned with the coherence between the EU’s 

foreign policy goals and the Member States’, while the Parliament focused more on 

the policy instruments and their coordination, after its missteps – such as the proposal 

for an Arctic Treaty. In 2014, the Parliament also encouraged the work of the 

Commission, calling for a more coherent policy, arguably in terms of better definitions 

of the EU’s Positioning and interests, as well as “more effective synergies between 

existing programmes”, in particular with regards to cross-border cooperation – in 

which extended from the Northern Dimension to the European Neighbourhood 

Instrument, which is part of the EU’s Neighbourhood Policy (EP 2014 §27). These 

suggestions seemed to indicate that the EU needed to become more influential in soft 

policy areas, and through already established policies.  As a collective actor, the EU 

needed to balance the positions of different actors, which enjoy different mandates, 

represent different interests, and work in different Scales of governance – in order not 

to develop a coherent role. 
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Chapter VI 

Constructing roles in a changing Arctic 

The EU’s policy for the Arctic from 2016 to 2021 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In April 2016, the European Commission and the High Representative of the Union 

for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy released the Joint Communication entitled ‘An 

integrated European Union policy for the Arctic’. As the title of the Communication 

suggests, the main objective of the 2016 document was to pave the way towards more 

coordination regarding EU policies impacting the Arctic region, whose complexity 

exacerbates overlapping issues – from sustainable development and human rights to 

sovereignty issues, from the objectives of the EU’s institutions to the national interests 

of the EU non-Arctic Member States. To better integrate the EU’s goals and 

instruments for the governance of the Arctic, the Council of the European Union and 

European Parliament requested the European Commission to develop an EU policy 

which was integrated and coherent – especially with regards to the use of EU funds.  

In 2016, the EU published also its Global Strategy for the European Union’s 

Foreign and Security Policy. The document, signed by the High Representative 

Federica Mogherini, replaced the European Security Strategy: A Secure Europe in a 

Better World (2003) and sets the EU’s objectives to navigate “times of existential 

crisis, within and beyond the European Union” (EEAS 2016, 7). According to the 

Global Strategy, the EU needs to pay attention to the Arctic regional specificities and 
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dynamics – as well as other regions’ peculiarities – to balance “global pressures and 

local pushback” (EEAS 2016, 10). As stated in the Strategy, the EU needs to cooperate 

with its Arctic Member States and EEA partners showing “a strategic interest in the 

Arctic remaining a low-tension area, with ongoing cooperation ensured by the Arctic 

Council, a well-functioning legal framework, and solid political and security 

cooperation” (EEAS 2016, 38-9).  

Therefore, the objectives of the EU need to be read with the goal of integrating 

the Arctic region and its governance structure into the EU’s global role – maybe 

reducing the tendency of tackling the Arctic at large, as Østhagen (2013, 85-6) 

observes with regards to the previous EU’s actions. Like the previous documents, in 

the 2016 Communication, the Commission identified three areas that represented the 

EU’s priorities and areas of intervention: climate change and the safeguard of the 

Arctic environment; promoting sustainable development in and around the Arctic; 

supporting international cooperation on Arctic issues. For each of them, the EU 

proposed different policy responses, that will be now examined. 

 

6.2 An integrated European Union policy for the Arctic 

6.2.1 Climate Change and Safeguarding the Arctic Environment 

The transformations of the Arctic, driven by rising global temperatures, are a primary 

concern for the EU, especially for the Union’s non-Arctic members. In its 

Communication, the European Commission highlights the dangers posed by the 

release of carbon dioxide and methane as ice and permafrost thaw, which can 

exacerbate the damage caused by fossil fuel combustion. The document emphasizes 

that the transformation of the Arctic endangers the global climate in multiple ways, 

including the global food chain, affecting both humans and animals. To address the 
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issues arising from climate change, the 2016 Communication outlined a strategy 

focused on research, climate mitigation and adaptation, and environmental protection. 

In terms of research, the policy document indicates that the EU aimed to fund 

Arctic-related research through the Horizon 2020 programme, which ran from 2014 to 

2020, with funding around EUR 200 million (approximately USD 217 million). 

Specifically, EUR 40 million was allocated under the 2016-17 programme for Arctic 

research, focusing on integrated systems of observation to study Arctic climate and 

weather from both environmental and socio-economic perspectives. Additionally, the 

document references financial instruments such as the European Structural and 

Investment Funds and the EU-PolarNet initiative. The EU-PolarNet is a consortium of 

twenty-five European research institutions (twenty-two at the time of the 

Communication) collaborating with partners from Canada, Russia, and the United 

States. Regarding space programmes necessary for monitoring, the Communication 

underscores the role of the Copernicus programme and the Commission’s intention to 

implement the Svalbard Integrated Arctic Earth Observing System, a multinational 

research infrastructure for pan-Arctic monitoring (European Commission 2016a, 6). 

Space and environmental monitoring are integral to the EU’s objective of 

fostering international and multilateral cooperation in the region, particularly through 

Science Diplomacy. In general, Science Diplomacy indicates all the practices whose 

purpose is “to maintain, cultivate, deepen and prolong relations” (Kaltofen and Acuto 

2018, 11). In particular, the EU’s approach in 2016 to scientific cooperation can be 

considered a form of science for diplomacy, i.e. use of science to create diplomatic 

relations, but also the science in diplomacy approach, i.e. employing scientific advice 

in diplomacy so as to shape political objectives – especially within the Arctic Council, 
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even if indirectly and even during times of tensions by focusing on non-conflictual 

relationships (Hsu 2011), which was essential for Arctic cooperation until 2022. 

Closely related to international cooperation are climate mitigation and 

adaptation strategies. The 2016 Communication emphasizes the critical need to 

implement the UN Paris Agreement (2015) to prevent global temperatures from rising 

more than 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, aiming to keep the increase below 2°C. 

However, these efforts, even if fully executed, will not mitigate the consequences of 

past and ongoing pollution, making adaptation strategies essential. The principles of 

the Paris Agreement also apply to the Arctic. During the US Chairmanship of the 

Arctic Council (2015-2017), the U.S. Department of State also organised an 

international Arctic conference in Alaska (GLACIER – Global Leadership in the 

Arctic: Cooperation, Innovation, Engagement and Resilience) in 2015. At the 

conference, President Obama stated “that the United States recognizes our role in 

creating this problem, and we embrace our responsibility to help solve it” (Office of 

the Press Secretary of the White House, 2015) – until the Trump Administration.  

The international community’s attention towards climate change and global 

fostered international cooperation and actions for the environmental protection of the 

Arctic. In the Iqaluit Declaration, the Arctic Council (2015a, 5) affirmed the intention 

to work to implement the Paris Agreement, which was an essential commitment since 

the Arctic region had been mostly invisible in international environmental agreements. 

Indeed, Sébastien Duyck underlines that the global and international nature of 

pollution and climate change might hinder the adoption of measures that respect the 

specificities of each region. In addition, Duyck observes how the distinction between 

industrialised and developing countries hinders international actions for the Arctic 

region, since the UN targets the issues concerning developing countries while the 
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industrialised countries’ needs fall under their domestic competences (Duyck 2015, 3). 

However, the conditions for EU-US cooperation changed after 2016 with the election 

of President Trump. In 2017, the Trump Administration announced the American 

withdrawal from the Paris Agreement – marking a radical change in the US’ 

positioning. 

The Trump Administration’s energy and climate policies heavily impacted the 

U.S.’ position on climate change in the Arctic Council. However, the new policy and 

rhetoric on climate change did not prevent the legally binding agreement on 

strengthening international scientific cooperation in the Arctic, which was signed in 

2017 in Alaska, and entered into force in 2018, which was in line with the intentions 

of the Obama Administration (Sakharov, 2018, 73). At the same time, the US started 

a series of international conferences called Arctic Science Ministerial in Washington, 

which has taken place every two years in 2016 – in Berlin in 2018, in Tokyo in 2021 

(postponed because of the COVID pandemic) and in St. Petersburg in 2023, where 

“there were no foreign speakers” (Berkman 2023) – signalling important limits of 

science diplomacy in light of the need to maintain cooperation in the Arctic by sharing 

common values – i.e. the respect of international law. 

With regards to environmental protection, the Communication reaffirms the 

EU’s intention to fully respect, and advocate for, the provisions of UNCLOS 

obligating all the states to protect and preserve the marine environment. The 

Communication expresses the EU’s intentions to protect of biodiversity through the 

establishment of marine protected areas in the Arctic region, and to create a legal 

instrument under the U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea UNCLOS for the 

conservation and sustainable use of marine biodiversity in areas in the Arctic 
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international waters – i.e. the Agreement to Prevent Unregulated High Seas Fisheries 

in the Central Arctic Ocean, signed in 2018 and entered into force on 25th June 2021. 

Finally, the 2016 Communication underlines the need to “to prohibit or phase 

out the use of persistent organic pollutants in the environment between now and 2020” 

(European Commission 2016a, 8) through the implementation of the Stockholm 

Convention and the ratification of the 2013 Minamata Convention on the prevention 

and reduction of global emissions of mercury. The Communication also stresses the 

need to implement voluntary measures (such as the Guidelines for the Control and 

Management of Ships' Biofouling by the International Maritime Organisation's 

Guidelines for the Control) and the ratification of the International Convention for the 

Control and Management of Ships Ballast Water and Sediments (2004) by all the 

signatory parties. The Communication also highlights the EU’s commitment to 

cooperate with its Member States and all the Arctic stakeholders, as well as those who 

are part of the Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-

East Atlantic (the OSPAR Convention) to guarantee the adoption of the best security 

standards to prevent incidents in the region. Considering these interests, the 

Communication states that “the EU should therefore welcome the Arctic Council 

Agreement on Cooperation on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution, Preparedness and 

Response in the Arctic” (European Commission 2016a, 8) – which was adopted in 

2013. 

 

6.2.2 Sustainable Development in and around the Arctic 

While climate change poses global threats, it also opens possibilities to invest in the 

Arctic region and exploit its seafood, mineral, oil and gas resources, and shipping 

potential – and the balance between the view of the Arctic as a region to protect and a 
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region where to live is difficult to find. The 2016 Communication of the EU takes into 

account the regional specificities of the region, such as its sparse population, the 

absence of transport links in the Arctic wide areas (from roads and railways to flight 

connections), with important implications for “the educational, health, linguistic and 

cultural needs of Arctic communities,” (European Commission 2016a, 8). The 

development of the Arctic territories is also part of the objectives of its Cohesion 

Policy, which aims to reduce social and economic differences among EU regions. At 

the same time, the Communication acknowledges that the European Arctic territories 

and maritime areas hold “significant potential to support growth in the rest of Europe 

[but] the EU does not currently have a complete north-south traffic connection” 

(European Commission 2016a, 9). Therefore, the Communication insists in the need 

to cooperate with Iceland, Norway, and Greenland. 

With regards to the non-EU Arctic countries, the 2016 document states that the 

EU’s actions include the use of financial instruments, the application of EU law that 

applies also to the EEA area, and the support for the Barents-Euro Arctic Council and 

the Northern Dimension policy framework. In addition to the cohesion policy, the 

Communication mentions the European Territorial Cooperation (Interreg), as in the 

previous EU documents and strategies released by Finland and Sweden. In the 2016 

Communication, the document refers to the Interreg North Programme, the Botnia-

Atlantica Programme the Baltic Sea Region Programme, and the Northern Periphery 

and Arctic Programme – which enhance the Karelia and Kolarctic cross-border 

cooperation programmes – developed under the European Neighbourhood Instrument. 

Again, as far as transports are concerned, the Communication highlights the necessity 

to develop infrastructure projects through more coordinated financial instruments, to 
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meet the requests of the relevant national and regional actors (European Commission 

2016a, 9). 

Economic development requires energy, whose accessibility cannot be taken 

for granted – as shown by the crisis following the Russian invasion of Ukraine. 

However, the 2016 Communication already mentions energy issues – and the need to 

rely on clean energy – and the potential of the Arctic for the sector thanks to wind 

power (both on- and off-shore), ocean energy, geothermal energy and hydropower 

(European Commission 2016a, 9). However, as discussed later in this and in the 

following chapters, energy production enters in conflict with the indigenous peoples’ 

rights concerning the use of Indigenous lands and their traditional activities, such as 

reindeer husbandry. The windmills in the Norwegian Sámi lands provides an example 

of such conflictual needs and rights to be balanced, with the Norwegian Supreme Court 

ruling that the construction of turbines and wind farms violated the Saami rights in 

2021 – which led Norway’s Oil and Energy Minister Terje Aasland to apologise in 

2023, even though solutions for the coexistence of windfarms and reindeer husbandry 

might be difficult to achieve (Buli et al. 2023). 

Consequently, sustainable development and innovation pose several questions, 

but they remain central to the EU’s policy. According to the Communication 

(European Commission 2016a, 10), the new technologies should concern the 

production of material suitable for the Arctic extreme winter conditions and the enable 

efficient energy production – especially renewable energy – that might be employed 

even outside of the Arctic region. In this regard, the Communication stresses the 

importance of the Horizon 2020, which included the InnovFin 28 (‘EU Finance for 

Innovators’, by the European Commission and the European Investment Bank Group) 

and the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF). Consequently, the 
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programmes supported Arctic-related research and increase the possibilities for 

innovative technologies to access the (EU) market.  

In this regard, the Communication stresses the importance of achieving 

outcomes “with commercial potential” that yet “ensure social and environmental 

protection and could contribute to the development of ‘Arctic standards’” (European 

Commission 2016a, 10) – with a minor mention of Arctic traditional knowledge. The 

document also points out that the InnovFin programme could support even the small 

and medium enterprises in their efforts to innovate their business (European 

Commission 2016a, 10). The focus on small business and cooperation is not only 

related to the EU’s cohesion policy, but to the view of Arctic international and regional 

cooperation as based upon research and economic ties. However, as mentioned with 

regards to the Indigenous Peoples, development needs to consider the voices of those 

who are often defined as ‘stakeholders’ – a controversial label, often rejected by the 

Indigenous communities on the grounds of being ‘right holders’ (Shadian 2017, 51). 

In the 2016 Communication, the Commission and the EEAS consider the 

European Arctic (extending from Greenland to the Novaya Zemlya Archipelago) as a 

region “suffering from underinvestment” (European Commission 2016a, 11). To 

address regional issues, the Communication established the European Arctic 

Stakeholder Forum, which aims to enhance and support multilevel cooperation and 

coordination, especially in terms of economic programmes providing EU funds for the 

Arctic region. According to the Communication, the forum was intended to be 

temporary and open to Iceland, Norway, and Greenland, taking place in 2017 under 

the title Knowing, Developing and Connecting the Arctic. However, as stated in the 

Communication, the European Commission intended to establish a series of annual 

meetings – the EU Arctic Forum – and dialogues with representatives of the Sámi 
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populations, hosted by the Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries (DG 

MARE). The first forum was later organised in Umeå, Sweden, in October 2019. 

Additionally, the Communication mentions the Interreg Northern Periphery and the 

Arctic Programme as tools for authorities and stakeholders to network and “facilitate 

the exchange of information, plan and coordinate calls for proposals and monitor the 

impact of programmes on the region” (European Commission 2016a, 11). 

Within this framework, the Communication reiterates the role of tools such as 

the Investment Plan for Europe and institutions like the European Investment Bank. 

The Communication suggests that the European Investment Bank “could invest in 

cross-border projects between Sweden, Finland, the Kingdom of Denmark, Norway 

and Iceland, which have significant development potential” (European Commission 

2016a, 11), with the support of the European Investment Advisory Hub and Project 

Portal, as well as the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. This 

strategy aims not only to utilise EU funds but also to attract private investments in 

Arctic-related projects. 

The 2016 Communication pays particular attention to space technology, which 

complements the need to develop transport infrastructure through surveillance and 

monitoring programmes, such as those offered by the EU Copernicus programme. 

Additionally, the Communication mentions the European Global Navigation System 

(Galileo), which became operational by the end of 2016. The document also reports 

the European Commission’s interest in “a possible proposal to support the next 

generation of Government satellite communications in the context of the upcoming 

Space Strategy or European Defence Action Plan” (European Commission 2016a, 12). 

Indeed, in the 2016 Communication Space Strategy for Europe, published in 

December, the Arctic is mentioned concerning the needs of the Copernicus Programme 
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to monitor regional changes (European Commission 2016b, 5). As is often stressed in 

policy documents for the Arctic region, space technologies are crucial for safe and 

secure maritime activities, especially due to the prospective increase in traffic in the 

Arctic Ocean once the Arctic waters become ice-free during summer, a scenario that 

might become real by 2030 “even under a low emission scenario” (Kim et al., 2023). 

The preparation for an ice-free Arctic during summer reflects the weakening of the 

rhetoric about the Arctic as a pristine area, which has not yet been completely 

abandoned, as shown in the case of the European Parliament later in this chapter. 

However, the Arctic maritime routes raise not only maritime security concerns 

but also political issues. In this regard, the Communication states that the EU “should 

also support international efforts to implement the International Polar Code covering 

shipping-related matters relevant to navigation in Arctic waters, including enhanced 

Search and Rescue” (European Commission 2016a, 13). The Polar Code is not a treaty 

but a technical instrument that entered into force in January 2017, signed under the 

International Maritime Organisation (IMO). The Polar Code includes regulations for 

both the Arctic and Antarctica. The IMO started the process of constructing the Polar 

Code after publishing its 2009 Guidelines for ships operating in polar waters. The 

Polar Code requires both mandatory and recommendatory provisions to enhance 

shipping safety and prevent pollution, as well as training requirements. The adoption 

of the Polar Code represented an important milestone, as states had adopted measures 

for navigation in Arctic waters since the 1980s, leading to confusion and fragmentation 

and prompting a series of efforts by the IMO, which had already adopted its first 

guidelines for the Arctic in 2002 (Jensen 2016). However, the application and 

introduction of the Polar Code into national policies and the general preservation of 

the Arctic environment require a robust system of cooperation for developing 
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standards, leading to the final part of the 2016 Communication dedicated to 

international cooperation. 

 

6.2.3. Supporting international cooperation on Arctic issues  

According to the 2016 Global Strategy and the previous Arctic policies, the EU's main 

interest is to maintain the Arctic as a region of cooperation and negotiation – not 

necessarily ‘exceptional’, but resilient to changes in international politics. In the 

Communication, the European Commission reiterates the role of science diplomacy 

and frames science “as a catalyst to support a common understanding, enabling jointly 

agreed solutions to be reached and foster peaceful cooperation” (European 

Commission 2016a, 13). Science diplomacy is therefore depicted as essential for both 

Arctic and non-Arctic states and actors to participate in Arctic governance. Research 

involving ocean issues is crucial, and the Communication states the Commission's 

intention to include the Barents Sea in developing a multi-resolution map of the seas 

and oceans around Europe. The document also stresses the role of the European Marine 

Observation and Data Network (EMODnet) in the process of sharing data at the 

international level, also to enhance the ‘Blue Economy’ sector, estimating that 

accessible data might “improve productivity by over EUR 1 billion a year” (European 

Commission 2016a, 16). 

Regarding international cooperation and law, the Commission reaffirms that 

“the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) provides a framework for 

managing the Arctic Ocean, including the peaceful settlement of disputes” (European 

Commission 2016a, 14). Concerning Arctic governance, the Communication 

underlines its intention to cooperate with the Arctic Council and its expectations 

regarding its Observer status. According to the 2016 document, the “EU should also 
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engage with the Arctic Council on issues relating to stewardship of the seas including 

by participating in the Arctic Council Task Force on Arctic Marine Cooperation” 

(European Commission 2016a, 14). Cooperation with Canada, Russia, and the United 

States might extend beyond the Arctic Council, as well as with China, India, Japan, 

the Republic of Korea, and Singapore. 

loser to the EU, there is cooperation with Greenland (EU-Greenland 

Partnership), Iceland, and Norway, particularly through the Barents Euro-Arctic 

Council and the Northern Dimension policy, as well as the Nordic Council and the 

Nordic Council of Ministers. Additionally, the Communication stresses the EU's 

involvement in the Arctic through the UN Conventions and its agencies – even though 

it does not mention the 2007 Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the EU 

Foreign Affairs Council mentions the EU’s support for the Declaration in its 2017 

Conclusions on Indigenous Peoples. In this regard, the Communication highlights the 

European Commission's hosting of the annual EU Arctic Indigenous Peoples' 

Dialogue, which consists of meetings with representatives of Arctic indigenous 

peoples to foster cooperation regarding human rights. The meetings, welcomed by the 

EU Foreign Affairs Council in 2014, were, however, regular rather than annual until 

the 2016 Communication. Previously, the European Commission hosted a series of 

mostly regular meetings, as stated in the 2008 Communication, which took place in 

Brussels in 2010, in Tromsø in 2011, and again in Brussels in 2013. 

The Communication underlines the EU’s engagement with Arctic Indigenous 

Peoples and its support for them and Arctic local communities via financial 

instruments and funding programmes such as Territorial Cooperation programmes 

(part of the European Neighbourhood Instrument) and the Northern Periphery. 

However, representatives of the Sámi communities (as well as other regions of the 
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European Arctic) have often highlighted the complexity of EU programmes and their 

rules, and their consequent inaccessibility. In particular, the report of the Saami 

Council (European Commission 2017, 89) for the EU Arctic Stakeholder Forum 

evaluates the Horizon 2020 programme as “too complex and to [sic] resource 

demanding to undergo” for small institutions and communities. 

In 2017, the European Commission and the European External Action Service 

established the position of the EU’s Special Envoy for Arctic Matters. The Special 

Envoy, equivalent to an ambassador, is expected “to drive forward the EU’s Arctic 

policy, enhance cooperation with partner countries and other interested parties, 

improve coordination between the different EU institutions, mainstream Arctic issues 

in policy-making, and promote and publicise the EU’s Arctic engagement 

externally20”. The first Special Envoy was Marie-Anne Coninsx, who previously 

served as the EU’s Ambassador to Canada from 2013 to 2017. The second Special 

Envoy was Michael Mann, starting from April 2020 to September 2022, when Clara 

Ganslandt took over the position. Although the position was not part of the EU’s 

strategy, the appointment had positive effects on communication with other Arctic 

actors and their diplomatic agencies, as discussed in the following chapter. 

 

6.2.4 The European Parliament’s Resolution and the Council’s Conclusions on the 

integrated European Union policy for the Arctic 

The Council of the European Union released its Conclusions on the Joint 

Communication in June 2016, while the European Parliament released its Resolution 

in 2017. The Parliament's Resolution presents more explicit and ambitious objectives, 

 
20 EEAS, EU Special Envoy for Arctic Matters Clara Ganslandt, https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-

arctic_en#45734, last accessed on 13th December 2023. 
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based on the non-binding nature of the document. While the 2016 Joint 

Communication presents a more difficult balance between environmental protection 

and the exploitation of Arctic resources, the Parliament leans towards stronger 

environmentalism. In particular, the European Parliament “calls for a ban on oil 

drilling in the icy Arctic waters of the EU and the EEA and for promotion by the EU 

of comparable precautionary standards in the Arctic Council and for Arctic coastal 

states” (European Parliament 2017, §14). As in the case of the proposal for an Arctic 

Treaty, the European Parliament caused controversies with Norway – the only country 

the EU could influence with a ban – whose representatives described the ban as not 

only merely ‘symbolic’ but also ‘alarming’ (Finne 2017; McGwin 2017). Before the 

resolution was approved, the Parliament voted down a motion calling for a total ban 

on oil drilling in the Arctic EU/EEA jurisdiction (Bertrand 2017), and the call for a 

ban on drilling in icy waters became more symbolic than the previous motion. Indeed, 

most European Arctic waters are ice-free because of the Gulf Stream, and Norway had 

similar measures already in force even for areas such as Svalbard, which is not part of 

the EEA area (Raspotnik and Stępień 2017). However, while the Parliament's proposal 

did not have immediate repercussions, the 2021 Joint Communication adopts a similar 

position. 

The European Parliament’s Resolution also highlights the increasing 

“geopolitical importance” of the region (European Parliament 2017, §J), listing the 

opportunities and risks unveiled by climate change and the warming of the Arctic. 

However, the document reports that “by 2015, the Russian Federation had established 

at least six new bases north of the Arctic Circle, including six deep-water ports and 13 

airfields, and has been increasing the presence of ground forces in the Arctic” 

(European Parliament 2017, §M). At the same time, the Resolution stresses the 
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necessity to maintain EU-Russia dialogues and cross-border cooperation through 

unspecified “selective engagement” (European Parliament 2017, §30). Along with 

Russia, the European Parliament expresses its attention towards Chinese interests in 

the region – the People’s Republic of China would release its Arctic policy the 

following year, claiming to be a ‘near-Arctic state’ with legitimate interests in the 

region – which might conflict with the EU’s if Sino-Russian relations strengthen. In 

particular, the Resolution (European Parliament 2017, §61) asks the Commission to 

monitor the possible effects of the free trade agreement between Iceland and China 

signed in 2013 and entering into force in July 2014. Specifically, the European 

Parliament asked the Commission to focus on the impact that the agreement might 

have on sustainable economic development and the EU market (European Parliament 

2017, §61). 

The Parliament’s position towards Iceland and China must be read in light of 

Iceland’s withdrawal from the EU accession process. The accession failed because of 

disputes such as those about fishing quotas – not part of the EEA agreement – that 

prevailed over benefits such as accessing the EU’s structural funds. The Icelandic 

government feared that joining the EU would have further compromised the national 

economy, already depressed by the 2008 crisis – Iceland suffered from “the largest 

banking collapse in history” (Dams et al. 2020, 21). In 2015, Iceland decided not to 

join the EU. Even though the country’s economy was recovering, scepticism about the 

EU’s assistance and regulations remained. 

Unlike the European Commission’s attempt, the European Parliament’s 

Resolution is not as ‘integrated’ or comprehensive. As Andreas Raspotnik and Adam 

Stępień (2017) underline, the document presents common problems of the 

Parliament’s resolutions, such as being “more a collection of unrelated paragraphs, 
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rather than a coherent policy statement”, an outcome also due to the fact that Arctic 

governance is “a fairly marginal issue in the EU policy-making. Only a few MEPs 

have substantial regional knowledge and interest in the Arctic, able to properly assess 

the multiplicity of issues under debate” (Raspotnik and Stępień 2017). This practical 

criticism supports the idea underpinning the study of foreign policies, i.e. the role of 

decision-makers and the ways they construe their political environment – in this case, 

through limited knowledge of the area and its issues. However, Raspotnik and Stępień 

also highlighted that Members of Parliament from the Arctic states considered the 

economic development of the region as a crucial interest for the EU. Indeed, the 

Resolution stresses “the importance of continuous and sufficient funding for the 

Northern Sparsely Populated Areas in order to tackle permanent handicaps such as 

sparse population, harsh climate conditions and long distances” (European Parliament 

2017, §21) – in step with the Joint Communication. 

In its Conclusions, the Council emphasises the importance of a “well-

coordinated Arctic policy” that “will contribute to the EU’s engagement in an 

increasingly strategically important region” (EU Council 2016, §2), and that will have 

relevance “from a foreign and security policy point of view” (EU Council 2016, §2). 

In this regard, the 2016 Conclusions underline that the Arctic States are still the main 

actors in the region while also acknowledging the importance of multilateral and 

regional cooperation (EU Council 2016, §3) – such as the Transatlantic Ocean 

Research Alliance, as well as the already established Arctic fora and policy 

frameworks like the Northern Dimension. 

Multilateral cooperation and global issues ‘upgrade’ the scale of Arctic 

governance. The Conclusions highlight the EU's relevance in negotiations for the 

agreement to prevent unregulated fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean since fishery 
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“falls under the EU’s exclusive external competence” (EU Council 2016, §9). 

However, the Conclusions also mention the importance of the Paris Agreement and 

“the need for urgent global action to reduce and prevent the significant risks posed by 

climate change and environmental impacts in the Arctic region caused notably by 

global activities” (EU Council 2016, §6). On one hand, the emphasis on the 

‘international’ sources of pollution affecting the Arctic eases the pressure on the Arctic 

States and the responsibilities related to the exploitation of Arctic resources. On the 

other, it increases the importance of a larger dialogue – with “respect for participants’ 

standing and competences”, as noted in the case of the Arctic Stakeholder Forum (EU 

Council 2016, §7) – including the Arctic Indigenous peoples in the process, as well as 

the local communities (EU Council 2016, §4). In addition, the Conclusions notes “the 

important role played by EU Member States in the Arctic Council as members and 

observers in promoting cooperation in the Arctic in accordance with their respective 

status (EU Council 2016, §11). These statements by the Council seem to reflect a more 

differentiated view of the Arctic – ‘exceptional’, but not necessarily isolated from the 

rest of the world or the EU. 

In 2019, the Council of Foreign Affairs adopted a second resolution on the 

EU’s Arctic policy in light of its Conclusions on the Oceans and Seas (2019) and on 

Space Solutions for a Sustainable Arctic (2019). In the Conclusions regarding the 

Oceans and Seas, the Council acknowledges the impact of climate change in the Arctic 

due to human activities. In the Conclusions on Space Solutions, the Council suggests 

“that the Commission and the High Representative consider updating the 2016 Joint 

Communication to take account of the new challenges and opportunities, including as 

regards space solutions, in the Arctic, and the growing international interest” (EU 

Council 2019a, §17). Similarly, in the 2019 Conclusions on the EU Arctic policy, the 
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Council states to be looking “forward to an update of the EU Arctic policy set out in 

the 2016 Joint Communication on the integrated European Union Policy for the 

Arctic” (EU Council 2019c, §5) – which would occur in 2021. 

 

6.3. Sweden’s new strategy for the Arctic 

After the EU’s 2016 Communication, the Swedish government also presented “a new 

integrated approach to Arctic policy” in response to “the rapid developments in the 

region” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 5). In 2016, Sweden presented a 

‘new environmental policy for the Arctic’, which mainly advocated for “stronger 

climate efforts”, “better protection of biodiversity and ecosystems”, and “sustainable 

use of resources” (Swedish Ministry of the Environment and Energy, 2016). However, 

the new document further elucidated those purposes. The 2020 strategy further 

elucidated these purposes by considering the importance of political changes in the 

region, particularly due to climate change and an increased presence of non-Arctic 

states (such as Observers at the Arctic Council) and the EU’s initiatives. The Swedish 

strategy sets six priorities to address Arctic issues: international collaboration; security 

and stability; climate and the environment; polar research and environmental 

monitoring; sustainable economic development and business interests; and securing 

good living conditions (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 6). 

 

6.3.1 The international dimension of Arctic governance 

International cooperation is the primary element, viewed as a necessary condition to 

achieve local, regional, EU, and global environmental goals. However, as emphasized 

in the 2016 EU Council’s Conclusions, international cooperation rests on formal 

hierarchies established by international law, which Sweden considers foundational for 
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Arctic cooperation. This is underscored by Sweden’s assertion that “[t]here is not 

international law vacuum in the Arctic”, with reference to the U.N. Convention on the 

Law of the Sea in particular (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 12). Sweden 

acknowledges the rights and duties of the five Arctic coastal states – Canada, 

Denmark, Norway, Russia, and the US – regarding Arctic internal waters and 

territorial seas, probably referencing the dispute over the status of the Northwest 

passage which, as said later in the document, must be dealt with “in accordance with 

the law of the sea” and “by diplomatic means” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

2020, 23). The strategy also underlines the rights and duties within their exclusive 

economic zones (EEZ) and continental shelves – which are more detailed in the 

strategy’s section about security. 

While emphasising the role of the eight Arctic states in the protection of 

regional stability, the strategy underlines the necessity to better cooperate with the non-

Arctic States “in order to deal with the challenges in the Arctic that are of a global 

nature,” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 12). As in the case of the IMO’s 

Polar Code and the Svalbard Treaty (mentioned as the Treaty concerning the 

Archipelago of Spitsbergen). With regards to the EU Member States, the strategy 

underlines Sweden’s desire “to see broad engagement from all of the EU’s 

membership”, particularly those with observer status in the Arctic Council. It also 

notes the UK’s continued importance in Arctic issues post-Brexit (Swedish Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs 2020, 18). Additionally, the strategy acknowledges the UN human 

rights conventions and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which 

have significant domestic and international implications for Sweden. 

Indeed, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 

(CERD) released a legal opinion according to which Sweden had violated the rights of 
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the Indigenous Peoples. The rights of Indigenous Peoples are particularly relevant 

concerning the relocation of the Swedish town of Kiruna and the exploitation of Arctic 

territory through wind farm construction. The discovery of Europe’s largest deposit of 

rare earth metals in Kiruna, announced in early 2023, further complicates matters. 

However, Indigenous Peoples’ rights were not mentioned in the “investigation into the 

permit-granting processes and the Mineral Act, which has been commissioned to 

ensure sustainable mineral and metal supply in Sweden” (Bituin Eriksson 2021). 

Consequently, the blurred distinction between international issues and domestic 

obligations under international law might impact the Sweden and the EU’s plans for a 

sustainable economic development of the Arctic. 

Regarding the EU, the Strategy dedicates a larger session to the EU than the 

one present in the 2011 document. In the 2020 Strategy, Sweden “attaches great 

importance to the engagement of the EU in the Arctic” and “active participation and 

its contributions to the Arctic Council, the Barents Euro-Arctic Council and the 

Northern Dimension” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 18). The strategy 

highlights the ties between Sweden and the EU, referencing the 2019 EU Arctic Forum 

in Umeå (the capital of Västerbotten County), and stressing the importance of updating 

the EU’s Arctic policy while focusing on environmental protection, sustainable 

development, and international cooperation. The then Minister for Foreign Affairs of 

the Kingdom of Sweden, Ms. Margot Wallström, also remarked the importance of the 

forum in her speech at the 2019 Ministerial meeting of the Arctic Council. 

 

6.3.2 International security 

The strategy recognizes that international cooperation is not guaranteed, given rising 

international tensions between Arctic states and aspiring actors in the region. It 
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acknowledges the fading exceptionalism of the Arctic and the necessity to “maintain 

the rules-based world order, which is part of the foundations for international security 

and stability, also in the Arctic” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 18). 

However, the Strategy underlines the steady militarisation of the region, especially the 

Russian side of the Arctic since the region “is seen as a key area for early warning and 

for the global strategic nuclear weapon balance” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

2020, 23). According to the strategy, preserving cooperation would reduce the possible 

outbreaks of conflicts, or their escalations.  

Sweden’s participation in NATO exercises, and its impending accession to 

NATO, represent potential sources of tension, particularly with Russia. The strategy 

notes that NATO has responded to the Russian behaviour through a series of military 

exercises – called Aurora – in which Sweden also participated – something that the 

strategy for the Arctic does not mention. In 2017, the Swedish Armed Forces took part 

in the Aurora exercise to increase and strengthen the military capabilities of the 

Swedish Totalförsvaret (‘total defence’; see Simons et al. 2019 and Second Line of 

Defense21) – which is the name of the security bill approved for the time frame 2021-

2025. According to the bill, the Swedish defensive objectives need to be taken into 

consideration considering the “deteriorated international situation” (Swedish Ministry 

of Defence 2020, 100). So, while in the one hand Sweden wants to avoid conflicts, the 

Totalförsvaret affirms that “the overall security context has deteriorated in the light of 

military reestablishment and an assertion of sovereignty by several states in the Arctic. 

This development is led by Russia” (Swedish Ministry of Defence 2020, 22).  

 
21 The links reported in the academic and newspaper articles are not operative anymore:  

https://www.forsvarsmakten.se/en/activities/exercises/aurora-17/; 
https://www.government.se/articles/2017/09/swedisharmed- 
forces-exercise-aurora-17-will-increase-military-capability 
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The strategy also highlights the destabilizing effects of climate change on 

Arctic security, since the increasing accessibility of the region might lead to greater 

interest in exploiting its natural resources – with reference to the 2009 survey about 

the estimated reserves of oil and gas in the Arctic seabed, as well as minerals. In this 

regard, the strategy highlights the existence of competing claims about the Arctic 

States’ continental shelves (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 22-3), which 

have gained relevance recently. Indeed, the UN Commission appointed for the 

definition of the Continental Shelf approved most of Russia’s seabed claim in the 

Arctic Ocean in February 2023 – while it has not processed the Danish and Canadian 

claims on the overlapping, claimed sea areas (Hager 2023). Russia had previously 

submitted its claims in 2001 and, after the UN Commission on the Limits of the 

Continental Shelf (CLCS) rejected them, Russia submitted its claims in 2015. In 

August 2023, the UN Commission submitted some recommendations about the outer 

limits of its continental shelf, considering that “the final outer limits of the continental 

shelf of the Russian Federation in the Arctic Ocean may depend on continental shelf 

delimitation with neighboring States” (UN CLCS § 31; 32). However, since these 

recommendations are not legally binding, the delimitation process remains uncertain, 

and Russia has accelerated militarization of its Arctic regions. 

The security dimension also concerns human rights and non-Arctic states, 

specifically China. Even though the Swedish Arctic Strategy does not delve into 

China’s influence, the Swedish Defence Research Agency (FOI, 2022) has deeply 

analysed the role of Chinese economic statecraft from a geo-economic perspective. 

The FOI observes that Chinese diplomats and businesses consider the Nordic region 

as a suitable area to promote the Republic of China’s core interests and image, which 

are increasingly at odds with the values shaping Arctic governance such as the respect 
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of human rights and international law. Oscar Almén and Christopher W. Hsiung, the 

authors of the FOI 2022 report, stress that Sino-Swedish relations have been 

worsening. In 2020, then, Swedish companies such as Hennes & Mauritz (known as 

H&M) halted all the purchases of cotton from the Chinese region of Xinjiang, a 

territory in the North-West of China where the Republic of China has been accused of 

perpetrating violence against the Muslim minority of the Uyghurs. Almén and Hsiung 

report that the Communist Youth League, the youth movement of the Chinese 

Communist Party, opposed the measures that H&M took, resulting in a boycott 

campaign. Even though the government of the Republic did not actively support the 

boycott, Almén and Hsiung underlines how economic statecraft is not necessarily 

present in official documents, so that states can undermine foreign business activities 

through “[u]nspecified threats of retaliation” (Almén and Hsiung 2022, 47). 

Likewise, scientific cooperation, trade, and business investments might be 

related to values, state interests, and mutual trust. Back in 2010, Sweden allowed the 

Republic of China to open a meteorological station in Kiruna, followed by the North 

Polar Ground Station in 2016 – the first Chinese satellite station outside China (Chen 

2016). However, Almén and Hsiung underline that scientific cooperation has security 

implications that cannot be ignored as distrust increases. Space observation and 

satellites are both essential to human security and military capability. In 2022, the 

Norwegian Police Security Service accused a researcher at the Arctic University of 

Norway in Tromsø of being a Russian spy, working in programmes investigating 

“subversive actions by hostile states that fall below the threshold of formal conflict” 

(Braw 2022). In the case of Swedish strategy, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs cannot 

exclude prospective cooperation between China and Russia, given the Chinese efforts 
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to strengthen its navy (2020; 23). However, despite China’s increased global and 

Arctic ambitions, several Arctic projects has not been carried out, or they failed22. 

 

6.3.3 Sweden’s environmental priorities 

The strategy emphasizes the Swedish government’s environmental concerns and 

objectives to counter the effects of climate change and human activities, such as ocean 

acidification – objectives related to the preservation of good living conditions for the 

people of the Arctic. The strategy emphasises the needs to limit global emissions of 

greenhouse gases, protect the marine environment and biodiversity, and to pursue a 

“global non-toxic circular economy” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 30). 

The document also underlines that those objectives are in line with the UN Global 

Goals of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development, adopted in 2015, and the 

crucial need to include the representatives of the Indigenous Peoples “in concrete 

cooperation drawing on traditional and local knowledge, including in the work of the 

Arctic Council” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 30). However, the 

inclusion and respect of Indigenous Peoples’ claims may be disrupted by efforts to 

populate, develop, and exploit the Arctic. 

The strategy acknowledges the consequences of a warming Arctic in terms of 

thawing permafrost and ice, which release greenhouse gases, and diminishing ability 

to reflect sunlight from the Arctic in space – causing further absorption of sunlight and 

consequent warming – and increasing sea level, which will heavily affect coastal cities 

around the globe. Sweden aims to “take a lead in the implementation of the Paris 

 
22 Several Chinese projects are yet to be realised or fully implemented, such as the Polar Silk Road. 

Among the Chinese failed projects in the Arctic, there are examples such as the aluminium smelter in 

Iceland (2015) and the plan to open a uranium and rare earth mine in Kvanefjeld (Greenland), which 

Almén and Hsiung (2022, 27-8) consider “unlikely to proceed” as a result of the 2021 elections, won 

by the environmentalist, leftist party Inuit Ataqatigiit.  
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Agreement, which will guide the Government’s work in the Arctic” – an objective 

shared by the EU as a whole. According to the strategy, “Sweden’s ambition is to be 

the world’s first fossil-free welfare state” by reaching zero net emissions of greenhouse 

gases (i.e. the balance between greenhouse gasses produced and removed from the 

atmosphere) by 2045 and negative emissions thereafter (Swedish Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs 2020, 32). The strategy emphasizes the Arctic Council’s role, involving both 

Arctic States and Observers, in influencing global greenhouse gas emissions, since 

most of them are largely responsible for global emissions. According to the 2020 

document, the composition of the Arctic Council “contributes to the Arctic Council’s 

possibilities of exercising influence on the world’s aggregate greenhouse gas 

emissions” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 32).  

However, the 2023 report by the UN warned that the intentions and efforts of 

the international community were insufficient to reach the objectives of the Paris 

Agreement (maintaining the global temperature increase well under 2° C, and 

preferably under or up to 1.5° C). In particular, the UN report stresses that “rapidly 

narrowing window to raise ambition and implement existing commitments in order to 

limit warming to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels” and that states need to shift to 

“renewable energy while phasing out all unabated fossil fuels, ending deforestation, 

reducing non-CO2 emissions”, underling that “just transitions can support more robust 

and equitable mitigation outcomes, with tailored approaches addressing different 

contexts” (UNCCC 2023, key finding 6, 7, 8). Considering all the aspects of pollution 

and how they affect the living conditions in the Arctic, the strategy also mentions the 

need for global regulations and control over chemical waste and pollution, which can 

reach the Arctic through air or water currents (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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2020, 34) – in this regard, the strategy acknowledges that “considerable emissions also 

occur in the Arctic” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 34).  

 

6.3.4 Polar research and environmental monitoring 

As highlighted throughout this dissertation, research and scientific cooperation are 

essential to understand how to address the needs of the Arctic region and implement 

the proper measures for mitigation and adaptation. The strategy underlines the Arctic 

and non-Arctic states’ interests in researching the Arctic and the enormous costs of 

polar research, which can be smoothened through international cooperation and 

programmes. With reference to international cooperation, the Swedish strategy 

mentions the role of research in the implementation of the Global Goals of the 2030 

Agenda, in particular combating climate change and its impacts, life below water and 

life on land (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 38), as well as the role of the 

Arctic Council. 

At the Scandinavian – or Norden – level, the strategy draws attention to the 

Arctic Five, a network of five Arctic universities across Finland, Norway, and Sweden 

(Luleå, Rovaniemi, Tromsø, Oulu and Umeå), which constitutes “the largest 

knowledge node concerning Arctic research and development; together its parties have 

more than 90 000 students and 4 000–5 000 research students” (Swedish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2020, 38). In addition, there is the University of the Arctic, a 

consortium operating since 2001 and including universities and research institutes 

from both Arctic and non-Arctic states – also Italy, through Società italiana per 

l'organizzazione internazionale (SIOI) since 2018 – and the North2north exchange 

programme, which extends to all the eight Arctic states, plus Scotland and France.  
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Within the framework of scientific as well as cultural cooperation, the strategy 

dedicates a section to knowledge exchange between scientists and Indigenous Peoples 

and the need “not only […] to preserve the culture and identity of the Indigenous 

peoples but also because that knowledge can help to increase understanding of and 

find solutions to various global challenges” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

2020, 40-1). In this regard, the strategy mentions the cooperation between the Saami 

Parliament and the Swedish Biodiversity Centre and cooperation with state and Sámi 

museums – which, as reported during the 2017 EU Arctic Stakeholder Forum, started 

requesting Sámi artefacts stored outside of Sápmi, even though “most of the museums 

do not have acceptable facilities to store the items in required conditions,” (Saami 

Council 2017, §2.1).  

 

6.3.5 Sustainable economic development and business sector interests 

The Strategy articulates Sweden’s objectives for sustainable development with 

reference to the UN 2030 Agenda, specifically the goals ‘decent work and economic 

growth’, ‘sustainable industry, innovation and infrastructure’, ‘sustainable 

consumption and production’, ‘combat climate change and its impacts’, and ‘conserve 

and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources’ (Swedish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2020, 44-5). According to the strategy, this means that the Swedish 

government needs to implement measures for sustainable energy use, sustainable 

fisheries, sustainable transport and infrastructure, sustainable tourism, and extraction 

of ore and minerals for the transition to fossil fuel-free technologies. 

With regards to minerals, as the strategy remarks, the mining industry is 

extremely relevant for the Swedish economy. Indeed, the document defines Sweden 

as “Europe’s foremost iron ore producer by far, and is also one of Europe’s foremost 
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producers of other base metals as well as of precious metals” (Swedish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2020, 44-5). The strategy mentions that “the Swedish mining industry 

has drafted an ambitious agenda for completely fossil-free mining operations by 2045” 

(Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 50). Yet, greenhouse emissions might not 

be the only problems to be addressed, and the relocation of the town of Kiruna 

exemplifies the problems related to economic development and industrial growth in 

the Arctic region. Indeed, the town will be relocated by 2026 because the iron mine 

risks making the buildings fall into the ground. In addition, the representatives of the 

Saami foresee further complications for the indigenous communities and business 

since mines and railways interfere with the reindeers’ habitat and food resources. 

Human activities add up to global warming, which affects also heritage sites of the 

Sámi communities because of the movement of the treeline to higher latitudes (Saami 

Council 2017, §2.1). These problems exacerbate the issues related to the exploitation 

of the Arctic region and its strategic relevance.  

 

6.3.6 Ensuring good living conditions 

According to the strategy, Sweden’s main objective is to enable people to stay in the 

Arctic. The issue is particularly relevant for young women who move south to study 

or to find jobs. Keeping people in the Arctic, or making the Arctic attractive, is 

necessary to balance the region’s ageing population and low birth rates – and, as often 

underlined during the 2023 Arctic Frontiers conference, to ensure the presence of 

workforce to sustain business. Ensuring good living conditions therefore means to 

develop the Arctic cities from different perspectives, such as free time and culture23, 

 
23 The cultural dimension is strategically relevant for creating connections between Arctic and non-

Arctic political actors, especially at the sub-national level. During the 2023 Arctic Frontier Conference, 

I could participate in the panel organised by the mayors of the Arctic cities, and I had the opportunity 
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so as “to get people to stay, move to or move back to the region” (Swedish Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs 2020, 54). The document specifies four dimensions where the 

Government(s) should intervene: digital infrastructure, gender equality, young people, 

and indigenous people. 

Digitalisation is crucial for work, research, and the business sector, requiring 

investments in space industries as satellites and telecommunications are necessary to 

ensure high-speed and high-quality connectivity. This connectivity supports not only 

economic activities such as tourism but, more importantly, healthcare. Indeed, the long 

distances between cities and natural elements such as mountains hinder the 

possibilities for people, especially the elderly, to receive proper and adequate 

treatments. As the strategy highlights, healthcare has been crucial during the COVID-

19 pandemic from 2020-2022, but the event also showed the weak points of health 

care systems around the globe. These aspects must be taken into consideration as 

climate change, the disruption of animal habitats, and new interactions between 

humans and animals lay the groundwork for the rise of new forms of bacteria and 

viruses, and new pandemics. Together with the elderly, the strategy acknowledges the 

needs of the youth – whose respect is central for the economic and demographic 

development of the region through education and employment, housing and leisure, 

and freedom from discrimination24 (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 56). 

 
to speak with the representatives of the city of Bodø (Norway). Bodø has been selected as the European 

Capital of Culture 2024, and it had long built ties with the Italian region Veneto – a factor which 

facilitated the conversation, since Veneto is my region of origin. The cultural ties date back to the 15th 

century AD/ACE, when Pietro Querini’s ships wrecked at Røst, in northern Norway, in 1432. Querini 

is thought to have popularised stockfish in Veneto, known in Italy as Baccalà alla vicentina, being 

Vicenza Querini’s hometown. The focus on culture is also crucial in order to attract people, especially 

from the Southern regions of the Arctic countries – yet, this might cause further problems with the 

Saami communities, since populating the Arctic implies expanding cities and exploiting the Arctic wide 

areas.  
24 Discrimination might appear as gender inequality, discrimination against indigenous peoples, and 

discrimination against minorities such as the LGBT+ community – especially in the Russian Arctic. 

The Russian Federation has passed several laws against behaviour that undermines so-called traditional 

values and views of family structures, whose rhetoric has been exacerbated by the ‘anti-West’ 
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In step with the focus on human rights, there is the issue of gender equality, 

central to the Swedish foreign policy: Sweden was the first country to explicitly 

introduce a feminist foreign policy in 2014, which revolved around the girls’ and 

women’s three ‘Rs’: Rights, Representation and Resources (Swedish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2018, 11). The strategy also mentions the feminist foreign policy25 at 

the beginning of the section dedicated to international cooperation, together with 

Sweden’s “support for the rules-based world order, human rights, democracy, the 

principles of the rule of law” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 12) and “the 

implementation of the 2030 Agenda” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 54). 

The strategy mentions gender equality projects “to foster the dialogue on gender 

equality in the Arctic and to build networks between experts and stakeholders in the 

region” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 55) – including the Sámi 

communities. 

The strategy states that “the Sami Parliament has been commissioned by the 

Government to map and analyse Sami society from a gender equality perspective” 

(Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 54). The issue of gender equality and 

inequality within the Saami communities is however nuanced and often influenced by 

past colonial practices, when ‘Scandinavian’ customs were forced upon the indigenous 

communities. However, “[w]ithout critical reflection, ‘Indigenous communities can, 

in the name of sovereignty and tradition, replicate and perpetuate heteropatriarchal 

neo-colonial agendas and practices instead of decolonization’” (Kuokkanen, 2019, 

 
propaganda – according to which homosexuality constitutes evidence of the decline of ‘Western’ 

societies. These three types of discriminations can intersect, with harmful impacts on the population of 

the Arctic even when they move outside of the region as results of the colonial past, as in the case of 

Greenland and Denmark – recently in the spotlight because of the issues related to non-consensual 

insertions of intrauterine devices in Inuit women as measures to control the birth rate in the 20th century.  
25 After the 2022 general elections, the Swedish government abandoned the label ‘feminist’ with regards 

to its approach to foreign policy, even though the short- and long-term implications of such a choice are 

uncertain. 
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221, in Asztalos Morell 2021, 38), with detrimental effects over individual human 

rights. 

With regards to decolonisation, the strategy concludes the last section focusing 

on Sámi traditional ways of life and activities, and rights. The document deals with 

reindeer husbandry in particular – mentioning also hunting and fishing, as well as 

crafts. The Swedish strategy highlights the importance of reindeer husbandry, which 

the Swedish Constitution preserves for the Saami only, and acknowledges the fact that 

“reindeer husbandry requires access to suitable calving grounds, functioning migration 

routes with resting pastures and central connected seasonal grazing areas for each 

season” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 56). The strategy stresses the 

importance of the indigenous peoples’ participation in decision-making processes and 

for a that directly affect them, to fill knowledge gaps and ensuring “that traditional 

knowledge is made visible and comes to use” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

2020, 56). However, this section dedicated to the Swedish strategy shows the difficulty 

to balance economic development and traditional Saami activities – and rights. Finally, 

the strategy acknowledges “abuse, violations and racism” that the Sámi suffered and 

endured, and how “injustices still affect the relationship between different Sámi groups 

and between Sámi and the Swedish State” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 

56). In this regard, Sweden established a Truth Commission in 2021, with the purpose 

to investigate and shed light on the abuses and injustices perpetrated against the Saami 

by the Swedish government.   
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6.4 The new Finnish strategy for the Arctic 

The goals and policies articulated in the 2021 strategy reflects the goals of the Finnish 

Chairmanship of the Arctic Council, held between 2017 and 2019. The Chairmanship 

document and the latest strategy explicitly reinforce the image of Finland as an Arctic 

country. According to the Strategy, Finland’s Arcticness is the sum of many parts, 

from universities to diplomacy, and all of them contributes to the position of Finland 

as an ‘Arctic expert’ in regional and cross-border cooperation, which are essential 

aspects of the Arctic policies of each state interested in the region – making them 

inevitably international and foreign. The 2021 strategy (which extends to 2030) offers 

a comprehensive view of Finland’s objectives for the region, articulated in four main 

priorities, with reference to the UN 2030 agenda, already mentioned in the 

Chairmanship document: climate change, mitigation and adaptation; inhabitants, 

promotion of wellbeing, and the rights of the Saami; expertise, livelihoods and leading-

edge research; infrastructure and logistics. 

 

6.4.1 Climate change, mitigation and adaptation 

The common denominator of the strategies is the transformation of the Arctic region 

due to climate change and the related risks, from rising sea levels and more extreme 

weather phenomena even outside of the Arctic region, to algal blooming in the Arctic 

that affect marine and human health and lives alike. Yet, the Finnish strategy states 

that “the Arctic region is changing permanently” and that “[r]educing the emissions of 

black carbon (soot) will help mitigate climate change across the globe” (Office of the 

Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 26) – at the same time, “[i]n Finland's view, the 

opening up of new fossil reserves in Arctic conditions is incompatible with attaining 

the targets of the Paris Agreement and associated with economic uncertainties and 



 
 

176 

 

risks” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 26). Such a statement marks a 

difference between Finland and the Arctic Coastal States – in this case, Canada, the 

United States, Russia, and Norway – which aim to continue the exploitation of the 

Arctic fossil fuels. However, this position reflects the EU’s, as seen in the section 

dedicated to the EU’s 2021 Communication on the Arctic. 

The strategy highlights the role of science in Arctic politics, to which it adds 

the necessity to take “traditional Sámi knowledge into account in decision-making 

related to climate policy” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 27). The 

strategy emphasises the role of the EU’s Structural Funds, the Just Transition Fund, 

the EU’s Green Deal, and the COVID-19 pandemic recovery package in supporting 

the ‘ecological shift’ through more funds backing projects such as fossil-free transport. 

At the same time, the strategy gives importance to the Arctic Council’s Working 

Groups, as far as monitoring the effect of climate change is concerned. The strategy 

also mentions the 2017’s commitment of the Arctic Council’s Permanent Members “to 

reduce black carbon emissions by between 25% and 33% by 202526” (Office of the 

Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 27). However, the pause of the Arctic Council and 

the energy crises have led the Arctic States and Observers to different paths in terms 

of energy production and exploitation of the Arctic. 

 

 
26 In 2015, the Arctic Council created an expert group on Enhanced Black Carbon and Methane 

(EGBCM) to implement the Framework for Action on Enhanced Black Carbon and Methane Emissions 

Reductions, which is a non-legally binding agreement created during the Canadian chairmanship 

between 2013 and 2015. In 2017, the Arctic States and the Observers adopted the goal to reduce 

emissions of black carbon by 25-33% below 2013 levels by 2025 – however, the environmental impact 

of wars will likely hinder the collective efforts to reduce carbon emissions globally. In 2021, EGBCM 

recommended several measures applying to different sectors, from diesel-powered sources to solid 

waste and agriculture. The EGBCM’s 2021 “report puts specific emphasis on identifying policy level 

actions that are likely to affect the emissions until 2025 and beyond”, taking into consideration that the 

effect of policy initiatives will be visible only gradually (EGBCM 2021, 8) – as the Finnish strategy 

remarks (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 30). 
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6.4.2. Inhabitants, promotion of wellbeing, and the rights of the Sámi as an indigenous 

people 

The 2021 strategy takes stock of the declining population of the Arctic, recognising 

the impact of demographic changes – also related to the gender imbalance already 

mentioned in the Swedish strategy, since women often move out of the Arctic to study 

and work. In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the strategy strongly remarks the need 

for equal access to education and its role in sustainable development and community 

resilience, preventing also social exclusion – in particular for Saami communities.  In 

addition, the document underlines the effect of the pandemic on unemployment and 

strategic sectors like tourism, which in turn causes significant economic and social 

problems at individual and community level. 

In terms of resilience, the strategy insists on the importance of citizens’ 

participation and engagement in decision-making at the local level as well as at the 

Arctic Council, with particular attention to gender and minorities’ issues. 

Consequently, digitalisation becomes central to Finland’s policies for the Arctic 

region. With regards to work, Finland underlines that the economic transformation of 

the region hinders the Sámi’s traditional activities (reindeer husbandry in particular), 

a problem which adds up to “discrimination and lack of access to social services 

provided in their language” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 36; 43). All 

of these issues contribute to worsening of the mental health of the populations of the 

Arctic.  

The special focus on mental health – especially for the Sámi population – is 

articulated around aspects such as “collisions between the traditional and modern 

culture, especially among young people” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 

2021, 36) and border control, which particularly affected the Saami communities and 
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families during the COVID-19 pandemic and relative lockdowns. Indeed, the 

(colonial) borders of Sápmi (the traditional area of the Sámi communities) comprise 

the territories from Northern Norway to Russia. The strategy makes it clear that “cross-

border cooperation and the elimination of border obstacles, particularly on Finland’s 

borders with Sweden and Norway, are essential issues” (Office of the Prime Minister 

of Finland 2021, 43). However, within the 2022 Váhtjer Declaration, the Sámi Council 

also states that, considering the pandemic and its safety measures: 

“[a]lthough we are one people, we feel how we our community is 

divided by borders, kept apart by the states of which we have 

become citizens. Our cross-border community is not prioritized by 

these states, and we cannot take anything for granted. Rights that we 

have won can be lost again in a moment if we do not vigilantly 

defend our gains and interests. This is why coming together is more 

important now than ever; we must strengthen Sápmi and ensure that 

the borders will never be closed to the Saami again” (Saami Council 

2022).  

The strategy acknowledges the role of the Arctic Council as a platform and framework 

for cooperation with indigenous peoples and their representatives – being the Saami 

Council one of the permanent members of the Arctic Council, for example, as well as 

in the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, where a Working Group of Indigenous Peoples 

had been present since 1995. However, the relationship between Indigenous Peoples 

and the government might be complicated by ongoing racism and issues related to 

delays or failures in implementing laws respecting the Saami rights27. As in the case 

 
27 The relationships between the Finnish state and the Saami community might be complicated, 

especially with regards to identity issues. As Reetta Toivanen observes, in Finland “being a member of 

the electoral roll has in practice gained considerable strength as the ultimate proof of being a real Sámi” 

(Toivanen 2022, 217), unlike other Norden countries like Norway. According to the Finnish Law on 
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of Sweden, the strategy underlines that the establishment of a Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission for the Saami “to address historical events and to engender reconciliation 

and trust between the indigenous Sámi people and the Finnish government” (Office of 

the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 44). It becomes therefore clear that the distinction 

between Arctic ‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’ policy is blurred and that the two are 

increasingly intertwined as they deal with transnational issues – especially in a 

(post)colonial setting. 

 

6.4.3 Expertise, livelihoods, and leading-edge research 

The strategy explicitly talks about the opportunities offered by climate change 

(opportunities defined as paradoxical) and the increasing accessibility of the region, 

whose harmful consequences need to be mitigated by adopting sustainable 

development principles and approaches by companies from both Arctic and non-Arctic 

countries. In this regard, the document reads that “expertise related to operating in cold 

conditions and understanding of the Arctic conditions make Finnish businesses a 

natural partner in developing the Arctic economy” (Office of the Prime Minister of 

Finland 2021, 48). In addition, the strategy stresses the need for economic 

diversification and technological development, also favouring migration to the North 

 
Saami Parliament (1995/974), a fundamental criterion to establish who can claim to be Saami, so as to 

vote or be elected in the Saami Parliament, is self-identification, together with either (i) having at least 

a parent or grandparent whose native language is Saami, or (ii) being  a  descendent  of  a  person  

registered as  a  mountain,  forest,  or  fishing  Lapp; or (iii) having at least a parent  that  has, or  could  

have,  been  registered  as  an  elector  for  an  election  to  the  Sámi  Delegation  or  the  Sámi  Parliament 

(Toivanen 2022, 217). Yet, the Saami Parliament’s electoral committee can reject applications of people 

who were not enrolled if the committee considers them as not respecting the criteria listed above. In 

2015, the Supreme Administrative Court of Finland ruled that some of the people that identified as 

Saami, but that had been rejected by the electoral committee, had to be added to added to the electoral 

roll, emphasising the principle of self-identification – that is yet subjected to perception of what being 

Saami and indigenous mean, often with ‘pre-modern’ characteristics associated to the term (Toivanen 

2022, 220; 223). In June 2022, the United Nations’ Committee on the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination adopted the opinion that the interference of the Supreme Administrative Court violated 

the International Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, and specifically 

the article 5(c) of the Convention. 
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(Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 49). As stated in the EU and Sweden’s 

documents, Finland acknowledges the strategic relevance of, and essential for, 

digitalisation and space technology for better communication and monitoring activities 

(Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 52).  

The strategy underlines the role of fishery and aquaculture. When it comes to 

the exploitation of Arctic resources, fish is often overlooked but important on a global 

scale – and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 

remarks the need for sustainable aquaculture, in the face of the increasing international 

demand for food as well as the limited capacities to guarantee food security – one 

example being the grain crisis after the outbreak of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. 

With regards to fishery, the Finnish strategy highlights its role in preparing the Nordic 

Roadmap for the Blue Bioeconomy and adopted by the Nordic Council of Ministers – 

the inter-parliamentary body of the Norden countries – and stresses the importance of 

“products obtained from fish and its side streams as well as from seaweed,” (Office of 

the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 52). Seaweed might become an essential part of 

the Norden, or at least Scandinavian, economies, considering the potential role of red 

algae in reducing the methane emissions from cows – and the impact of animal farming 

on the greenhouse gas emissions (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 2023).  

As far as tourism is concerned, the strategy presents sustainable options such 

as favouring tourists’ longer stays, rather than huge amount or increasing numbers of 

visitors, with the help of better transportation systems. In this regard, the Finnish 

government argues that “[t]he promotion of cross-border transport and tourism 

cooperation between neighbouring countries will contribute to a positive trend in 

tourist mobility, length-of-stay and the amounts of money spent in the Arctic” (Office 

of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 52). However, the document considers the 
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social aspects and impacts of tourism, and it underlines the fact that “[c]ooperation 

with the Sámi people and other local inhabitants in the Arctic region is essential in 

order to develop sustainable and responsible tourism” (Office of the Prime Minister of 

Finland 2021, 52). All things considered, developing the Arctic region means investing 

in several research areas. 

Research is crucial for Finland to maintain its Arctic expertise. The 2021 

strategy considers both climate change and defence as aspects that need technological 

development and international scientific efforts. The document enlists networks such 

as the International Arctic Science Committee (IASC), the Arctic University 

(UArctic), the Arctic Five network, and its Arctic Centre, as part of the University of 

Lapland placed in Rovaniemi (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 58). In 

step with the ‘Science Diplomacy’ and evidence-based policy approaches, the Finnish 

strategy states that “[r]esearch will be actively applied to assessing the change in the 

Arctic region comprehensively, and it will provide research evidence to support 

decision-making” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 61). However, the 

strategy indicates “the significant fragmentation of Arctic funding as a problem” 

(Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 59) which implies that the financial 

instruments might need to be better coordinated to avoid a “silo effect and 

discontinuity” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 59).  

 

6.4.4 Logistics and infrastructure 

The major recurring themes in Arctic policies are transports and monitoring, as a 

response to mitigate climate change – or at least the effects of human activities on the 

environment – and to develop the region economically and socially. The strategy 

emphasises the need to ensure international cooperation in the Arctic and Barents 
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region. However, the construction and maintenance of transports is expensive, and 

increasing movements lead to more emissions, while being central to all the elements 

necessary to develop the Arctic region. At the same time, better connection can reduce 

the impact of transport via flights, central to the core aim “is to mitigate climate 

change” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 65). The document also 

mentions the UN International Maritime Organization’s ban on use and carriage of 

heavy fuel oil (HFO) in the Arctic adopted in 2020, and proposed by representatives 

of Finland, Germany, Iceland, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, and 

the United States (Comer et al. 2020, iv). The ban will be enforced from July 2024, 

and the strategy states that the industries’ “work on replacing heavy fuel oil with 

alternative fuels must continue before the ban enters into force,” (Office of the Prime 

Minister of Finland 2021, 66). 

 

6.5 A stronger EU engagement for a peaceful, sustainable and prosperous Arctic: 

the 2021 update of the EU’s Arctic policy 

The years 2020 and 2021 represented a time of updating and increased cooperation for 

the EU’s Arctic policy. In 2020, while Sweden was working on his policy update, the 

European Commission and the European External Action Service launched a public 

consultation “to re-examine the role of the EU in Arctic affairs and update the 2016 

Joint Communication on an integrated European Union policy” (European 

Commission-Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries 2021, 3). In 

October 2021, after Finland published its strategy, the European Commission and the 

High Representative of the Union presented the update to the 2016 Communication, 

shortly after the European Parliament’s resolution titled The Arctic: opportunities, 

concerns and security challenges.  
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In this section, rather than summarising the documents, the focus will be given 

to the innovative aspects of the policy, i.e. geopolitics, hydrocarbon regulations, and 

strategic foresight – as far as the European Commission is concerned. Indeed, while 

aspects such as research, international cooperation, and climate adaptation/mitigation 

establish continuity with the 2008, 2012, and 2016 Communications, new positions 

need emerges together with new goals. However, before diving into the new 

Communication, this section presents an overview of the European Parliament’s 

resolution. 

 

6.5.1 Opportunities, concerns and security challenges in the Arctic 

The resolution touches the aspects of cooperation and (in)security. First, the 

Parliament argues the necessity to maintain a rule-based order in the Arctic, since the 

respect of international law ensures “predictability and stability in the region” 

(European Parliament 2021, §9). Consequently, the European Parliament “repeats its 

call for the EU and the Member States to play a stronger role in the effective 

implementation of international conventions and calls on the US to ratify the 

UNCLOS” (European Parliament 2021, §9). However, it also acknowledges the 

security issues related to Russia and China: as far as the former is concerned, the 

resolution states that violation of “the sovereignty and territorial integrity of its 

peaceful neighbours” and that enlists its consequences, such as “blocking freedom of 

navigation in the Azov, Black and Baltic Seas, all of which cannot be disregarded 

when assessing the future scenarios for maintaining current peaceful coexistence in 

the Arctic” (European Parliament 2021, §AE). In particular, the European Parliament 

“[r]egrets that Russia, instead of emphasising the benefits of cooperative engagement, 
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has adopted a much more competitive, even confrontational, perspective on the Arctic” 

(European Parliament 2021, §18). 

With regards to China, the Parliament underlines the Chinese ambitions of 

becoming a “polar power” through its positioning as a ‘near-Arctic state’ and 

aspirations to become a regional stakeholder, and through its cooperation with Russia 

– especially in the context of the Polar Silk Road, which is an extension of the larger 

‘Belt and Road Initiative28’ – “are a cause of great concern” (European Parliament 

2021, §AE). In 2018, the European Parliament had defined the Belt and Road Initiative 

“including China’s Arctic Policy, [as] the most ambitious foreign policy initiative the 

country has ever adopted, comprising geopolitical and security-related dimensions and 

therefore going beyond the claimed scope of economic and trade policy” (European 

Parliament 2018, §F). Over time, the EU Institutions have expressed criticism against 

the project, and China positioned itself as a competitor – or, at least, the trust in the 

Chinese rhetoric has declined to a critical point, as in the case of Sweden and Finland. 

Even though the risk of military conflicts in the Arctic is currently low29 (European 

Parliament 2021, §15), scientific cooperation and data sharing have become 

problematic since information can be used for military purposes, and financial 

instruments can be directed to support military actions rather than research – showing 

the limits of science diplomacy, as well as the non-neutrality of scientific information 

and new technologies. 

 
28 Launched in 2013, the Belt and Road Initiative is a diplomatic project central to the current Chinese 

foreign policy, consisting of financial investments to create or boost transport infrastructure, so as to 

strengthen the Chinese influence in Asia, Europe, and Africa through trade. The Initiative brought about 

divisions in the EU as well. In 2023 the Italian Prime Minister announced that Italy, the only G7 country 

to have taken part in the Initiative in 2018, was leaving it. 
29 Rather than direct military confrontation, the major risks are now represented by hybrid warfare, and 

potential spill-overs of other European conflicts into the Arctic or the Baltic region. 
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The increasing tensions might compromise rights protected under international 

law, such as freedom of navigation. Always with regards to Russia and China, the 

European Parliament’s resolution states that the Northern Sea Route (running from 

Novaya Zemlya to the Bering Strait) “has become a source of geopolitical tensions 

and environmental concerns” (European Parliament 2021, §24). In particular, the 

document “condemns Russian actions that restrict navigation rights in the Northern 

Sea routes by designating them as internal waters under its complete sovereign control, 

by creating regulatory and administrative barriers to foreign navigation” (European 

Parliament 2021, §27). The Parliament also acknowledges that need of the EU Member 

States to develop their own icebreaker programmes, which are inferior in number 

compared to Russia and China (European Parliament 2021, §25). Consequently, the 

picture painted seems to be more conflictual than desired, requiring more cooperation 

among EU Institutions and Member States. 

The tension with China affects the exploitation of Arctic resources too. 

According to the document, the European Parliament perceives the Arctic and its raw 

materials as crucial to become increasingly independent from Chinese rare-earth 

metals, necessary to cut off fossil fuels from the EU’s energy resources (European 

Parliament 2021, §27) – placing both Greenland and Sweden in a stronger position. At 

the same time, the resolution stresses the necessity to include the Arctic Indigenous 

Peoples in the decision-making processes affecting them, and it underlines the fact 

“that all activities in the Arctic region, including management and sustainable use of 

Arctic natural resources, should respect the rights of and benefit indigenous peoples 

and other local inhabitant” (European Parliament 2021, §47; 49). However, the balance 

between development of the region and rights of the Indigenous Peoples presents 

difficulties, as shown in the previous sections. 
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Finally, the European Parliament underlines the importance of the EU as a 

global actor in the Arctic and the necessity to have “more Arctic in the EU”. From the 

Parliament’s perspective, such a statement means that the EU “should actively engage 

in policy dialogue, react to the growing strategic importance of the Arctic and continue 

to play its role as an accepted and credible actor in the Arctic”, which implies 

“respecting the unique set of existing Arctic consultative forums and successful 

governance framework mechanisms” (European Parliament 2021, §58).  

 

6.5.2 The novelties 2021 Joint Communication: A stronger EU engagement for a 

peaceful, sustainable and prosperous Arctic 

The 2021 Communication paints a picture dominated by competition, power politics, 

and insecurity – in which the EU participates as a ‘geopolitical’ power (European 

Commission 2021b, 1; 2; 16). However, the document does not picture tensions in the 

Arctic as a matter of military crises, even though it mentions Russia’s military 

activities in its own Arctic territories. Rather, the European Commission presents the 

warming of the region as the greatest threat to stability and (human) security as 

environmental transformations make the region prone to episodes of fuel spills – as 

the one occurred near Norilsk, in Russia, in 2020.  

The Commission stresses the impact that its Green Deal and the ‘Fit for 55’ 

package of proposals are expected to have on its foreign and Arctic policy. The 

Communication underlines the responsibility of the EU as a producer and consumer 

of Arctic oil and gas and, for the first time, the Communication posits that “the EU is 

committed to ensuring that oil, coal and gas stay in the ground, including in Arctic 

regions” (European Commission 2021b, 10). Before, such statements were more 

common in the resolutions of the European Parliament, ‘freer’ to engage with more 



 
 

187 

 

controversial positions towards Arctic politics, while the Commission presented more 

pragmatic approaches to the region – especially considering the impact on the 

relationships with Norway. The position of the EU Council is not known yet, since its 

conclusions on the Arctic have not been published so far. While, on the one hand, 

“some Member States are likely to support the Commission’s spirit” (Stępień and 

Raspotnik 2021, 10) such as Finland; on the other, there are states like whose 

companies benefit from extractive activities in the Norwegian and American Arctic, 

like the Italian oil company ENI30 – potentially causing divisions as far as the 

economic development region is concerned. 

However, the statement is problematic for several reasons. As Adam Stępień 

and Andreas Raspotnik (2021, 10) observe, the commitment of the EU to non-

extractive activities depends on several factors such as the feasibility of the green 

transition and the international community’s will – not to be taken for granted, 

considering the importance of countries whose wealth hinges upon oil. The outbreak 

of the Russian war against Ukraine also led Russia to increase its oil exports to China 

and India, while the EU replaced Russia with the US and Saudi Arabia – and Norway. 

At the same time, the pricing crisis following the end of the lockdowns also contributed 

to the EU’s needs to diversify its energy supply and dependence from partners. 

Diversification means to rely on renewable energy too, but the immediate strategy to 

face the consequences of the sanctions against Russia led to major consumptions of oil 

whose emissions impact the Arctic, even if not extracted in loco.  

 
30 ENI (Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi, ‘National Hydrocarbons Board’) has been active in Norway since 

1965. By the end of 2022, ENI announced the discovery of new gas fields in the Norwegian Barents 

Sea. At the same time, ENI also operates in the North-American Arctic, where it has acquired the full 

shares of the Nikaitchuq and Oooguruk fields, situated placed along the Alaska North Slope. The Biden 

administration approved a new drilling project (‘Willow’) on Alaska’s North Slope in March 2023, 

reconfirming the decision of the Trump administration.  
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Then, the Communication does not make any distinction between oil and gas, 

which is also considered to be “a possible transitional fuel on the path towards carbon 

neutrality, as it is associated with generally lower carbon emissions and smaller 

environmental impacts during extraction” (Stępień and Raspotnik 2021, 10). As far as 

distinctions are concerned, the Communication does not specify the Arctic borders – 

in light of the many definitions and views of the Arctic. For example, “Norwegian 

actors have stressed that the Barents Sea cannot be defined as a ‘typical’ Arctic area, 

due to much milder climate conditions” (Stępień and Raspotnik 2021, 11). Therefore, 

the position over banning extractive activities in the Arctic needs further specifications 

and will likely raise controversies over the future economic development of the region. 

Third, talking about future, the Communication mentions the use of strategic 

foresight “to better understand the security implications of the climatological changes 

in the Arctic region”. The Von der Leyen Commission wanted the Vice-President of 

the Commission Maroš Šefčovič “to strengthen our culture of evidence-based 

policymaking” through a special “focus on long-term trends and identify areas in 

which policy, research and technological developments are most likely to drive 

societal, economic and environmental progress” (von der Leyen 2019b, 5). Foresight 

belongs to the methods employed within the field of Futures Studies, which is a 

discipline devoted to explore what the future(s) can be. The EU has defined foresight 

as “the discipline of exploring, anticipating and shaping the future to help building and 

using collective intelligence in a structured, and systemic way to anticipate 

developments31”. However, such a definition synthetises different approaches to 

Futures Studies and Futures Literacy, and it is not exhaustive in defining what 

 
31 European Commission, Strategic Foresight, https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-

policy/strategic-planning/strategic-foresight_en. Accessed on 13th December 2023. 
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foresight means32. What is relevant is the use of exploration of the future scenario and 

science to inform decision-makers and justify the actions to be taken. The objective of 

the EU is to anticipate the consequences of emerging trends and to identifies ways to 

achieve a desired scenario in a constantly changing world – where, for example, 

international efforts to promote carbon neutrality are compromised by wars.  

The 2021 Communication mentions the 2021 Strategic Foresight Report called 

The EU’s capacity and freedom to act, which is its second Strategic Foresight report. 

In the report, the Commission “presents global trends, uncertainties and choices that 

will shape Europe’s future. The report provides the context for possible policy 

responses” (European Commission 2021c). The report is also built upon the 2021 

Science for Policy Report, a document released by the Commission’s Joint Research 

Centre. The report insists on the need to substitute fossil fuels to ensure good living 

conditions for the future. In the case of the Arctic, the use of strategic foresight in 

relation to climate change can offer a more justifiable framework, since the scientific 

community share the unanimous awareness that the transition to fossil fuel-free 

economies is necessary to prevent scenarios in which climate change and extreme 

weather exacerbate problems like migration from areas of the world closer to the 

equator and tropical regions, as well as within the borders of the great economic 

 
32 As Riel Miller, Roberto Poli, and Pierre Rossel observe, the practice of foresight “is formally 

premised on the unknowability of the future and hence attempts to be more systematic in imagining 

futures that are not constrained by projecting the past” (Miller et al. 2018, 56). Such a statement reflects 

a different vision of the ontologies of the future, which can differ from linear perspective ruled by causal 

relationships that have clear temporal patterns; or, they can take into account the limits of scientific 

precision, which requires scientists to narrow down the variables to control – re-proposing the 

arguments and the visions explored in the third and fourth chapter of this dissertation. On the other 

hand, forecasting consists in extrapolating data that refer to past events, or that are built through the 

knowledge of the past – with the implicit or explicit assumption that the future is somewhat in continuity 

with the present (whatever the ‘present’ is) and what the past was (or what we think the past was). 

Therefore, using methodologies for exploring and anticipating the future can bring to different results 

on the grounds of the data that have been used and how they were organised, such as probabilistic 

models. In addition, constructing short-, medium-, or long-term scenarios require different methods, 

data, and imaginative skills. 
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powers. However, “scientific knowledge, as objective as it strives to be, is far from 

inspiring homogeneous national choices” (Ruffini 2017, 124), and this problem 

becomes visible in the different ideas over the economic development of the Arctic – 

even though an ‘underdeveloped’ region might be easier to regulate than other whose 

equilibrium depends upon established economic orders. 

The discourse about the future inevitably leads to the question: a future for 

whom? From the perspective of sustainable development, the idea is to preserve “the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs33” while meeting the needs of the 

present generations. However, the present generations are the ones making the 

decisions shaping the future, and they do not necessarily explain what ‘future 

generations’ are: dealing with people that will be born in the next years and will be 

able to vote in a couple of decades is different from dealing with ideas about people 

that will be born in the next century – and, within the field of Futures Studies, 

reflections about what to have a long-term plan means increasingly challenge 

methodologies and the ethics of decision-making processes (Tarsney 2023). 

In addition, the will to anticipate and shape the future raises questions related 

to the legitimacy of those in charge of decision-making – in the language of politics, 

these are questions about sovereignty over the Arctic and its future. The issue is 

relevant with regards to the Indigenous Peoples in the European, Russian, and North-

American Arctic, their aspirations and projects for the future in a post-colonial context, 

but also in a moment in which human-driven climate change will impact traditional 

resources, lifestyles, and (business) activities. At the same time, the exploitation of 

Arctic resources to ensure a sustainable future (in the form of windmills, for example) 

 
33 World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) Our Common Future, Chapter 2, 

section 1. 
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can reinforce forms of ‘green colonialism’ – see Chuffart et al. (2021); and Normann 

(2021). Consequently, the use of strategic foresight can better inform decision-making, 

but also shows the complexity of Positioning as a political actor in the region. 

 

6.6 Conclusions  

Between 2016 and 2021, the EU and its Arctic Member States have deepened their ties 

and coordination with regards to setting goals and common positions. Unlike the 

previous stage, the documents emphasised the need for more investments in the region 

and the consolidations of strategies to develop the region. The social dimension of 

policies seemed to prevail, raising more issues about the exploitation of the region, 

climate justice, and the respect of Indigenous People’s rights. To some extent, this 

second period shows the complexity of Arctic issues even for Arctic States when 

attention shifts from high politics to matters not directly related to security. However, 

international insecurity is also rising, even though the documents stressed the 

importance of maintaining cooperation and stability in the region. It is unclear whether 

the Council of European Union will release its Conclusions, or when, or what the 

course of the EU’s policy will be after the outbreak of the Russian war against Ukraine, 

or after the 2024 elections. Nevertheless, the two periods considered in this dissertation 

offer enough elements to reflect on the EU’s actorness in the Arctic region, and how 

to explain the differences that have appeared over time. 
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Chapter VII 

Interpreting actorness:  

The construction of the EU’s roles in the Arctic 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the analysis of the EU Institutions and its Arctic Member States’ 

discourse as it emerges from the documents of the actors, as well as the results of the 

interviews held. The aim is to explain the construction of EU Capability, starting from 

the definition of actorness – the capacity of a political actor “to imagine and realise 

roles for its sense of ‘self’ in (specific contexts of) international affairs” (Klose 2018, 

1148). According to the model proposed in this dissertation, political actors construct 

capability by combining their perception of opportunity and presence: Opportunity 

refers to how the actors position themselves in a political context, justifying who needs 

to govern, what needs governance, and why. Presence refers to the actors’ legal 

competences, set by the EU treaties but also negotiable on the grounds of the actors’ 

understanding of the appropriate Scale of governance.  

According to my reconceptualization of Bretherton and Vogler’s model, 

capability hinges upon: 

(a) opportunity, which the EU actors’ construct through their 

positioning 

(b) presence, which the EU actors’ shape through their view of the 

appropriate scale of governance 
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On the grounds of this model and the theoretical assumptions behind it, convergence 

or divergence of ideas about opportunity-positioning and presence-scale lead to either 

coherent or incoherent/fragmented views of the EU’s role respectively. Therefore, this 

chapter first presents the analysis of the documents referring to the 2008-15 period, 

followed by the 2016-21 period. The two sections are divided into subsections 

referring to opportunity, presence, and capability. After that, the chapter discusses the 

consistency of the EU Institutions and the Arctic Member States’ actorness, showing 

the existence of a coherent set of expectations about the EU in relation to an established 

structure of governance and the pillars of Arctic governance – yet also how they are 

not fixed and changes in step with shared actorness, i.e. imagination about what to do 

in the Arctic, and who needs to do it.  

The results reported here are coherent with the most recent interpretations of 

difficulties related to Arctic governance, but they also show that the ‘problems’ are 

diffused both vertically and horizontally. Furthermore, the findings show that internal 

coherence does not lead to effectiveness – which is also a term that needs to be 

specified. Therefore, the study of actorness reveals to be more fruitful in terms of 

foreign policy analysis, which is closer to actor-centred constructivism than 

effectiveness-oriented research. 

 

7.2 EU actorness in Arctic politics between 2008 and 2015  

Until 2008, the EU enjoyed a momentum in which Arctic cooperation encouraged “the 

development of an Arctic policy in the European Union and the Arctic states” 

(Conference of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region 2008, §28). Apparently, the 

external context seemed to favour the development of a EU policy. Yet, until that 

moment, the Arctic states had cooperated within the Scale of intergovernmentalism, 
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without the intention to attribute binding powers to the Arctic institutions and fora. 

The politicisation of the Arctic led to confrontation over visions for the governance of 

the region, since increasingly more actors started debating the structure of Arctic 

governance and their roles in it – i.e. their Positioning and their Scale of governance. 

The same issues emerged within the EU as well, since the EU institutions, and the 

Parliament in particular, proposed different views of Arctic governance that 

challenged the positions of the Arctic States and the intergovernmental structure of 

Arctic politics.  

 

7.2.1 Positioning the EU in an increasing politicised Arctic   

This section highlights what role the EU institutions and Member States attribute to 

the EU, i.e. its positioning, by asking who governs the Arctic, what is to be governed 

there, and why governance is necessary. The first question refers to two competing 

positions: on one side, supporters of states and state-centric approaches; on the other, 

there are promoters less state-centric framework of governance including 

international, and non-state, actors, such as the Indigenous Peoples of the Arctic. In 

other words, the first act of Positioning deals with the construction of political 

legitimacy. In the case of the EU, there is a distinction between the ‘fully-fledged’ 

Arctic states and the EU institutions, which are either intergovernmental or 

supranational – representing the EU as a whole. This aspect is crucial because, as it 

emerges from the interviews, the Arctic Communication (be it the 2008, the 2016, or 

the 2021 one) “has been written for the European Union as a whole and it does contain 

a number of compromises, which were needed in order to ensure that the text would 

by and large be acceptable to all” (Interview n°3). Consequently, an initial aspect 
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emerges: the EU, as such, is more and distinct from the Arctic states, while being an 

Arctic actor. 

In the 2008 Communication, the Commission presented the EU as 

“inextricably linked to the Arctic region […] by a unique combination of history, 

geography, economy and scientific achievements” (European Commission 2008, 2). 

In the introduction, the European Commission detailed the connection between the EU 

and the Arctic, to position itself not only as an actor, but also as stakeholder – by virtue 

of the ‘Arcticness’ of Sweden, Finland, and Denmark, because of the cooperation with 

the EEA Arctic States, and thanks to the EU strategic partnerships with the US, Canada 

and Russia as well. At the same time, the European Parliament was more assertive and, 

in the 2008 document, it mentioned the Arctic Council primarily to stress the fact that 

the EU Member States and EEA states constituted the majority of the Arctic Council. 

Yet, in the 2009 Conclusions, the EU Council remarked that the Arctic Council was 

“the primary competent body for circumpolar regional cooperation” and, while 

supporting “the applications by Italy and the Commission to become permanent 

observers in that body” (Council of the EU 2008, §17), the EU Council also stated that 

“the EU should actively seek consensus approaches to relevant Arctic issues through 

cooperation also with Arctic states and/or territories outside the EU […] as well as 

with other relevant actors with Arctic interests” (Council of the EU 2008, §18).  

In the 2011 Resolution, however, the Parliament acknowledged “the important 

role of the [Arctic Council] as the foremost regional forum for cooperation for the 

whole Arctic region” (EP 2011, §45), favouring and supporting the efforts of the Arctic 

States to strengthen and improve the administrative and political tools of the forum 

(EP 2011, §45). Consequently, over time, the Positioning of the Parliament met the 

positions of the Council of the EU which, being a “[v]oice of EU member 
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governments”, had always emphasised the role of the Arctic Council since the early 

stages of the EU’s Arctic policy. In the first Conclusion (2009), the Council of the EU 

acknowledges and “welcomes the gradual formulation of a policy on Arctic issues to 

address EU interests and responsibilities, while recognising Member States’ legitimate 

interests and rights in the Arctic” (Council of the EU 2009, emphasis added). With 

regards to the question ‘who is to govern?’, the strategies enable us to analyse the 

views of the Arctic states beyond the Conclusions of the Council of the EU. 

Nevertheless, the Parliament still remarked that states are not the only actors in the 

Arctic, enlisting not only international organisations and indigenous peoples, but also 

sub-state authorities. In addition, the Parliament advocated for the framework existing 

at that time to be “further developed, strengthened and implemented by all parties 

concerned” (EP 2011, §42).  

At the level of the Member States, the positions related to the EU are more 

fragmented, but the Arctic Member States agree that the EU is distinct from them in 

terms of ‘Arcticness’. The Strategy of the Kingdom deals with the EU under the voice 

called Close cooperation with our international partners. The Kingdom recognised 

that the EU had “interests in the Arctic in the form of, among others, research and 

fisheries and has indirect influence on the Arctic through e.g. its environmental laws” 

(Kingdom of Denmark 2011, 52. emphasis added). From its perspective, the EU is an 

actor capable of influencing the Arctic and contributing to the region’s governance – 

without necessarily being ‘Arctic’. This kind of Positioning mirrors the domestic 

differentiation of the Kingdom and its geography, and consequently ‘what’ of the 

Arctic should be governed through coordinated political actions, and it is better 

explained in the following section.  
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With the example of Finland, the Finnish documents positioned the country as 

a truly Arctic state and actor, and framed the whole nation as ‘Arctic’. Indeed, despite 

not having any coastline on the Arctic Ocean and recognising specific concerns and 

issues relevant for the Arctic Five, Finland constructs its Arctic identity in its terrestrial 

dimension: “much of its territory lies north of the Polar Circle. Lapland, Finland’s 

northernmost province, is an essential projection of Finland’s Arctic image” (Office 

of the Prime Minister of Finland 2013, 8, emphasis added). The 2013 Strategy reads 

that “Finland is an Arctic country [.] The Arctic identity of Finland has been shaped 

by climate, nature, geography, history and experience. Finland as a whole is a truly 

Arctic country: after all, one third of all the people living north of the 60th parallel are 

Finns” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2013, 17; bold in original; emphasis 

added). By doing so, Finland goes beyond the focus on external relations adopted in 

the previous strategy to adopt a comprehensive approach leading to the “reinforcement 

of the country’s Arctic position” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2013, 18). 

The Finnish case shows how geopolitics bends geography, and that historical ties and 

culture shape the borders of the region more than geographical definitions. As 

illustrated by Figure 1.3.1a and Figure 1.3.1b in the first chapter, most of the country 

does not meet the current (and unstable) geographical criteria to define Arctic areas. 

The climate of Lapland is not Arctic but subarctic, and most of the country lies outside 

of the 10° isotherm line – as for September 2023. The Arctic Circle line therefore plays 

an important political role. 

Sweden does not differ from Finland, in this regard. The second section of the 

Strategy constitutes an act of positioning that balances the image of Sweden as a 

‘reluctant’ Arctic actor. The section presents six dimensions that connect Sweden to 

the region: history, security, economics, climate and environment, research, and 
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culture. The historical ties and the research are somewhat interconnected, since 

Sweden had always displayed more exploratory and scientific interests in the North, 

rather than strategic (Sörlin 2014, 151). As far as security is concerned, Sweden 

remarked that 

its commitment to the region’s security increased after the Nordic Declaration of 

Solidarity and the Swedish unilateral declaration of solidarity. The Nordic declaration, 

adopted in 2011, involved Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, and Norway (the 

Norden countries, as explained in the first chapter) and aimed at complementing the 

existing EU/Euro-Atlantic security frameworks – such as, for example, the Solidarity 

Clause of the EU, as for the article 222 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU, 

which allows the EU to assist a Member in case of natural or artificial disaster, or 

terrorist attack. The Swedish declaration commits the country itself to actively help 

the EU Member States, Norway and Iceland, and the United Kingdom, in case of attack 

or disaster (Sweden 2008, Government Bill 2008/09:140). 

As far as the EU is concerned, however, the distinction between Arctic states 

and actors is clear. The Swedish Strategy reads that the EU is “closely interlinked in 

terms of the geographical proximity of EU Member States and the Arctic region”, and 

because its policies “have a direct bearing on the Arctic region” (Swedish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2011, 10, emphasis added). Like Sweden, Finland states that “[t]he 

European Union is closely linked with the Arctic region owing to political, 

geographical, economic and scientific factors. Three EU Member States – Denmark, 

Sweden and Finland – are Arctic States” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 

2010, 11). At the same time, the Finnish strategy also states that the EU is relevant for, 

and involved in, Arctic governance on the ground of its policies and their impacts, as 

well as its external influence. Finland indeed underlines the importance of the EEA 
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agreement, and recalls the 2009 Icelandic application for EU membership, which the 

Icelandic government ended in 2015.  

Finland further specifies the ‘qualitative’ difference between the Arctic states 

and the EU. The Finnish Strategy considers the EU “an Arctic player” whose “Arctic 

policy is part of both the Union’s internal policies and its external relations” (2010, 

44; emphasis added). In the 2013 update, Finland affirms that the EU “plays a key 

role” in its Arctic policy (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2013, 15), 

considering that the EU “is closely involved with the Arctic region through political, 

geographical, economic and scientific developments as well as through the Northern 

Dimension” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2013 19, emphasis added). Being 

an Arctic player is however different from being an ‘Arctic state’, and it implies the 

existence of political and legal hierarchies to be respected. 

With regards to why governance is necessary, at the EU level, one of the main 

drivers for political intervention in the Arctic is climate change. In general, the 

documents (the Strategies of the Arctic States, the Communications of the 

Commission, the Resolutions, and the Conclusions) present the view of the Arctic 

region which must be environmentally protected as well as developed. Consequently, 

the States and EU institutions need to ensure the balance between two conflicting 

aspects (environmental protection and economic growth) and among conflicting 

interests (from oil extraction to animal welfare). However, the documents do not 

specify how to construct this balance, apart from underlining that the companies 

operating in the Arctic need to respect the highest environmental standards.  

The documents released by the EU Institutions and Arctic Member States 

present research and international scientific cooperation as one of the reasons to 

nurture multilateralism in the Arctic. All the strategies consider the role of the EU from 
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the perspective of funds and financial frameworks to support research, in addition to 

the more limited national resources. According to the documents, EU funds can boost 

the aspects of research in relation to security (through satellites and integrated 

communication systems), the development of technologies suited for the Arctic 

environment, and environmental monitoring. The EU funds and frameworks can 

contribute to all these three aspects, which present local, national, and transnational 

dimensions which cannot be easily separated in practice. Indeed, research and 

cooperation for maritime security requires integrated systems of surveillance and data-

sharing, which requires platforms and financial resources. Local enterprises and 

private businesses benefit from EU funds and cross-border cooperation. Finally, 

environmental monitoring is, by definition, a transnational issue, especially nowadays 

and in the Arctic, where migrations of animals and pollution take place regardless of 

national borders. Through its regulation, the EU can control the impact of pollutants 

that can reach the Arctic at the level of its Member States, potentially increasing the 

possibilities of positive environmental outcomes beyond one state’s borders. 

The aspect of military security is crucial, but not in a traditional sense – at least 

in the early 2010s. Indeed, the context in which the EU institutions started to develop 

their policies was perceived as potentially conflictual, hinting at prospective crises and 

tensions as the Arctic environment changed. All the strategies of the Member States 

stressed that the Arctic was not an area of conflict, and that it was in the interests of all 

the Arctic States to maintain peaceful relations. In this regard, they emphasised the 

role of the Arctic Council in stabilising the relationships between the Arctic States and 

the role of international law as a tool to solve disputes – especially as far as the Arctic 

Coastal states are concerned. However, as the international situations deteriorated with 

the Crimean Crisis, the relationships between Arctic actors worsened too, especially 
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with regards to non-state entities and private actors – as in the case the Russian oil 

company Rosneft, targeted by the EU’s sanctions in reaction to Russia’s military 

behaviour. 

As a result, neither the EU’s communications, nor the Member States’ 

strategies, ascribe a regulatory function to the EU, and they exclude military security 

from Arctic governance – which is the essential feature of the Arctic Council, 

according to the second footnote of the Ottawa Declaration (Arctic Council 1996). 

From this perspective, military cooperation functions as a tool for civilians’ security 

only. In its 2011 Strategy, Sweden argued that “security policy challenges in the Arctic 

[were] not of a military nature”, because the consequences of climate change would 

lead to public crises due to extreme weather, and the necessity to preserve favourable 

conditions for people’s well-being and the Arctic economy (Swedish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2011, 14). Consequently, the issues that justify political intervention 

in the Arctic mostly relate to climate change and ‘marginal’ aspects of policy. 

On the other hand, in its Strategies, Finland remarked that Arctic issues and 

governance are not limited to maritime affairs, and it declared that the Arctic Council 

constituted the “foremost cooperation structure encompassing the entire Arctic region” 

(Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2010, 9), positing the main way of 

governance. While recognising that some issues should be discussed by the Arctic 

Coastal States, the Strategy states that the relationship among the ‘Arctic 5’ (Canada, 

Denmark, Norway, Russia, and the United States) should not lead to the weakening of 

the Arctic Council. Such a position helps reinforce the role of the EU, which is stronger 

in the Arctic and sub-Arctic territories compared to the Arctic Ocean. Accordingly, 

state-centric those who position themselves as ‘governing actors’ might hold different 

views on whether Arctic governance should revolve around transboundary issues or 
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national interests, or even whether that Arctic governance should also deal with aspects 

such as economic development and environmental protection. The differences reflect 

the geography of the states, as well as their Positioning.  

Consequently, the EU’s role combines both maritime and terrestrial issues, but 

the latter are far more stressed. The European Parliament, in particular, invited the 

Commission to “focus on socio-economic and environmental issues [believing] that 

this strategic choice is integral in ensuring legitimacy and local support for the EU’s 

Arctic engagement” (European Parliament 2014 §2). Both the European Commission 

and the Council of the EU emphasised then the importance of supporting the 

‘terrestrial issues’ of economic development, transports, and logistics – especially at 

the level of cross-border cooperation. With regards to the Northern Dimension policy, 

it is inevitable to operate at the terrestrial layer and to attribute some roles to the EU, 

considering that, from this perspective, the EU is mainly a terrestrial actor, but it can 

also support solutions to maritime issues. 

 

7.2.2 Different scales of governance: political differentiation in the EU’s Arctic sphere 

of influence 

Asking where and when Arctic governance means to tackle the issue of scale, even 

though the two questions sound different at first glance. According to Douglas Nord, 

asking ‘what’ is to be governed means to ask if Arctic governance regards only the 

matters falling under state sovereignty or also transboundary issues. This question is 

closely related to the ‘when’ and ‘where’ questions. With regards to ‘where’, Nord 

considers the divide between those who consider Arctic politics to be concerned with 

only maritime affairs or also terrestrial issues. Such a divide reflects the different 

positioning of the Arctic States, such as Denmark and Finland and Sweden. Denmark, 
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as one of the Arctic Coastal States, supported the idea of closer dialogues between 

Canada, Norway, Russian, and the U.S., an idea which resulted in the Ilulissat 

Declaration. With regards to ‘when’ Arctic governance is needed, Nord distinguishes 

between supplementary governance, which leaves most of the competences to the 

individual Arctic States, and comprehensive governance, which is meant to create an 

integrated and coordinated system of decision-making.  

The Arctic Member States, including the three EU members, have mostly 

embraced the supplementary governance approach. On the other hand, in the first 

released Resolution, the European Parliament supported the comprehensive approach, 

pointing out that the UNCLOS did not contain any specific norms or indications about 

the law of the sea in areas covered by ice before the increase in regional temperature. 

In addition, the Parliament underlined that the US did not ratify the UNCLOS, 

implying that the Arctic was “not governed by any specifically formulated multilateral 

norms and regulations, as it was never expected to become a navigable waterway or 

an area of commercial exploitation” (European Parliament 2008 §D; F).  

Based on such a view, it is possible to understand why the Parliament suggested 

“that the Commission should be prepared to pursue the opening of international 

negotiations designed to lead to the adoption of an international treaty for the 

protection of the Arctic” (EP 2008 §15). However, the Commission did not share the 

same view. The Commission acknowledged that “[t]here is no specific treaty regime 

for the Arctic”, but it reiterates the role of the UNCLOS and international or 

multilateral environmental agreements in Arctic governance, even when they do not 

explicitly mention the region (European Commission 2008, 9). According to some 

authors, an Arctic Treaty is not only undesirable for the Arctic states (which rejected 

the proposal of the European Parliament in 2008), but also not feasible for the region. 
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Oran Young argues that hard-law instruments present important limitations since they 

do not enable the parties to adopt flexible solutions for problems emerging in rapidly 

changing contexts, which is problematic as far as environmental agreements are 

concerned.  

Through the example of the Antarctic Treaty, Young observes that instruments 

such as treaties are cumbersome as they force the parties involved “to protracted 

debates over the addition of new protocols to the original treaty” (Young 2011, 332). 

From this perspective, a treaty for the Arctic environment might backfire, considering 

that the effectiveness of the Arctic Council is often analysed or related with regards to 

setting environmental standards and best practices (Smieszek 2019). Also, Young 

underlines that the adoption of a treaty raises the issues of inclusion and exclusion in 

a region that will be increasingly accessible and where non-Arctic actors will have a 

strong environmental impact – for example, because of the exploitation of new 

shipping routes (Young 2011, 332). Consequently, the view of the Arctic states 

prevailed, even though the Arctic Council’s states signed two legally binding 

agreements regarding aeronautical and maritime search and rescue (2011) and oil spill 

prevention (2013).  

Both the Swedish and the Finnish Strategies (especially the 2010 one) focus on 

the Arctic mainly from the perspective of external relations, focusing on the 

international framework of cooperation. In all the strategies of the three Arctic States, 

Arctic governance is primarily a matter of support for the Arctic states. As it merges 

from the documents and the literature, Finland and the other Arctic states consider “the 

Arctic Council as the main forum for addressing Arctic issues” (Office of the Prime 

Minister of Finland 2013, 14), implying its commitment to a specific method to 

cooperate and administrate Arctic areas. The case of the ‘opening’ of the Arctic 
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Council is indicative: during 2013, under the Swedish chairmanship of the Arctic 

Council, the eight Arctic States accepted the application of new observers, including 

China. Finland remarks that observers need to be “committed to the goals of the 

Council”, as also stated in the 2013 Kiruna Declaration – which means that (formal) 

Observers need to work in support of the Arctic States – confining the activities to 

within the Working Groups, and define their contributions to Arctic science 

cooperation. 

The case of Denmark is the most relevant with regards to scale and presence. 

The Kingdom of Denmark constructed a different view of its relationship with the EU, 

because of its internal differentiation – since Greenland and the Faroe Islands are not 

part of the EU. The Arctic Strategy of the Kingdom does not mention cross-border 

cooperation in the Arctic and Barents areas, and the related EU programmes, since it 

is not part of them. Yet, as it emerges from an interview, there were some specific 

problems:   

 “[i]n 2011, the Danish minister wanted a strategy, and we needed it 

quickly. Yet, we were not completely satisfied because it dealt with 

both external and domestic affairs: from our point of view, the 

strategy should not cover internal affairs. This time34, the focus will 

be on external relations. It will be a different document” (Interview 

n°7). 

Consequently, aspects related to the specific ‘terrestrial’ issues (infrastructure and 

transports) result not to be relevant for the Kingdom of Denmark, which focuses on 

international (scientific) cooperation and maritime affairs. These limitations hinder the 

 
34 The interviewee referred to the upcoming new strategy of the Kingdom, relevant for the period post-

2021. 
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influence of the EU in the ‘Danish’ Arctic but are nonetheless relevant for the Swedish 

and Finnish Arctic regions. 

The scale of governance proposed by Finland, Sweden, and the Kingdom of 

Denmark had been clear since the Conclusions of the Council of the EU. In the case 

of Finland, which produced the most articulated documents with regards to the EU, 

the first Strategy reads that “[w]ithin its jurisdiction, the EU can look after and support 

the Member States’ interests as efficiently as possible when Arctic issues arise in 

various international organisations” – where Arctic issues may stand for freedom of 

navigation, prevention of discriminatory practices, and the ways entities operating in 

the Arctic exploit regional resources (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2010, 

45). In 2011 Ministerial Meeting at the Arctic Council, the Finnish Under-Secretary 

of State Jaakko Laajava stated: “I believe we all would benefit from a permanent 

observer position granted to the EU” (Ministry for Foreign Affaris of Finland, 2011). 

On one hand, this statement is in step with the need for coherence and cohesion in the 

EU’s foreign policy, which was one of the main objectives of the Lisbon Treaty.  

On the other, the Arctic Member States’ support was meant to reinforce the 

primary role of the Arctic States, and the complementary role of the EU. In the 2011 

Ministerial Meeting of the Arctic Council, the Swedish Minister for Foreign Affairs 

Carl Bildt affirmed that they “need[ed] the Commission to be on the same wavelength 

as the three Arctic EU member states. That would facilitate internal EU deliberations” 

(Arctic Council 2009b). Sweden’s view aimed to reassure the Arctic States that were 

sceptic about the involvement of the EU, since it had “not always demonstrated the 

necessary understanding of Arctic conditions and concerns that we all believe is a 

prerequisite for informed decision‐making on Arctic issues” (Arctic Council 2009b). 
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By stating so, the Swedish Minister wanted to socialise the EU to the rules of Arctic 

politics by participation. 

With regards to where Arctic governance should take place, the main divide 

here did not appear between the EU and the Arctic Member States, but between the 

two Arctic terrestrial states (Finland and Sweden) and the Arctic Coastal State 

(Denmark). In the programme adopted for the 2009-2011 Chairmanship of the Arctic 

Council, the Kingdom did not refer to the EU but mentioned the 2008 Ilulissat 

Declaration, in which the five Arctic coastal states declared that they hold a specific 

position in Arctic governance, on the grounds of their sovereign rights over the Arctic 

Ocean. However, the Declaration was a source of tension also among Arctic States, as 

observed in the Finnish Strategy. 

Being the Arctic Council an intergovernmental forum, Finland and the other 

Arctic states affirm the preeminent role of the Arctic states. However, not every actor 

agrees on such a view. For example, the Inuit organisations started to see Arctic 

governance as “a very complex governance system, where authority and power is 

exercised in various levels and with various mandates and legal or non-legal basis” 

(Koivurova 2010, 220-1). The European Parliament expressed similar positions, but 

there was a hard debate among the Arctic States, some of which were also acting to 

prevent the fragmentation of regional governance by other Arctic States. During the 

2008-2015 period, the Arctic States also debated the possibility to open to new non-

Arctic observers, which they did – except for the EU, which remained an ad hoc 

observer. As the Danish Minister for Foreign Affairs remarked during the 2015 

Ministerial Meeting in the Arctic Council, the participation of new observers “plays 

an important role in underpinning the Arctic Council as the primary forum for policy 

making in the region,” (Arctic Council 2015b). 
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At the local level, the EU can influence the region through its Cohesion Policy, 

thanks to the process by which the Swedish, Finnish, and Norwegian Northern cities 

and counties established the Northern Sparsely Populated Areas (NSPA) in 2004. 

Indeed, the NSPA does not have specific policies for the Arctic region, but that 

represents the local level of Arctic governance – directly affected by the EU’s policies 

and financial frameworks. Representing regions and cities, “[t]he NSPA supports the 

Smart Cities and Communities Initiative, fully acknowledging the important role cities 

and communities play in helping the EU to reach its climate change targets” (NSPA 

2013). The NSPA shows that the EU can influence the Scale of governance through 

its Presence – and support for activities that might not directly concern Arctic high 

politics.  

During this period, the NSPA did not strongly position themselves as ‘Arctic 

actors’, even though they underlined they’re being the “European interface to the 

Arctic and to North‐West Russia” (NSPA 2010). In this regard, they focused on the 

necessity for the EU to invest in the region also because of its resources, and they 

underlined the importance of the EU’s Cohesion Policy, and on the need to formulate 

“long term regional development rather than quantitative short-sighted fulfilment of 

objectives at the project level,”35 – voicing a differents of governance for the Arctic 

cities and regions. Consequently, local Arctic actors insist on the importance of the EU 

to support urban development. 

 

 

 

 

 
35 NSPA, Position on the legislative package of Cohesion Policy 2014-2020. 
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7.2.3 Capability: constructing the EU’s role in a ‘new’ Arctic arena 

As the previous sections have shown the EU and its Arctic Member States’ positions, 

as well as their scale of governance, this part explains the construction of capability. 

In general, the EU and its Arctic Member States aim to protect and preserve the Arctic 

together with the rights of the local populations and the Indigenous Peoples; to 

promote sustainable use of resources, to economically develop the region; and to 

contribute to multilateralism and international cooperation for a peaceful Arctic. As 

the 2008-2015 period was important for the construction of a specific structure of 

Arctic governance, this section is essential to understand the different phases of the 

construction of the EU’s ‘Arcticness’. 

In general, the actors agree on the view according to which the Arctic States 

need to cooperate and that they have the primary responsibility for the region, rejecting 

international regulations that would have created a specific authority for the Arctic. In 

its first Strategy, Finland (2010, 45) argued that the “[c]reation of a comprehensive 

Arctic regime [wa]s not necessary”, while there was the need to assess the 

implementation of the existing treaties and the possibility to expand, modify, or to 

create supplementary agreements or protocols. With regards to the EU, Denmark, 

Finland, and Sweden all expressed their support for the EU’s accession to the Arctic 

Council as an Observer. that “should not represent the Arctic States in the Arctic 

Council, because it would leave us at a distance” 36 (Interview n°7). All these positions 

 
36 However, Luke Coffey and Daniel Kochis (2019) argue that the U.S. should oppose the European 

Commission’s application, on the grounds of the fact that the European Commission is a supranational 

organisation, while only “non-arctic states, inter-governmental and inter-parliamentary organizations, 

global and regional non-governmental organizations” can apply for the Observer status. They also argue 

that the interests of the EU are already represented by the EU Arctic Member States and the EEA States, 

which is yet not (necessarily) accurate. However, it is unclear, for example, if it means that institutions 

such as the Council of the European Union could qualify, since it is intergovernmental and it holds the 

relevant competencies for the EU’s Foreign and Security Policy. In that case, the Commission would 

still be represented, since the High Representative of the Union is both the Vice-President of the 
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were consistent with the visions and ideas that the Council of the European Union 

expressed in the 2009 Conclusion, specifically regarding the support of the 

“appropriate international bodies, such as the Arctic Council, World Meteorological 

Organization (WMO), and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)” 

(Council of the EU 2009, 2, emphasis added)”.  

Between 2011 and 2013, Sweden held the Chairmanship of the Arctic Council, 

during which the Arctic States placed the permanent secretariat in Tromsø (Norway), 

as declared in the 2013 Kiruna Declaration – the secretariat had already been 

established in 2011, after the Danish Chairmanship, whose creation was “actively” 

promoted by Denmark (Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2013, 12). In this way, the 

Arctic States accomplished what Finland had deemed necessary in its 2010 strategy. 

Indeed, Finland had argued that the creation of a permanent secretariat would 

strengthen the Arctic Council and the works of its institutions. However, the Arctic 

states would need a “binding, intergovernmental agreement and consensus between 

the Member States” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2010, 39) within “an 

informal body which has no legal authority to bind its members” (Bloom 1999, 718). 

By strengthening the Arctic Council, the EU Arctic States remarked the main 

difference between Arctic States and Observers, a difference significant for the EU 

supranational institutions as well. According to the 2013 Rules of Procedure, 

applicants need to accept the sovereignty and jurisdiction of the Arctic States, the 

international legal framework already established, as well as the values and interests 

of the Arctic Indigenous People. In the document Vision for the Arctic, adopted during 

the Swedish Chairmanship of the Arctic Council, the Arctic States declared that: 

 
European Commission and the president of the Foreign Affairs Council, as well as the head of the 

External Action Service. 
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“Membership in the Arctic Council is and will remain for the Arctic 

States with the active participation and full consultation of the Arctic 

Indigenous Peoples Organizations. Decisions at all levels in the 

Arctic Council are the exclusive right and responsibility of the eight 

signatories to the Ottawa Declaration”. 

According to these views of Arctic cooperation, the EU cannot act as a primary actor 

– if we consider actorness only from the perspective of ‘high’ politics. Nevertheless, 

the EU funds for the Arctic region play a crucial role in international cooperation and 

to sustain necessary, but costly, aspects of Arctic governance. To start from research, 

promoting scientific international cooperation was one of the major interests shared by 

the European Commission and the Member States, which advocated for more funds 

and financial instruments to invest both in projects related to climate change and in 

strategic sectors (space industry, safe shipping, telecommunications). The EU 

allocated €200 million of EU funds to research projects in Arctic matters, especially 

under the Horizon 2020 financial programme. In addition, the EU funds were also 

important to strengthen relationships between Arctic areas and the EU institutions. For 

example, the EU provided Greenland with EUR 25 million (roughly 27 million US 

dollars, according to current exchange rates), per year to sustain policies dealing with 

research, energy, and education – which the Kingdom of Denmark had identified as a 

priority for social welfare and well-being, also for the 2014-2020 financial period 

(European Commission 2012, 18).   

The EU funds have a key role at the domestic level as well. An important 

example of the complementary role is the EU’s Cohesion Policy, which constitutes an 

essential financial framework for investments with the goals to improve the living 

conditions of the Arctic populations (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2011, 31). 
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The 2012 Commission’s report on the Arctic policy highlights the role of EU funding 

in cross-border cooperation, which was actively championed by Finland. In particular, 

the EU documents, the Swedish and the Finnish strategies, the Kolarctic and the 

Karelia programmes. The Kolarctic programme covered Lapland (Finland), 

Norrbotten (Sweden), Finnmark, Troms, and Nordland (Norway), the Murmansk 

Region, the Arkhangelsk Region, and the Nenets Autonomous District. The Karelia 

programme covered the sub-Arctic areas of the Barents region, which was another 

cross-border cooperation programme including the EU Arctic Member States and 

Russia. The Kolarctic and Karelia programmes underline the terrestrial dimension of 

the EU’s Arctic engagement, which is in line with the positions of Finland and Sweden. 

In the 2012 Commission’s report, the measures to protect the Arctic and 

contribute to the Saami’s rights through funds were the most detailed. First, the EU 

has supported the actions at the local level, providing €1.14 billion (€1.98 billion, 

including EU Member States co-financing) for the 2007-2013 Multiannual Financial 

Framework. The programme financed cross-border cooperation, including projects to 

support Saami and their industries through the European Regional Development Fund 

(ERDF), the Interreg IVA North, the Botnia-Atlantica, and the Sweden-Norway 

Interreg IVA programme. The Commission also included specific measures for Saami 

peoples and businesses in the North Sweden and the Mid-North Sweden programmes. 

In addition, the EU financed the Northern Periphery Programme (including not only 

the Norden Countries and Greenland, but also Ireland and the United Kingdom), which 

had a budget of €59 million, of which EU funding amounts to (€35 million of which 

were EU funds). Within the framework of the Arctic policy, the EU included the 

transnational Baltic Sea Region Programme, through which it financed projects (such 
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as the Bothnian 'Green Logistic Corridor') to increase the connections between the 

Barents region and the Baltic area. 

Together with the Kolarctic and Karelia programmes, the Commission 

underlined the role of the Northern Dimension policy and partnerships, in step with 

the Finnish Arctic Strategy. As mentioned in the previous chapters, the Northern 

Dimension policy was first introduced in response to the geographical transformations 

of its borders after the accession of Sweden and Finland, since the EU acquired Arctic 

territories. The Northern Dimension is a joint policy including the EU, Iceland, 

Norway and Russia. In the early stages, the Northern Dimension presented action plans 

that  

related to environmental issues (2001), public health and social well-being (2003), but 

it was revised in 2006 and expanded with partnerships on culture, transport and 

logistics in 2009. Starting from the 2010 version of its Arctic Strategy, Finland 

expressed its intention to ensure that the Northern Dimension became the “central tool 

of the EU’s Arctic policy in terms of external relations” (Office of Prime Minister of 

Finland 2010, 44). 

The Northern Dimension policy was important mainly with respect to the 

protection of the Arctic populations, since the Partnership on Transport and Logistics 

(NDPTL) was then “entering in its operational phase, with the identification (for future 

endorsement by the partners) of an infrastructure network and potential priorities on 

transport related projects” (European Commission 2012, 17). With regards to the 

Partnership in Public Health and Social Well-being, the Commission reported the 

development of a plan to target social and public health issues in the Arctic region, 

specifically in the areas of prevention of drug addiction and child development – 

especially with respect to Indigenous People. As far as the protection of the 
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environment is concerned, the report of the Commission highlighted the role of the 

Environmental Partnership, especially in nuclear cleanup programmes – upon which 

Finland had focused in its 2010 Strategy – and wastewater management, particularly 

in the Russian municipality of Arkhangelsk.  

From the perspective of scale, the revised Northern Dimension is important 

because it also established the biannual Northern Dimension Parliamentary Forum, 

whose first session was organised the European Parliament in 2009. However, as made 

clear in the final statement of the forum, the parties agreed that the Parliamentary 

Forum should have remained a forum, without aiming to become a new institution for 

Arctic governance (Northern Dimension Parliamentary Forum 2009, §2). Considering 

the fragmentation of institutions and programmes related to the Arctic, such a decision 

might favour coherence and consistency of Arctic policies: at the parliamentary level, 

there are already several conferences, such as the Conference of Parliamentarians of 

the Arctic Region, the Baltic Sea Parliamentary Conference, and the Barents 

Parliamentary Conference. On the other hand, such a decision maintains Arctic 

governance more at the intergovernmental level. 

The Regulation on seal products deserves a special mention, considering the 

harmful consequences it has on the EU’s applications as an Observer at the Arctic 

Council. While controversial, the EU acted within its competences and not differently 

from other states, as reported in the fifth chapter. In the words of Nikolas Sellheim 

(2015, 283), “the primary goal of regulation 1007/2009 is the harmonisation of the 

EU’s internal market with regard to trade in seal products”. However, the ban 

reportedly affected the Inuit population of Greenland as well – which, despite being 

outside of the EU, is still part of the Kingdom of Denmark. Consequently, in its Arctic 

policy, the Kingdom of Denmark presented the ban on seal products as a case “where 
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the laws, traditions, cultures and needs of Arctic societies are neglected” (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Denmark 2011, 52). Indeed, Inuit individuals and representative 

organisations also filed against the EU, arguing that they had not been sufficiently 

represented in the decision-making and that the unclear regulation hindered sealers 

from obtaining the requested certifications (Hossain 2013, 156-7). The negligence 

took place even though the Commission had stated its intentions to “[e]ngage Arctic 

indigenous peoples in a regular dialogue” and to “[c]onduct dialogues with indigenous 

and other local communities traditionally engaged in the hunting of seals” (European 

Commission 2008, §2.2, 5). Nevertheless, the WTO settled the dispute in 2014 

rejecting the claims against the ban, which the EU still amended in 2015. 

 

7.3 Establishing the EU as an Arctic actor: continuity and discontinuity in the 

EU’s Arctic policy between 2016 and 2021 

Between 2016 and 2021, the EU and its Arctic Member States further developed their 

views about Arctic governance and their role in the region. While the political 

priorities for the region were similar to the previous period, a few changes in terms of 

positioning and scale emerged, with the potential to strengthen the role of the EU with 

regards to its Arctic Member States – mainly Sweden and Finland, where the EU has 

domestic competences and instruments that directly affect their Arctic territories. 

While Denmark has not published its updated strategy for the post-2021 period yet, 

the interviews have stressed that the Arctic territories of the Kingdom aim to maintain 

the EU at a distance while cooperating with it – in their views, the Danish strategy 

should exclusively deal with international matters. 

At the same time, especially in the Swedish and Finnish Arctic territories, 

actors such as the ‘Northern Sparsely Populated Areas’ (NSPA) have gained 
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increasing relevance as the EU and the Arctic States developed specific policies for 

the region, and they “brand themselves as ‘gateway’ to the Arctic” (Gløersen 2022, 

14), claiming to play a crucial role for the development of the region, with important 

implications in terms of Scale of governance – strengthening the local level and the 

role of the EU. In particular, the EU’s role in Arctic politics emerges both in the form 

of supporting scientific research and providing financial support for its Arctic 

territories, especially in Finland and Sweden.  

 

7.3.1 What opportunity for the EU in Arctic politics? 

The 2016 EU’s Communication did not alter the positions about the structure of Arctic 

cooperation, but it did state that an important number of Arctic issues – mainly 

environmental concerns – “can be more effectively addressed through regional or 

multilateral cooperation. This is why EU engagement is important” (European 

Commission 2016a, 2). Similarly, the European Parliament underlined the EU’s status 

as a “global actor” which has the duty “to support the protection of the Arctic” 

(European Parliament 2017, §A). In 2021, the Communication stressed the same point, 

i.e. that the EU’s role in the Arctic was related to regional and international issues, 

while leaving the primary responsibility for the region to the Arctic states. However, 

the European Commission clearly affirmed that the EU “is in the Arctic. As a 

geopolitical power, the EU has strategic and day-to-day interests, both in the European 

Arctic and the broader Arctic region” (European Commission 2021b, 1; emphasis 

added). In this regard, the European Parliament also praised the role of the Arctic 

Council (European Parliament 2021, § C; D; E; 3), recognising the robustness of Arctic 

governance and its capacity to endure the pressure deriving from the international 

tensions and crises elsewhere (at least until 2022).   
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The positions of the European Commission and Parliament reflect the views of 

its Arctic Member States, in continuity with the established system of governance: as 

reported in the Summary of the results of the public consultation on the EU Arctic 

policy, the European Commission acknowledges that the respondents “highlight the 

importance of maintaining existing governance structures for international and 

regional cooperation”, such as the Arctic Council, the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, 

and the EU’s Northern Dimension policy (European Commission 2021b, 9). In the 

2020 update, the Swedish strategy reads that “[t]he EU is part of the European Arctic 

though [sic] the three EU members Denmark, Finland and Sweden. The Arctic is also 

in the EU’s neighbourhood” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, p. 18). 

Arguably, the author(s) of Sweden’s Arctic Strategy meant that the EU is part of the 

Arctic through the three Arctic Member States.  

The Swedish strategy considers the three Arctic states as the main linkers 

connecting the EU to the region, with the consequent considerations about what is 

necessary to do in the Arctic – i.e. supporting the Arctic States. Likewise, Finland 

states that the EU “is an important and constructive Arctic actor and has potential for 

assuming a more active role in this respect”, while also suggesting that it “should 

pursue more coherent Arctic policy, and its institutions should allocate sufficient 

resources, including personnel resources, to the coordination and implementation of 

the Union's Arctic policy” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 23) – even 

though the strategy also admits that the Finnish funding framework is fragmented 

(Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 59). 

Regarding research, which remains the most important tool to participate in 

Arctic governance, the EU and the Arctic Member States maintain their support for 

the role of scientific cooperation under the form of science diplomacy. Indeed, as 
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underlined in the 2017 Summary report of the Arctic stakeholder forum consultation, 

the Danish government praised the EU’s efforts and commitment to joint research 

programmes, which both increase knowledge about the region and the Arctic actors, 

favouring cooperation even when tensions between the participants were present 

(European Commission 2017, 19). Finland also remarked that “The European Union 

is an important partner for the Arctic Council in supporting Arctic science and 

observations, mitigating climate change and promoting sustainable development” 

during the 2019 Ministerial Meeting of the Arctic Council (Arctic Council 2019b). 

 However, it is also true that scientific cooperation requires underlying trust, 

which has been compromised by aggressive and belligerent behaviour outside of the 

Arctic region as well as in its surroundings. Military insecurity has affected the 

positions of the Arctic actors, with the EU Institutions, Sweden, and Finland agreeing 

on the fact that the EU is an Arctic actor and criticising Russia and China’s hostility. 

The European Parliament stated that Russia’s violations of its neighbours’ sovereignty 

and territorial integrity threatened peaceful cooperation in the Arctic, as well as 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (European Parliament 2021, §AE; AF). More 

importantly, in step with such a view, the European Parliament also “encourages the 

EU to partner with its like-minded allies where appropriate in order to ensure proper 

coordination in the region” (European Parliament 2021, §61), with reference to the 

American Arctic Security Initiative, and Canada’s Arctic and Northern Policy 

Framework. While the Commission adopted a more neutral tone, the 2021 Joint 

Communication still underlines the increasing concerns related to Russia’s military 

behaviour in the Arctic.  

Like the European Parliament, Sweden also argues that “like-minded partners 

and the EU [should] cooperate and act together” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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2020, p. 23). The Swedish strategy reads that the government aims to “to safeguard 

the special role and position of the Arctic states in promoting peaceful, stable and 

sustainable development in the Arctic region, mainly by strengthening cooperation in 

the Arctic Council” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, p. 5; emphasis added). 

However, granting stability in the region also implies exclusionary practices, which 

requires the main actors to scrutinise and evaluate external interests, rejecting potential 

threats. This position is now directed at Russia, an Arctic State whose legitimacy as a 

trustful partner is questioned. The Swedish government firmly states that the 

legitimacy to act in the region depends upon values and trust, whose breach risks 

compromising the very nature of Arctic governance. Therefore, Sweden monitors “the 

development of the security situation in the Arctic, including detecting and countering 

attempts to exert influence in and destabilising the region” (Swedish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 2020, p. 21), with reference to Chinese and Russian partnerships in 

the Arctic.  

Even though Finland does not employ the expression ‘like-minded’, its strategy 

defines actors threatening security in the Arctic neighbourhood as undermining Arctic 

security and cooperation. In step with EU institutions and the Kingdom of Sweden, 

Finland establishes the necessity to preserve stability in the region and the risks posed 

by China and Russia (maybe in more diplomatic tones), linking Arctic security to 

Baltic and European security (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 18). As 

far as security is concerned, while Finland mentions risks of conflicts of interest 

between China and other great powers, it articulates the risks that Russia has posed for 

its and European security since the annexation of Crimea, which is not explicitly 

mentioned in the Swedish strategy – but which is present in other security documents, 

as seen in the previous chapter. 
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However, while cooperation with like-minded partners is grounded on the 

respect of international law, the Arctic actors disagree on the measures to implement 

the strategic and day-to-day Arctic issues. Indeed, the European Commission clearly 

expressed its intentions to reduce or stop extractive activities in the region, in the name 

of the “region’s unique pristine environment” (European Commission 2021b, 10). On 

the contrary, Norway and the United States have intensified their intentions to further 

exploit the Arctic fossil fuel reservoirs (Brzozowski 2021; Kelly 2023; Jensen 2023, 

Friedman, L. (2023) – the United States had stopped drilling activities under the 

Obama Administration, but President Trump promptly removed the ban. Finland 

expressed its support for the EU’s position, but others were disappointed about “the 

ban on drilling in the Arctic, because it is mainly about Norway: the EU cannot tell 

Russia what to do, so it will be more about Norway, for which the Barents Sea is 

important. They would not endanger it. It looked like a step back to 2008” (Interview 

n°7). In this regard, some interviewees argued that the main problem is “the narrative 

of the Arctic as a pristine land. If you look at pictures of the Arctic, there is hardly a 

human being, and usually it is an Indigenous person or group” (Interview n°7). 

Consequently, while sharing values with other Arctic states, the EU’s position as a 

protector of the Arctic environment collides with some of its partners’ interests – and 

risks being a weak tool to pressure or influence the behaviour of the Arctic states. 

With regards to what is to govern in the Arctic and why, the answers to the 

questions do not substantially differ from the previous strategies, being climate change 

the main concern for the EU Institutions and the two Arctic Member States. However, 

it appears that the EU Institutions and Arctic Member States shared views about what 

the EU’s position should be in the Arctic and how to respond to increasing concerns 

over regional security and climate change – even though the EU actors still need to 
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better govern the contradictions of the green transition, sustainable development, and 

respect of the Indigenous Peoples’ traditional lifestyles and businesses. Yet, it is 

possible to see that the Arctic Member States emphasise the established state-centric 

and intergovernmental structure of Arctic governance, where the EU should act as a 

distinct actor and in support of the Arctic Council – which leads to investigate the EU’s 

Presence and Scale of governance in Arctic affairs. 

At the same time, the interest in securing good living conditions, or developing 

better ones especially in response to climate change, leads to consider who can better 

intervene or support the aspects of Arctic politics that fall outside of the category of 

‘high politics’ – with the exception of the Kingdom of Denmark, which aims to 

maintain its Arctic policies at the level of international relations, without reference to 

the use of EU funds for economic development. In this regard, the differences between 

the three Arctic states have important implications for the Scale of governance as well, 

since the EU’s economic power becomes relevant for a specific area of the European 

Arctic where the EU’s funds are needed – and where they are meant to be used to 

ensure that the are no economic gaps within the EU borders, which is one of the main 

objectives of EU integration and the EU’s core values. 

 

7.3.2 Transforming the scale of governance? 

During the 2016-2021 period, the EU did not undergo any treaty reform, unlike 2008-

2009. Consequently, the legal structure remained the same as in the 2008-2015 

timeframe. However, the way to address the Arctic issues from both a more local and 

a more international level, rather than merely regional, might have helped reinforcing 

the role of the EU both with regards to maritime and terrestrial Arctic issues, and with 
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regards to the EU’s financial instruments for local actors at the subnational level – 

apart from hard security concerns, which mainly are the purview of the Member States. 

To begin with the definition of the Arctic issues as primarily maritime or 

terrestrial, during the time between 2016 and 2021 the Arctic actors started paying 

more attention to issues related to sustainable development, human and animal 

welfare, and the need to better regulate the flow of people across the region. The 

European Parliament affirmed that the Arctic was a region that suffered from 

underinvestment (European Parliament 2017, §F), implying not only the necessity to 

regulate the Arctic, but to intervene and promote activities in the region, from business 

to culture, as well as transports and health care system. The strategies of Sweden and 

Finland also underlined the importance of issues such as mental health and the impact 

of climate change on the populations of the Arctic. Consequently, fishery and 

navigation appear to be parts of the aspects that define the politics of region and not 

its main features, and only the Kingdom of Denmark aims to narrow Arctic politics 

down to international affairs – on the grounds of Greenland and the Faroe Islands’ 

interests. The impact of such a view of Arctic governance becomes visible in the 

position papers of the Northern Sparsely Populated Areas. 

In those documents, the representatives of the Swedish and Finnish Arctic 

counties underline the role of the EU and the necessity to ensure communication 

between the EU and the local populations. In 2019, before the summit in Umeå 

(Sweden), the NSPA states that “[t]he Arctic region remains economically vulnerable 

due to the lack of own critical mass of people and capital, although the European Arctic 

is comparatively populated and advanced with Arctic know-how” (NSPA 2019). This 

position echoes the view of the European Parliament, which later encouraged the 

creation of an “investment platform which would facilitate closer economic 
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cooperation between the EU and Arctic economies, in collaboration with the European 

Investment Bank and the European Investment Fund (European Parliament 2021, 

§40). From this perspective, it becomes clear that Arctic regional cooperation takes 

place at the local level, and that EU and state institutions need to support the action of 

local actors – considering also the great importance attached to local autonomies in the 

Norden countries, especially Finland, as presented in the first chapter. 

For the NSPA, the EU’s Cohesion Policy is simply essential but, as far as the 

2021-27 EU Multiannual Financial Framework is concerned, the NSPA laments that 

the risk that the areas belonging to the network might suffer from the cap mechanism, 

which is a form of adjustment reducing the amount of funds per Member State, 

including Finland and Sweden. In particular, the NSPA argues that the EU “safeguard 

the legal status of the European Arctic and clarify the regional exempt from the 

national capping mechanism” (NSPA 2020, 1). Yet, the role of the EU’s funds or 

funded programmes are relevant also to the Danish Arctic territories – with yet limited 

use or knowledge of them. As reported by the European Commission in the Summary 

report of the Arctic stakeholder forum consultation, representatives from Greenland 

argued that the “[t]here seems to be a substantive knowledge gap regarding the 

possibilities with the EU programs” (European Commission 2017, 54). Consequently, 

the role of the EU, even if as a facilitator, is crucial for Arctic small-scale politics. 

With regards to high politics, it is also necessary to underline the importance 

of binding agreements that regulate the Arctic maritime issues – a way of dealing with 

Arctic politics that have challenged the views of some Arctic states. One clear example 

is the International Agreement to Prevent Unregulated Fishing in the High Seas of the 

Central Arctic Ocean, signed in 2018 and entered into force in 2021. The agreement 

involves the Arctic Coastal States (Canada, Iceland, the Kingdom of Denmark, 
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Norway, the United States and the Russian Federation) and the main consumers of fish 

in the Northern hemisphere, i.e. China, Japan, South Korea and the EU. The US started 

the negotiations for the agreement in 2007, but it did not immediately find a suitable 

platform to discuss it: apparently, within the Arctic Council, “[t]here was strong 

support for building on and considering this issue within the context of existing 

mechanisms” (Arctic Council 2007, §11.4). At the same time, some of the Arctic 

coastal states rejected the EU’s proposal to extend or adjust the mandate of North East 

Atlantic Fisheries Commission, so that it could include the Central Arctic Ocean 

(Schatz et al. 2019, 205). Over time and negotiations, the Arctic states agreed on the 

legally binding nature of the agreement. 

The International Agreement might represent a different view of Arctic 

governance, which places the EU in a stronger position compared to the earlier stages 

of its Arctic policies. While the EU might be considered a terrestrial Arctic actor, its 

exclusive competences in the conservation of marine biological resources (falling 

under the Common Fisheries Policy), and its geographical proximity to the region, 

enabled the EU to participate in the negotiation for the 2018 Agreement. In addition 

to its legal competences over biological resources, the EU was also considered an 

entity with “real interests” in the Central Arctic Ocean, though this term is not clarified 

in the above-mentioned treaty (which states that the Agreement should be open to 

those who display such an interest), nor in Article 8 of the Fish Stocks Agreement 

(1995) from which the concept was borrowed. The definition of “real interests” might 

be primarily related to commercial fishing, but scholars also argue that making sense 

of this term is a “political project” since it can include or exclude the interests of 

Indigenous communities (Dodds 2019). According to Annika Nilsson and Miyase 

Christensen, “the Arctic Ocean fishing moratorium illustrates how Arctic governance 
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has become increasingly framed as a global concern” (Nilsson and Christensen 2019, 

112), in contrast to the previous legally binding agreements on aeronautical and 

maritime search and rescue (2011), oil spill prevention (2013) and scientific 

cooperation (2017).  

The global dimension directly benefits the role of the EU, which can also act 

as a proxy for its Arctic and non-Arctic states that aim to participate in the region’s 

governance. However, the International Agreement represent the only case of such a 

form of international, legally binding, governance for the Arctic Ocean – an issue 

which is not preeminent in the EU’s 2021 Joint Communication, which dedicates more 

attention to the impact of the EU Green Deal for the region, in terms of benefits for 

the people living in the Arctic, sustainable development, and infrastructure. 

 

7.3.3 EU Capability in a ‘different’ Arctic 

Over the period between 2016 and 2021, the EU institutions and Arctic Member States 

consolidated their positions and scale of governance, in step with their positions and 

scale of governance, as well as their policies and frameworks. Indeed, the documents 

reiterate the importance of the established frameworks for governance, such as the role 

of the Arctic Council at the regional and intergovernmental levels, the Northern 

Dimension and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council at the ‘domestic’ level or with regards 

to cross-border cooperation. Apart from the reorganisations of the EU’s Interreg, the 

actions of the EU reflected its supportive role for local and state actors, and for regional 

cooperation. The EU Institutions such as the Commission and Parliament developed 

more assertive positions with regards to environmental protection and the need to 

operate with like-minded partners, the more articulated policies regarded areas where 
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the EU had already proved to be needed by financially supporting general policies with 

effects on Arctic issues. 

Research is a crucial expression of capability, and it represents one of the most 

important diplomatic tools in Arctic governance (European Commission 2021b, 4). In 

2016, the EU focused on providing funds for Arctic related research under the Horizon 

2020 programme, maintaining them at the same level allocated during the previous 

decade, and with “a budget of EUR 70 million37 for the period 2018–2020” (Swedish 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 39). The EU established the EU PolarNet initiative, 

a consortium for polar research for the period between 2015 and 2019 – which was 

renewed in 2020 (EU PolarNet 2) till 2023. The consortium has operated with Canada, 

Russia, and the United States, and coordinates “the EU Polar Cluster, consisting of the 

European Polar Board, the Svalbard Integrated Arctic Earth Observing System and 21 

EU-funded Polar projects” (European Commission 2021b, 13; Focus 6). The EU 

PolarNet has also focused on projects involving the Arctic Indigenous Peoples, who 

have become more visible and active during the 2016-2021 period – considering, for 

example, the increasing importance of post-colonial reconciliation in Finland and 

Sweden. The relationships between research, Indigenous Peoples, and the EU are yet 

potentially undermined by the lack of knowledge about the EU and its mechanism, as 

underlined throughout the chapter. 

Consequently, research is central but potentially problematic, if it does not 

consider the perspective of the Sámi communities both with regards to access to EU 

funds and conduction of research. To fill the knowledge gap between the EU and the 

Sámi people, the EU promoted the homonymous project Filling the EU-Sápmi 

knowledge gaps, which took place between 2019 and 2022. The project was developed 

 
37 Around 76 million dollars, according to the current exchange rates. 
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as part of the EU’s Cohesion Policy, and it can be interpreted as the consequence of 

the EU’s commitment “to engage with Arctic indigenous peoples and local 

communities [through] the Territorial Cooperation programmes and the programmes 

under the European Neighbourhood Instrument” (European Commission 2016a, 15; 

emphasis in original). Indeed, the project was promoted under the funds for the 

Interreg Nord, and the Regional Council of Lapland, the Sámi Parliament in Norway, 

the County Municipality of Troms and Finnmark, the region of Norrbotten, and the 

region of Västerbotten. The project aimed at increasing awareness about the Sami civil 

society and industries at the EU level, as well as offering a targeted trainee programme 

about the EU. The project culminated in the creation of a think tank, the EU-Sápmi 

Jurddabeassi, composed by Sámi experts.  

The establishment of a Sámi think tank comes after the emergence of problems 

related to the green transition, which revolves around not only decarbonisation, but 

also social justice. The EU strategies, through the Northern Periphery and Arctic 

Programme, aim “to maintain and develop robust and competitive communities, 

promote entrepreneurship, foster energy-secure communities, and promote and 

develop cultural and natural heritage” (European Commission 2016a, 15). As 

illustrated in the previous chapters, the exploitation of Arctic natural resources presents 

conflicts between industries, strategic energy interests, and the respect of the Sámi’s 

traditional activities. The problems and contradictions among objectives are present 

both at the EU and state level, therefore it does not necessarily represent a source of 

‘illegitimacy’ of the EU per se. Rather, it shows that the conflicts between Sámi issues 

and the Arctic states’ goals can be reproduced at different levels. 

With regards to research and the reproduction of colonial practices, the Sámi 

Council has co-led the publication of the Roadmap to decolonial Arctic Research - a 
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toolkit to support EU policymakers. In the document, the authors denounce that the 

priorities and criteria guiding research, especially climate-related projects, “are often 

less relevant or may be harmful from an Indigenous perspective” (Hermann et al. 2023, 

19). According to this view, research conduct in the Arctic is hindered by “the 

methodical need to work on particularly detailed research questions often brings about 

a lack of embedding results into the societal context”. In addition, the Roadmap 

suggests that projects “should not solely be of interest to external researchers or 

research institutions but should include needs-based and problem-focused objectives 

that are relevant for the Indigenous community of concern” (Hermann et al. 2023, 28). 

Furthermore, the document argues that the reform of the European Research Council 

perpetuates colonial or culturally insensitive practices by promoting or supporting 

individual achievements, rather than collaboration (Hermann et al. 2023, 37). 

Consequently, while research and science diplomacy remain at the core of Arctic-

related initiatives, there is an increasing demand for research to be relevant for the 

people with whom researchers need to collaborate, in the name of their human rights 

– championed not only at the level of EU institutions, but also at the Member States’ 

level. 

Similarly, Sweden and Finland also focus on research and the need to better 

integrate different funding frameworks, and they see the EU as a financial provider. In 

the 2020 Strategy, the Swedish government states that several countries, including 

Sweden, “have pressed for the EU to provide more funding for Arctic research and 

higher education” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 39). Finland also 

underlines that, “[i]n international research funding, EU programmes play the most 

important role, such as Horizon Europe and Copernicus” (Office of the Prime Minister 

of Finland 2021, 59), while also highlighting the “primary importance” of “research 
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evidence synthesised under direction of the Arctic Council” (Office of the Prime 

Minister of Finland 2021, 58). Consequently, the EU and the Arctic Member States 

reinforce the view of the EU as an economic supporter for research, and this view is 

reflected in the Arctic States’ interests in securing EU funds. 

Yet, research has implications also for state security, as in the case of geo-

localisation, undermining the conciliatory role of science diplomacy (Almén and 

Hsiung 2022, 27). As stated in the Finnish 2021 document, “Arctic research in support 

of security and national defence will be developed through international cooperation 

on a multilateral and bilateral basis. EU programmes will be tapped to strengthen 

research funding” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 61). It is worth noting 

that Finland has also opposed Chinese attempts to gain influence in strategic and 

military areas. In 2018, the Finnish Ministry of Defence stopped the plan of the 

Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration to purchase the Kemijärvi airport, in 

Lapland. Apparently, the reason behind the purchase was to conduct scientific 

research, but the delegation of the Arctic and Antarctic Administration included an 

assistant military diplomat. In the end, the attempt failed because the airport could not 

be sold under the EU law (Fravel et al. 2021, 15). As a result, scientific research might 

be dependent on mutual trust, rather than a facilitator – requiring relationships with 

either ‘like-minded partners’ or with actors that are not explicitly hostile against the 

EU. 

Beyond research, the EU positions itself as an environmentalist actor. As far as 

environmental policies are concerned, the policies mentioned in the Communications 

and the Arctic Member States’ strategies do not propose Arctic-specific instruments, 

but build upon broader EU policies, such as the Fit for 55 package (the EU’s policy 

proposals to reduce net greenhouse gas emissions by at least 55% by 2030) or the Paris 
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Agreement, as well as the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Nevertheless, the EU supports or takes part in regional actions such as the Arctic 

Council’s actions to reduce black carbon and methane emissions, acknowledging its 

responsibility “for 31% of CO2 and 16.5% of black carbon emissions from maritime 

transport in the Arctic” (European Commission 2021b, 9). Such positions might appear 

insufficient or distant from the needs of the Arctic region. However, they reflect the 

awareness that most of the pollution affecting the Arctic is generated outside of the 

region, as in the case of (micro)plastics. From a different perspective, it is possible to 

say that “[s]everal of the EU’s central policy areas and relations have a clear Arctic 

dimension” (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020, 18), and that it is possible to 

influence the region without Arctic-specific measures, being the Arctic and its 

inhabitants connected to the rest of EU’s policies. According to this interpretation, the 

EU does not necessarily need to create further frameworks or policies, but to integrate 

them with more awareness about their effects on the Arctic. 

As mentioned in the sixth chapter, the main novelty in terms of environmental 

protection stems from the call for reducing or stopping extractive activities in the 

Arctic region. This controversial position has long been part of the European 

Parliaments’ proposals which have raised concerns among the Arctic states, like the 

call for an Arctic treaty did. However, the 2021 Communication embraces both the 

narrative of the Arctic as a pristine area, and the need to be credible in pursuing the 

so-called green transition. Among the three Arctic Member States, Finland seems to 

support the European Commission’s position: even though the Finnish strategy 

prioritises adaptation rather than ‘prevention’, the document explicitly reads that “the 

opening up of new fossil reserves in Arctic conditions is incompatible with attaining 

the targets of the Paris Agreement and associated with economic uncertainties and 
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risks” (Office of the Prime Minister of Finland 2021, 26). However, according to the 

interviews, the EU’s call risks being symbolic or a form of moral positioning that does 

not shield the EU from other forms of criticism – such as the EU’s interests in minerals 

present in the region. Indeed, the green transition implies further exploitation of 

resources, consequent urbanisation, and the overall transformation of the region – with 

potential conflicts between the Arctic Indigenous Peoples and those who aim to 

populate the Arctic. 

In general, the 2016 and 2021 EU Communications have consolidated the 

supportive role of the EU, while also highlighting that the Arctic States do not 

necessarily possess coherent goals and instruments for the region. Over time, the 

relationship between the EU institutions and Sweden and Finland has strengthened, 

especially because of the direct impact that EU policies and law have on the two 

Member States’ Arctic territories – and the local communities in particular. On the 

other hand, the relationship with Denmark is crucial as well, and the EU will need to 

consider the international dimensions of the Arctic that will likely be placed at the 

centre of the Kingdom of Denmark’s next strategy. While military security in the 

region gains more importance, Sweden and Finland’s accession to NATO might hinder 

the evolution of the EU has a security actor. Yet, there is little room for speculations, 

especially while waiting for both the EU and the US elections, and the change thy 

might bring in terms of new actors, new visions – and, therefore, actorness. 

 

7.4 Evaluating actorness through consistency   

The previous sections have demonstrated how EU institutions and Arctic Member 

States have constructed their opportunities, and presence, through their positioning and 

views on the appropriate scale of governance. This section presents considerations 
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regarding policy consistency, which is essential to identify a shared understanding of 

the EU's role among its actors. By applying the revised version of Bretherton and 

Vogler’s model of actorness, it becomes evident that while EU institutions and Arctic 

Member States often share similar positions, they occasionally disagree on the scale 

of governance. The EU’s self-perception may appear tenuous, especially when 

compared to the rhetoric surrounding resource competition and Arctic-related military 

conflicts. However, as Stępień and Raspotnik observe, “the Arctic resides within the 

realm of ‘soft policy’ – not written into the Treaties, with no distinct budget line, no 

set rule book on how to protect or develop the Arctic,” (Stępień and Raspotnik 2021, 

13). This statement describes not only the EU’s Arctic policy, but also the approaches 

of the EU’s Arctic Member States, as evidenced by the interviews and, more 

importantly, the analysed documents. 

This aspect is crucial, since the relevant point for the application of the revised 

concept of actorness is to challenge the assumption that the EU has been “unable to 

convince the Arctic states of why the Arctic actually needs Europe,”.38 With regards 

to the 2008-2015 timeframe, the EU’s capabilities for the Arctic region were modelled 

according to a specific view where the EU played a supportive role. The preference 

for state-friendly scales appears more sharply with reference to the preservation of the 

status quo in terms of legal frameworks and institutions, particularly regarding the role 

of the Arctic Council. Ambiguity was, and still is, present. The EU appeared to play a 

key role in the Member States’ Arctic policy; yet, as stated in the 2013 Finnish 

Strategy, there was a need to clarify and reinforce the European Union’s Arctic policy 

– a statement with implications for both ‘who’ is necessary for Arctic governance, and 

 
38  Raspotnik, A. 2018. The European Union and the Geopolitics of the Arctic, Chapter 7: A European 

geopolitical subject in the Arctic? 
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‘why’. However, most of the policies, be they at the EU or state level, did not establish 

action plans and, regarding the Swedish and Finnish territories, strategies focused on 

creating a framework for actions to be carried out by local and private actors. 

Therefore, there was a shared understanding of what the EU could do in a region where 

the main state actors did not have integrated or concrete strategies either.  

For the 2016-2021 period, the construction of EU capability reflected the 

consolidation of the EU identity as an Arctic actor, through its role as a supporter of 

the established governance structure – which is yet influenced by transformation in the 

region, or by changing perceptions of Arctic issues. Indeed, the Arctic Council shifted 

its position towards the agreement on the Agreement to Prevent Unregulated Fishing 

in the High Seas of the Central Arctic Ocean, accepting a binding agreement involving 

non-Arctic relevant partners or powers. The adoption of the Agreement demonstrates 

that the views of the Arctic states are permeable, and that negotiations in terms of scale 

of governance are possible. Yet, given the soft character of Arctic issues, some areas 

might not need further EU-level control, but planning and coordination of existing 

resources.  

Aspects related to the scale of governance were more fragmented during the 

2008-15 period. With regards to the role of Parliamentary institutions, efforts to 

maintain established institutions and fora for the Arctic can be interpreted as an attempt 

to preserve a consistent state-centric scale of governance – in the form of 

intergovernmentalism – within the EU. The case of the Northern Dimension 

Parliamentary Forum is indicative, considering that it was created within the 

framework of the Northern Dimension that Sweden and, especially, Finland deemed 

as a central tool for external relations. As discussed in the previous paragraph, the 

choice makes sense from the perspective of not duplicating the organisations already 
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established in which the Parliamentary dimension was present – such as the Barents 

Euro-Arctic Council, which hosts a biannual parliamentary conference, and the 

Conference of Arctic Parliamentarians. However, the case of the Northern Dimension 

Parliamentary Forum might show the divide between intergovernmentalism and 

‘parliamentarism’ at the EU level – which is amplified in Arctic governance. 

Therefore, despite the presence of several inter-parliamentary institutions in the 

Norden countries, intergovernmentalism appears to be the main feature of Arctic 

politics. As Michał Łuszczuk observes, both the Conference of Arctic 

Parliamentarians and the Barents Parliamentary Conference have limited or hard-to-

identify impact on the Arctic Council and its work: the former is an Observer, while 

the latter has no relationship with the Arctic Council. The case of the Conference of 

Arctic Parliamentarians shows that they were in a weak position, compared to 

governments (Łuszczuk 2015, 9-10), even though the Conference initiated the process 

that led the Parliament and the Commission to formulate policy instruments for the 

Arctic. The Arctic States were indeed “fighting hard to maintain control over Arctic 

governance through a focus on intergovernmental cooperation and sovereign state 

interests” (Ingimundarson 2014, 195). The EU institutions policies became 

increasingly coherent with the Member States’ Arctic foreign policies, including the 

Parliament – which yet emphasises the role of non-state actors. 

The allocation of EU funds also shows a direct link between positioning and 

scales in the formation of the EU’s capabilities, grounded in the convergence of these 

two aspects. The Commission presented the role of the EU as a contributor to the 

region in different policy areas, increasing the visibility of the EU in Arctic politics 

and governance. At the same time, the three EU Arctic States, Norway, and Russia 

could benefit from specific funding programmes without changing the established 
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frameworks of governance or without committing to transform the scale of Arctic 

politics.  

An important aspect emerges from the different geographies of the EU’s Arctic 

sphere of direct influence, namely the internal fragmentation of the EU and its Arctic 

States, without resulting in ‘confusion’ about the Arctic or internal conflicts. 

Regarding the Finnish and Swedish territories, the EU is important in supporting 

regions, counties, cities, and local actors through its funds and the Cohesion Policy. 

Conversely, the Kingdom of Denmark views the Arctic solely as a matter of foreign 

policy, since Greenland and the Faroe Islands aim to exclude external actors from their 

domestic affairs. Consequently, the next EU’s Arctic policy might present forms of 

specialisation where terrestrial and maritime affairs are both equally considered as 

essential for the Arctic. By accepting the coexistence of different visions of Arctic 

governance, it is possible to understand the limitations about the capacity to imagine a 

univocal role of the EU. 

It is also important to underline that, over time, the EU has constructed forums 

or adopted initiatives to share objectives – and, arguably, to legitimise its position as 

an Arctic actor as well as its policies. The interviews highlighted the beneficial results 

of appointing the EU’s special envoy for the Arctic. Indeed, as an interviewee said: 

“[o]ne thing that was good for us was the appointment of the Special 

Envoy for the Arctic. Suddenly there was a face, there was a 

representative that made everything less confusing. It made a big 

difference for us. We are outside of the EU, and in the last eight 

years we have tried to build a partnership with the EU, that we see 

as an important actor in the Arctic” (interview n°7). 
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The establishment of a dedicated office appears to be important in terms of interactions 

and perception of possibilities for cooperation about Arctic issues. This finding 

stresses the importance of human actors and interactions in the process of 

policymaking, suggesting further venues for research from an actor-centred 

perspective. The existence of an Envoy for the Arctic might have helped the policy 

process, but further investigations is needed – for example, ‘ethnographic’ studies 

about the mechanisms shaping the relations between diplomats, and how socialisation 

influences the content of the EU’s policy for the Arctic.  

 

7.5 Conclusions 

How do the EU institutions and Arctic Member States construct the EU’s role in Arctic 

politics? According to the research model, the EU's actorness depends on a shared 

understanding of its role in Arctic governance. Interviews and documents reveal that 

the European Commission faced two main issues during the studied periods. First, 

there was the fragmentation of objectives at the EU level or with EU support, resulting 

in the EU’s Arctic policy being a collection of “umbrella policy statements, rather than 

[an] overall policy framework” (Stępień 2015, 251). Upon closer examination, Arctic 

Member States also did not present comprehensive policy frameworks, and their 

positions also consolidated over time. 

The analysis shows that EU institutions’ views have converged towards a 

governance scale closer to the Arctic States, emphasizing the role of intergovernmental 

fora and the established legal framework in the Arctic. The actors maintained a certain 

degree of inconsistency, which is not surprising. A perfect degree of coherence is 

unrealistic or might be valid for a specific point in time. As Arctic states interpret 

environmental issues more restrictively, controversial issues like bans on extractive 
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activities in the Arctic have become more accepted at the EU level, including among 

Arctic Member States. In general, the interviews suggest that the 2021 EU’s Arctic 

policy update was more welcome than the previous versions, reflecting the existence 

of increasing convergence of ideas about Arctic governance – at least between EU 

institutions and Arctic Member States. 

The analysis of the two periods, 2008-2015 and 2016-2021, shows that the 

EU’s Arctic policy is affected by the efforts of EU actors to construct the EU’s role. 

Between 2008 and 2015, the Arctic Member States were more concerned with 

ensuring that the Arctic States were the primary responsible for the region, to the point 

that they consolidated the bureaucratic apparatus of the Arctic Council. During that 

phase, the EU was perceived as an external actor to be socialised to the rules of Arctic 

cooperation. From 2016 to 2021, the Arctic States started to approach Arctic issues 

beyond concerns about their sovereignty and to focus more on social affairs and 

cooperation, where the contribution of the EU has been praised or even deemed as 

necessary for stronger policies for the Arctic region. Thus, the EU’s role emerged and 

was consolidated without being considered hierarchically inferior. 

At the same time, these results align with the perception that the Arctic “has 

not achieved a prominent place on the EU’s both domestic and foreign policy table 

over the last two decades” (Raspotnik and Stępień 2020, 138). The EU’s capabilities 

are coherent with the supportive role for the Arctic states and the Arctic cities. At the 

same time, the Arctic Member States’ policies also reflect their uncertainty about the 

region and its needs – uncertainty also mirrored by the political and institutional 

fragmentation. Consequently, despite the criticism that the EU has long faced, the 

construction of the EU’s Arctic policy has showcased some of the weak points that 

also the Arctic States share with non-Arctic actors, and the difficulties that all of them 
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share in the construction of their roles Arctic actors. The main difference consists in 

the fact that Arctic States’ legitimacy as actors is not questioned despite the 

weaknesses of their policies, due to the state-centric design of Arctic politics – mainly 

challenged by the Indigenous Peoples.  

In conclusion, the EU’s policies and strategies reflect the complexity of 

identifying specific policies for a region that may primarily suffer from idealization 

and romanticism, such as Arctic exceptionalism. The fall of this exceptionalism has 

shown that Arctic politics is influenced by international and domestic politics, as well 

as other regions. The limits of the EU’s action seem to be related to the soft-power 

character of Arctic issues, rather than a divide between EU’s objectives and its Arctic 

Member States. The main cleavage appears to regard the role of non-state actors in 

specific policy sectors. While maritime and security affairs seem to fall more 

specifically under the Arctic states’ competences, the EU and its institutions are more 

capable of influencing terrestrial issues related to sustainable development and local 

governance. 
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Conclusions 

Is there a shared understanding of the EU’s role in Arctic politics? On the one hand, 

the EU is not always able to speak as one voice in international affairs, reflecting 

longstanding issues of developing a common EU foreign policy on numerous matters 

in addition to the Arctic. The EU’s policy for the Arctic presents problems that are 

related to the collective nature of the EU and the intergovernmental character of its 

foreign policy which, according to Zajac (2015), reflects the gap between the ‘political 

idealism’ (i.e. the normative approach) of the EU supranational institutions and the 

national interests of the EU Member States. 

On the other hand, the EU has been able to develop a “collective responsibility 

to act” (Maurer, Whitman, and Wright 2023), an ideational element that shapes the 

Member States’ behaviour even though the decision-making of the EU’s foreign policy 

is intergovernmental – and even when the results are not as optimal as realists would 

expect to justify the existence of such a regime. Such a norm has emerged over time 

and has enabled the EU to construct a shared view on how to support Ukraine against 

the post-2022 Russian invasion, for example (Maurer, Whitman, and Wright 2023, 

223; 224; 236; Krasner 1982, 194). In this sense, the EU’s foreign policy “reflects a 

sense of what EU institutions and national governments consider ‘appropriate 

behaviour’ for a certain role that they collectively ascribe to themselves – as ‘the EU’” 

(Sedelmeier 2004, 125). 

A glimpse of this collective actorness has started to emerge in the EU’s visions 

for the Arctic, especially in the forms of soft policy instruments – funds for research 

and sustainable development, and cooperation for security and surveillance 
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programmes. This collective understanding of the EU’s role mirrors the collective 

understanding of the Arctic, which the Arctic States also developed over time, 

sometimes adopting ambiguous positions or even participating in Arctic governance 

‘reluctantly’. It is true that, in the early stages, the EU Commission did not want “to 

step on the toes of any of the Arctic states” (Raspotnik and Stephen 2012) and, over 

time, the EU Parliament, also left its (mis)conception of the Arctic, recognising that 

“the Arctic region is not to be regarded as a legal vacuum, but as an area with well-

developed tools for governance,” (EP 2012 §42). Yet, the Arctic Member States 

presented the same contradictions in terms of environmental protection, economic 

development, and Indigenous People’s rights – as well as financial fragmentation, as 

observed in the Finnish 2021 strategy. These contradictions are present and reproduced 

at all the levels of Arctic politics and reflect the diversity of views for the region. 

Soft policies, therefore, represent the current common denominator for Arctic 

governance – with the exceptions of economic sanctions and ad hoc legally binding 

agreements. Being the EU (as well as states and organisations in general) “a 

conglomerate of different institutions and actors”, it is inevitable that “the EU has to 

always agree on the lowest common denominator” (Raspotnik and Stephen, 2012). 

However, the common denominator is not a fixed point, especially in light of the 

diversity of the EU Arctic Member States – not only in terms of Arctic geographies 

and competencies, but also the centrality that Arctic matters have for the Arctic actors 

themselves. Soft power represents the Arctic states’ preferred approach too, strongly 

emphasising the intergovernmental scale of Arctic politics. At the same time, the EU 

has strengthened its position as a financial supporter, especially for research, with the 

Arctic states pressing the EU for the provision of more funds – as stated in the Swedish 

2020 strategy.  
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With regards to the Arctic Council, the three Arctic Member States have been 

consistent in their support for the EU’s application as an Observer at the Arctic 

Council, but it means that they also displayed consistency in their will to ensure that 

the role of the Arctic Member States would remain preeminent. As also discussed in 

an interview, the choice to preserve the role of the Arctic States against more 

supranational ‘interference’ stems from the necessity of avoiding more influence from 

non-Arctic states and bodies, which the EU would represent (Interview n°8). On the 

grounds of this consideration, a nation-state type of scale also reinforces the 

positioning of those Arctic States which consider the Arctic as their primary concern 

and try to exclude external actors, or to reduce their influences. 

Consequently, the combined actorness of the EU institutions and Arctic 

Member States converge towards supportive roles, in a region presenting specific 

features that might not need extraordinary instruments for governance – or that is too 

politically heterogeneous for a common strategy. In an increasingly hostile 

international context, the EU has contributed to the functioning of a soft system of 

international governance, but also to its own Arctic territories. Indeed, “[t]he 

Commission is using [the Technical Support Instrument] to support national 

governments and regions including sparsely populated territories, in addressing the 

challenges, and finding opportunities” (EU Commission 2022). The EU employs the 

Technical Support Instrument to assist the Member States in the implementation of the 

necessary reforms. In 2022, the EU Commission indeed approved reform projects for 

Finland “[s]upporting implementation capacity of sustainable green development in 

the European Arctic Northern Sparsely Populated Areas”. Consequently, even if the 

EU plays a supportive role, it can influence the course of the Arctic policies – in step 
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with its competences and in cooperation with subnational actors, circumventing its 

long-established problems of ‘higher’ international politics. 

At the same time, while the EU has been criticised for its interests in Arctic 

politics, other Arctic actors firstly interpreted its engagement in an anti-state 

sovereignty fashion, as in the case of the Indigenous Peoples. On the one hand, Klaus 

Dodds argued that when the Commission states that the EU is inextricably linked to 

the Arctic region, it implied that the Arctic States cannot exclude the EU from the 

region, and that Arctic politics needs the EU. In particular, Dodds highlights the 

specific Positioning of the EU and the construction of the Arctic as a political space. 

Indeed, in 2008, the EU positioned itself as an actor involved in Arctic politics from 

both a territorial and relational perspective, the European Union being an “actor-

network” not bound by geographical criteria such as the Arctic Circle and Ocean 

(Dodds 2013b, 200). At the same time, Dodds argues that, by virtue of such a claim, 

the Commission also implied that “geographically proximate states and Indigenous 

peoples/northern communities alone cannot be allowed to speak for current and future 

configurations of the Arctic” (Dodds 2013, 200).  

On the other hand, as Timo Koivurova underlines, the Inuit peoples were 

disappointed by the fact that “the coastal states defined themselves as sovereigns with 

stewardship role also over ‘livelihoods of local inhabitants and Indigenous 

communities’”, (Koivurova 2010, 208). The Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC) then 

issued a declaration in 2009, trying to present their self-determination is able to “set 

limits to sovereign States” (Koivurova 2010, 209): as reported in the Circumpolar Inuit 

Declaration on Sovereignty in the Arctic, the Inuit communities argue that 

“[s]overeignty is a contested concept” and that “[o]ld ideas of sovereignty are breaking 

down as different governance models, such as the European Union, evolve” (ICC 2009 
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§ 2.1). From this perspective, it is possible to argue that the intergovernmental scale 

of governance reproduces power relations that the EU’s engagement might help reduce 

– as in the case of the recent cooperation between the EU and the Sámi. 

In sum, since a definitive evaluation of the EU’s effectiveness in Arctic politics 

cannot be drawn, the focus on the EU’s actorness in Arctic politics has shown the 

constitutive fragmentation of Arctic policy along all the levels here considered. Far 

from being an exclusive problem of the EU, and far from being a sign of ‘defective’ 

policy design, the EU and the Arctic States’ actions in the region needs to balance 

opposite values or rivalling policies, such as sustainability and economic development, 

mitigation of global warming and adaptation. In other words, Arctic discourses reflect 

different interests and understandings of the region, both inside and outside the EU. 

The supportive role of the EU might provide the necessary tools to address the needs 

of the region and its inhabitants, while also influencing the course of policies through 

specific conditions. From this perspective, even if the EU does not aim to centralise or 

further integrate policy programmes, it can nevertheless construct an influential role 

in Arctic governance. 

 

The main contribution of this study could be summarised in a sentence: Arctic politics 

might be fragmented, but actorness studies should not be so. The literature review has 

demonstrated the inflation of theoretical and atheoretical approaches to actorness, 

presenting similar criteria for the study of the EU – specifically in the case of the 

Arctic. This research aimed at systematizing concepts and models of actorness by 

starting from a constructivist approach and further strengthening it. As a concept, 

actorness relates to the capacity of an actor (specifically the EU, in the literature) to 

participate in international politics in a purposive, meaningful – hopefully impactful – 

way. However, Bretherton and Vogler “explicitly reject a policy analysis approach to 
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understanding EU foreign policy,” (White 2004, 46), despite it being the key to 

understanding how identity influences the construction of capabilities and the 

differences between psychological and operational environments.  

The concept of actorness deserves particular attention, being the central element of this 

dissertation as well as contested concept in IR and EU studies. As Edith Drieskens 

(2017) observes, there is a divide between those who consider the concept useful and 

those who find it cumbersome or detrimental to EU studies: the former might use it to 

justify the uniqueness of the EU, while the latter might argue that there is lack of clarity 

in the way the term is employed, and the manifestations of actorness investigated. This 

dissertation has sought to avoid the problems posed by both standard actorness studies 

– in particular claims about the EU’s uniqueness – and the theoretical fragmentation 

of the field aiming to create insights about the EU’s policy-making that are possible 

through theoretical refinement and advancement. As a consequence, this dissertation 

as also progressed from the insularity of the EU studies, bridging theories of 

integration and IR theories to explain the EU’s foreign policy. 

More specifically, theoretical analysis and a review of the literature have 

demonstrated that the concept of actorness is compatible with both IR theories and 

Foreign Policy Analysis. This assertion proved most problematic, as it directly 

challenged Bretherton and Vogler’s model from two angles: systemic evaluation as 

opposed to analysis of policy-processes, and effectiveness as opposed to role-

construction. Arguably, the indirect influence of Alexander Wendt’s constructivism 

and the influence of structural realism might explain Bretherton and Vogler’s rejection 

of pure actor-centred perspectives, as well as the aspiration to move beyond the duality 

of IR perspectives with regards to the agent-structure dilemma. However, the literature 

review as shown that this duality might be the reflection of certain aspirations of IR 
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scholars to create systemic approaches that still rely on human qualities, regardless of 

any effort to make them (appear) non-decisionist. If the duality between system and 

actors falls and, any model of actorness then needs to re-conceptualise the role of 

human agency and perceptions.   

The integration of concepts drawn from critical geopolitics – positioning and 

scale – has been crucial to better understand the influence of ideational elements in the 

construction of the EU actors’ role for the Arctic region. Critical geopolitics also 

strengthen constructivism, which Bretherton and Vogler refer to without addressing 

its issues in their conceptualisation – in particular the difference between scientific 

constructivism and actor-centred constructivism. Here, I have followed the view 

according to which “actors in international politics make decisions based upon what 

the world appears to be and how they conceive their role in it” (Viotti and Kauppi 

2000, 217). Such an understanding of constructivism makes Bretherton and Vogler’s 

approach more compatible with Klose’s definition of actorness as role-making and 

role-construction.   

The study of the EU actors’ positions and preferred scales of governance 

demonstrate that the process of role-construction does not concern the EU institutions 

only. As Björn Lyrvall – Sweden’s former Ambassador for Arctic Affairs – said, “not 

every Swede recognizes that we are an Arctic country, not even those who live in the 

North” (Dingman 2019).39 The Swedish population had also long “purposely take[n] 

a distance from the Arctic region [and] regarded the Arctic Circle as the Arctic border” 

 
39  The date reported here does not appear on the article’s page 

(http://www.genderisnotplanb.com/bjoern-lyrvall) but on the Twitter page of the  Swedish Ministry for 

Foreign Affairs, which also posted the interview last retrieved on March 2023 

(https://twitter.com/swemfa/status/1201874070268198912?lang=de). As an anecdote, I have also 

happened to discuss with Swedes why Sweden was an Arctic state during the doctoral programme, since 

they did not know that Sweden was in the Arctic region and have always perceived the Arctic as a 

distant area. 

http://www.genderisnotplanb.com/bjoern-lyrvall
https://twitter.com/swemfa/status/1201874070268198912?lang=de
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(Lidström 2018). By positioning itself as an Arctic actor, Sweden organises specific 

policies for the region against the “legacy of an old social initiative aimed at making 

Sweden and Swedes equal, regardless of geographical position [to the potential 

detriment of any] Arctic perspective” (Lidström 2018). Consequently, while the Arctic 

States are legitimate Arctic actors on the grounds of sovereignty, their actorness cannot 

be derived from their geographical positions or from legal instruments only. Rather, 

their actorness also reflects who they perceive themselves to be and what goals they 

should achieve in the region – which indicates how opportunities are constructed from 

an actor-centred perspective. 

Scales of governance provide further information about actors’ narratives and 

the impact that each actor’s existence has on the behaviour of others. Scales show how 

actors negotiate they preferred level of cooperation and decision-making, and how they 

realise their goals – and if there are contradictions between their positions and 

objectives. For example, Annika Nilsson and Miyase Christensen (2019, 9) observe 

that while claims about the environmental protection of the Arctic are presented as a 

matter of global interest and responsibility, the measures to implement and adapt fall 

under the competences of the Arctic States – from this perspective, scale becomes a 

matter of responsibility and accountability. From an actor-centred view, scales also 

become a matter of negotiation and influence, and actors can strategically pursue their 

goals by centralising or decentralising the policy process. This aspect is especially true 

within the multi-level system of governance that is the EU. However, scales and the 

concept of presence do not refer to static elements, but to the ever-changing narratives 

that actors constantly construct – in the form of different interpretations of norms, or 

even as new proposals and new rules.  
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The theoretical framework proposed here may enable generalization of 

actorness studies beyond the EU, regardless of any claims about the EU’s sui generis 

nature. The sui generis assumption has had impactful consequences on EU studies 

(Warleigh 2006, 32), such as theoretical inflation and fragmented perspectives. 

William Phelan notes that IR scholars have been vague about the nature of the 

exceptionality of the EU and, unlike international legal scholars, have avoided 

comparisons which might clarify or justify their assumption (Phean 2012). This 

research does not tailor the criteria for actorness to a specific entity and, while the 

results are specific to the case study, the approach to actorness extends to different 

actors – here the same method has been applied to both EU Institutions and Member 

States, combining the results of the analysis to the study of the EU’s actorness. 

Moreover, this dissertation tries to avoid conceptual inflation and redundancy by 

focusing on an existing concept of actorness. These two problems have been common 

both in constructivist research and actorness studies, resulting in theoretical 

fragmentation and incomparability, further contributing to comparative EU and 

actorness studies.  

The integration of EU actorness studies might benefit the studies of EU policies 

– and of the EU’s policies for the Arctic, in this specific case. Andreas Raspotnik and 

Kathrine Stephen had already underlined that the EU is “a conglomerate of different 

institutions and actors,” (Raspotnik and Stephen, 2012) and that consequently that “the 

EU has to always agree on the lowest common denominator”. Through an actor-

centred, constructivist view of actorness, this observation becomes the starting point 

for ontologically coherent analyses – free from the need to search for effectiveness, 

since it is not a property of actorness as defined here. Consequently, the actor-centred 

approach adopted in this study overcomes the traditional theoretical distinction 
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between realist, liberalist, and constructivist scholarships, but it does so on the grounds 

of the three schools’ ontological compatibility – not necessarily reflected in 

methodological affinity. Therefore, this dissertation defends an explicit constructivist 

perspective, rejecting (a)theoretical eclecticism. 

Indirectly, this dissertation has emphasised the social interactionist dimension 

of constructivist research, especially with regards to interviews – even though this 

aspect results as underdeveloped in favour of more comprehensive approaches. 

Indeed, as reported in some of the interviews (n°1; n°7), the EU has benefited from the 

establishment of the EU’s Special Envoy for the Arctic, since EU’s partners could 

finally have someone to talk to with regards to specific issues. However, institutions 

such as the Parliament do not have a dedicated office, and an interviewee has found 

the physiological turnover as an obstacle to smooth communication about Arctic 

politics. Consequently, research might further investigate the impact of Arctic 

dedicated offices in the formulation of the EU’s Arctic policy. 

This research shows that, within the EU, the tensions between global, regional, 

and local issues and the implementation of policies are reproduced in the different 

identities and roles of the EU institutions and Members, held together by law – and its 

interpretation, which falls under the creative action of the actors. The Arctic has been 

a peripheral area whose politics is being impacted by major political transformations 

whose politicisation unveiled different identities, i.e. conflicting understandings of 

one’s own role in Arctic politics. Far from being a problem, the variety of positions 

and scales first shows that collective actors and complex organisations cannot easily 

reduced to unitary entities, reinforcing the constructivist understanding of political 

actors; second, it highlights that the political construction of an area of governance is 

the result of the mediation between positioning and scales of governance. 
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This study presents both limitations and potential new venues for research. The main 

limitation regards the impossibility to include all the EU Member States that aim to 

participate in Arctic politics and cooperation, either as Observers at the Arctic Council 

or as states with their own strategies for the region. The construction of the EU’s role 

as an Arctic actor is not limited to the interactions between the EU Institutions and the 

Arctic Member States, and new studies might also need to address possible conflicts 

among the EU’s objectives and other Member States’s interests in the region. The case 

of Italy, and the licences for exploring for extractive activities, might indeed collide 

with the EU’s position as an environmentalist actor and its proposal to stop the 

extraction of oil and gas in the Arctic (Giagnorio 2023). There is also the need of 

further studies about if non-Arctic Member States might exploit the EU membership 

to better justify their engagement in the region, or if they consider the EU to be an 

obstacle to their involvement in the Arctic. However, the focus on the Arctic Member 

States has produced more systematic knowledge about their understanding of the 

region. 

This study is centred around the EU Member States, but relations with the other 

Arctic States should be considered in future studies about actorness and the analysis 

of the EU’s foreign policy. In the case of the Arctic, relations with Norway are crucial 

for the EU to nurture its ties with an important partner, and Norwegian diplomats have 

expressed their positions over controversial proposals regarding the extraction of fossil 

fuels in Arctic waters. The voices of the Arctic States were also important in the 

beginning of the EU’s Arctic ‘journey’, as seen in the case of Sweden but also Canada. 

The EU had to adjust its policies and its role as interactions provided more room for 

discussions, negotiations, and even transformations of previous ideas. This dissertation 

has included those voices but privileged the focus on the EU Arctic Members to focus 
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on its decision-making processes. The inclusions of more voices and external actors 

might be more feasible when investigating a specific set of issues, or for periods that 

are narrower than the ones considered in this dissertation. 

The small number of interviews also constitute a limitation, even though the 

richness of their content has balanced the impossibility of reaching out to more 

policymakers and experts. Since the dissertation revolves around human decision-

makers and foreign policy analysis, this research would have benefited from more 

interviews. However, as explained in the methodological chapter, the logistical 

problems that hindered the conduction of interviews has been compensated by the 

analysis of policy documents, which enabled the study of more controversial aspects 

– such as security. On the grounds of the interviews, new studies might focus on the 

role played by the Special Envoy and how they have positively influenced the 

relationships between the representatives of the Arctic States. From a social-

constructivist perspective, the role of diplomacy needs further considerations. 

 

Perhaps it would suffice to say that, despite the inevitable limitations, this research has 

reached the purpose of providing a theoretically coherent framework to define and 

investigate actorness. Yet, the aim of this work is not to be a solipsistic project, and 

both the theoretical advancement and the empirical findings can pave the way to 

further research. Starting from theory, as already stated, this dissertation might 

constitute the basis for theoretically grounded studies of the EU’s foreign policy, even 

from a comparative perspective. One aspect that deserves attention is the role of norms 

and their contestation in Arctic politics and foreign policy – and, therefore, geopolitical 

discourse – with regards to the EU and its legitimacy in Arctic cooperation. 
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The EU, or some of its institutions, has challenged some aspects of Arctic 

cooperation, provoking the reaction of the Arctic States – as in the case of the proposal 

for a regional treaty and the regulations on seal products. These forms of (even 

involuntary) contestation were weaponised and turned them into exclusionary 

discourses and practices, making the EU appear as the non-socialised external partner 

in search for its place in the region. However, the analysis of the documents reveals 

that the Arctic States, at least the EU Members, are still constructing their actorness, 

and that they do not necessarily share the same degrees of Arctic identity – 

‘Arcticness’. The fragmentation of policies and funds show that the construction of 

Arctic policies is difficult regardless of the nature of the entities considered. The 

reaction of the Arctic states might have been mostly due to the need to protect their 

idea of cooperation in a then peripheral but highly securitised area. Through the 

analysis of foreign-policy and geopolitical discourse, future research can further 

investigate the foundation of the Arctic States political identity and how they construct 

their role in the region.  

From this perspective, the issue of actorness is related to identity. As any 

identity, Arcticness is an ever-evolving construct, an interplay between geographical 

positions and meaning that actors create about the space where they are placed. Again, 

the EU might not substantially differ from other Arctic States such the United States 

and Sweden – the ‘reluctant Arctic states or citizens’ – but also Iceland. Indeed, the 

Arctic island “was late in discovering how an Arctic dimension to its foreign policy 

could raise international interest in the country,” (Hansson and Hauksdóttir 2021, 164), 

which occurred only in response to the US military forces leaving the country in 2006 

– as a sign that there was no need to defend the country. Yet, Iceland’s Keflavík air 
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base is still used for temporary NATO missions of policing and surveillance – since 

Iceland does not have its own military forces.  

This note on Iceland leads to the other aspect that needs to be investigated, 

primarily security. Security has been a point of contention, because of the idea of 

Arctic exceptionalism that shaped the narrative about Arctic politics and diplomacy, 

but also because of the ideas underpinning Arctic cooperation since its inception – the 

exclusion of military issues from the Arctic Council. The first footnote of the Ottawa 

Declaration is explicit about the fact the forum “should not deal with matters related 

to military security”, following the spirit of Gorbachev’s Murmansk speech held in 

1987. In the aftermath of the Cold War, the Arctic countries and the two rival powers 

– the United States and Russia – wanted to ‘de-securitise’ the Arctic, and “Gorbachev’s 

focus on non-military (or ‘soft’) security issues in the region contributed to a toning 

down of the military (or ‘hard’) security rhetoric” (Åtland 2008, 290). In light of the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine, the aspects of security and rivalry happening in the Arctic 

– but not because of problems related to Arctic issues – cannot be excluded from the 

Arctic States’ foreign policies. However, military security issues had been creeping in 

various ways onto the Council’s agenda even before 2022, including military contacts 

and adjacent discussions such as regarding search and rescue.  

According to the revised model of actorness proposed here, the questions 

would revolve around positioning in Arctic Security and scales of decision-making. 

With regards to the EU, Finland and Sweden have already shown their willingness to 

include the EU as a partner, a ‘like-minded’ actor, opposing Russia and China in their 

strategies and policies for the Arctic. However, the possibility of de-Europeanisation 

of the EU’s foreign policy and security policy might hinder any further attempt to 

create bodies for collective decision-making – which would nevertheless need the EU 
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treaties to be reformed and upgraded, but such a scenario is very unlikely to materialise 

in the near future. The accession of Sweden and Finland to NATO might also weaken 

the need for more EU integration in security matters, at least with regards to Arctic 

affairs. Regardless of what Arctic security is going to look like in the next years, the 

issue might become more present in the political strategies for the region.   

The Indigenous Peoples also challenge the Arctic States’ sovereignty and the 

borders of the Arctic,and provide their own specific views of sovereignty. They also 

challenge the idea of legitimacy in a region whose inhabitants were subjugated to 

colonialism, and whose territories are affected by policies that affect their territories, 

undermine traditional industries, and that might disrupt communities – such as border 

controls. There is the need for further research about the integration of the Indigenous 

Peoples’ voices in the EU’s domestic and foreign policies for the Arctic. The Saami’s 

institutions and organisations are not present in the EU’s decision-making to the same 

degree of the Member States, but this dissertation has already included also sub-

national non-state actors, like the Arctic cities and the Northerns Sparsely Populated 

Areas, which challenge state-centric approaches to the study of the EU’s policies. 

Consequently, a stronger focus on the Indigenous Peoples not only represent a natural 

extension of this study, but also expand the areas of research. 

This dissertation does not centre on a single policy area of importance to the 

Arctic, but rather provides an overview of the strategies for the region. While this 

choice may have limited the in-depth analyses of specific and politically relevant 

issues – transportation, or the national and EU space policies, which are likely to 

become increasingly strategic – the primary objective of this study was to provide a 

renewed theoretical framework for (EU) actorness studies. The framework and model 

of actorness here developed integrates the concept into broader debates within 
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international relations and EU theories about the EU’s foreign policy form an actor-

centred perspective. Additionally, this dissertation sought to trace the construction of 

the EU’s role over the years and in different areas, focusing on the components of its 

decision-making and policy processes rather than specific policies of the region. Future 

studies, however, might delve deeper into the EU’s actorness and capabilities in 

specific sectors, considering the inherently international nature of most Arctic issues. 
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Appendix 

 

Arctic policies and related documents 2008-2015 

EU Institution Document and date of release 

European Commission • Climate change and international security (2008) 

• Communication on The European Union and 

the Arctic Region (2008) 

European Parliament • Resolution on Arctic Governance (2008) 

• Resolution on A Sustainable EU Policy for the 

High North (2011) 

• Resolution on the EU strategy for the Arctic 

(2014) 

Council of the European Union • Draft Council conclusions on the European 

Union and the Arctic region 16826/08 (2008) 

• Conclusions on Arctic Issues (2009) 

• Conclusions on Developing a European Union 

Policy towards the Arctic Region (2014) 

European Commission and 

High Representative of the EU 

• Joint Communication on Developing a 

European Union Policy towards the Arctic 

Region: Progress since 2008 and Next Steps 

(2012) 

 

 

Arctic Member States               Document and date of release 

Denmark • Tromsø 2009 Danish Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Speech 

• The Kingdom of Denmark. Chairmanship of 

the Arctic Council 2009-2011 (2009) 

• Kingdom of Denmark Strategy for the Arctic 

2011– 2020 (2010) 

• Address by Premier of Greenland, Kuupik Kleist 

on behalf of Denmark, Faroe Islands and 

Greenland (2011) 

• Ministerial Meeting in the Arctic Council, 15 

May 2013, Kiruna, Sweden. Intervention by the 

Danish Minister for Foreign Affairs, Villy 

Søvndal. 

• Ministerial Meeting in the Arctic Council – 

Iqaluit Intervention by the Danish Foreign 

Minister (/2015) 
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Finland 
 

• Finland’s Strategy for the Arctic Region (2010) 

• Speech by Under-Secretary of State Laajava at 

the Arctic Council Ministerial Meeting in Nuuk 

(2011) 

• Finland’s Strategy for the Arctic Region 

(2013) 

• Statement by Mr. Erkki Tuomioja, Minister for 

Foreign Affairs of Finland (2013) 

• Growth from the North How can Norway, 

Sweden and Finland achieve sustainable growth 

in the Scandinavian Arctic? (2015) 

• Statement by Mr. Erkki Tuomioja, Minister for 

Foreign Affairs of Finland (2015) 

Sweden • Remarks by the Minister for Foreign Affairs of 

Sweden, Carl Bildt, at the 6th Session of the 

Arctic Council in Tromsö on 29 April 2009. 

• Presentation by the Minister for Foreign Affairs 

of Sweden, Mr Carl Bildt, on the Swedish 

Programme for the Chairmanship of the Arctic 

Council (2011) 

• Sweden’s strategy for the Arctic region (2011) 

• Sweden’s Chairmanship Programme for the 

Arctic Council 2011–2013 (2011) 

• Speech by Lena Ek, Minister for the 

Environment at the Arctic Council Ministerial 

Meeting (2013) 

• Arctic Council Ministerial Meeting Iqaluit – 

Statement by Sweden (2015) 
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Arctic policies and related documents 2016-2021 

EU Institution Document and date of release 

European Commission and 

High Representative of the EU 

• Joint Communication on An Integrated 

European Union Policy for the Arctic (2016) 

• Space Strategy for Europe, Brussels (2016) 

• Global Strategy for the European Union’s 

Foreign and Security Policy (2016) 

• Summary report of the Arctic stakeholder forum 

consultation to identify key investment priorities 

in the Arctic and ways to better streamline future 

EU funding programmes for the region (2017) 

• Joint Communication on A stronger EU 

engagement for a peaceful, sustainable and 

prosperous Arctic (2021) 

• Summary of the results of the public 

consultation on the EU Arctic policy (2021) 
 

Council of the European Union • Conclusions on the Arctic (2016) 

• Conclusion on the EU Arctic policy (2019) 

• Council conclusions on Oceans and Seas (2019) 

• Council conclusions on “Space solutions for a 

sustainable Arctic” (2019) 

European Parliament • Resolution on An Integrated EU Policy for the 

Arctic (2017) 

• Resolution on the Arctic: opportunities, 

concerns and security challenges (2021) 

 

 

Arctic Member States               Document and date of release 

Denmark • Kingdom of Denmark Strategy for the Arctic 

2011– 2020 (2010) 

• Statements from the Kingdom of Denmark at the 

Fairbanks Ministerial meeting (2017) 

• Speech by the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the 

Kingdom of Denmark (2019) 

• Ministers speech - Kingdom of Denmark: Arctic 

Council Ministerial Meeting (2021) 
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Sweden • Speech at the Arctic Council Ministerial 

Meeting in Fairbanks, Alaska, USA (2017) 

• Speech by the Minister of Foreign Affairs of 

Sweden at the Arctic Council Ministerial 

Meeting (2019) 

• Sweden's strategy for the Arctic region (2020) 

• Minister's Statement – Sweden: Arctic Council 

Ministerial Meeting (2021) 

Finland • Action plan for the update of the Arctic Strategy 

(2017) 

• Statement by the Foreign Minister of Finland at 

the Fairbanks Ministerial meeting (2017) 

• Finland's Chairmanship Program for the 

Arctic Council 2017-2019 

• Statement by the Permanent Secretary of the 

Ministry of Environment of Finland (2019) 

• Finland’s Strategy for the Arctic Region 

(2021) 

• Ministers speech – Finland: Arctic Council 

Ministerial Meeting (2021) 
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Other Arctic-related Documents 

External Institutions Document and date of release 

Arctic Council • Barrow Declaration on the occasion of the 

Second Ministerial Meeting of the Arctic 

Council (2002) 

• Final report, SAO meeting in Narvik, Norway 

(2007) 

Conference of Parliamentarians 

of the Arctic Region 

• Eighth Conference of Parliamentarians of the 

Arctic Region (2008) 
 

Northern Sparsely Populated 

Areas 

• Position on the legislative package of Cohesion 

Policy 2014-2020 (2012). 

• (2019). Position on EU Arctic policy for the EU 

Arctic Forum in Umeå, NSPA Steering 

Committee (2019). 

• (2020). Position on 2020 Public Consultation on 

the EU Arctic Policy, NSPA Steering 

Committee, 1 October 2020. 

Saami Council • The Sámi Arctic Strategy: Securing enduring 

influence for the Sámi people in the Arctic 

through partnerships, education and 

advocacy (2017) 

• Váhtjer Declaration (2022) 

 

 

Anonymised interviews Mode 

Held and collected between November 2021 and July 2023 

Interview n°1 Arctic Delegation of the Danish Parliament Online 

Interview n°2 Arctic Delegation of the Danish Parliament Online 

Interview n°3 Ministry of Foreign Affairs – Finland Written 

Interview n°4 Ministry of Foreign Affairs – Finland Written 

Interview n°5 Expert in the European External Action Service In person 

Interview n°6 Ministry of Foreign Affairs – Kingdom of Denmark Online 

Interview n°7 Mission of the Faroe Islands to the EU in Brussels Online 

 


