
 1

CONFLICT OR COOPERATION IN NORTH POLE? 

BY USAMA BEN NAJAM* 

INTRODUCTION 
 With the end of the cold war and the collapse of Soviet Union, the Arctic became a 
sleeping beauty who has got little international attention but on its awake, this sleeping beauty 
returned into focus of global media coverage in recent years and the reason is the melting of 
eternal ice due to climate change which not only opens a doorway to conflict between the Arctic 
nations to achieve their economic interests but also create new opportunities of cooperation 
between them. The most important among these interests are the potential for increased resource 
extraction as well as the opening of new commercial sea lanes. 
 
History and Background 
 Arctic was a security flashpoint with patrolling of nuclear submarines and airborne 
bombers of Soviet Union and USA during the cold war. Here, the super powers faced each other 
directly and the end of cold war in Arctic was not a coincidence. Although Reagan’s and 
Gorbachev’s second summit in 1986 failed but it kept doors open for negotiations and in the year 
after this summit Gorbachev in his famous speech in Murmansk suggested making Arctic a 
region of peace and environmental protection and thereby laid the foundation for the later 
environmental cooperation in Arctic. 
 
Arctic Energy 
 The main energy resources are deposits of oil and gas. There are also deposits of uranium 
and coal scattered throughout the area north of the Arctic Circle. A study conducted in 2008 by 
the United States Geological Survey (USGS) suggests the Arctic may contain approximately 
13% of the global mean estimate of undiscovered oil, While the Eurasian side of the Arctic is 
more natural-gas-prone, the North American side is more oil-prone. The melting of Arctic ice 
and openings of new sea lanes in combination of energy security are creating scenarios for 
potential conflict which lead to the question under legal framework: Who owns the energy 
resources in the Arctic? Says  Nong Hong. 
 
Players in Arctic Politics 
 “The primary players in Arctic politics are the eight countries that are members of the 
Arctic Council, including the ‘Arctic 5’ countries. These are the countries with territorial interest 
in the Arctic. Then follows a group of countries with observer status in the Council, such as 
China, Japan and South Korea, who share an interest in both the shipping routes as well as the oil 
and mineral resources,” says Nikolaj Petersen.  Additional observers who take part in the Arctic 
Council’s work are representatives of the Arctic peoples as well as international organizations. 
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