
 

 

Melting Arctic Ice & its Geopolitical Consequences 

The emergence of the Grolar Bear—a hybrid of Polar and Grizzly Bears—illustrates one of the many unusual 

consequences of climate change, particularly in the Arctic. As rising temperatures push Grizzly Bears further north, 

their habitats increasingly overlap with those of Polar Bears, resulting in more frequent hybridization between the two 

species. 

Beyond this, climate change is triggering other alarming phenomena in the Arctic. One major concern is the thawing 

of permafrost, which is releasing methane that has been trapped for thousands of years into the atmosphere. 

Additionally, the accumulation of excess water from melting Arctic ice near the equator is causing the Earth’s rotation 

to slow by one or two seconds every few years. 

Moreover, the melting Arctic ice is releasing large amounts of freshwater into the oceans, disrupting salinity levels and 

altering ocean currents—further accelerating shifts in global climate patterns. Rising sea levels are also becoming a 

serious threat, putting major coastal cities at risk of flooding. 

Amid these complex environmental changes, the melting Arctic has sparked economic and geopolitical interests. Some 

nations are seeking to exploit newly accessible sea routes opened by the thawing ice. Russia has taken the lead in this 

pursuit, with China now following suit. Their efforts to capitalize on these emerging shipping lanes not only pose 

environmental risks but also have the potential to disrupt established global trade routes. Recently, the United States, 

under the Trump administration, joined the fray by controversially asserting a claim over Greenland. 

This article aims to scrutinize the disruptive repercussions of unlocking new maritime pathways through the Arctic, 

delving into their environmental, economic, geopolitical, and to some extent, military dimensions. 
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Understanding the emerging sea routes through the Arctic Circle requires a deep dive into the region’s geopolitics, 

environmental challenges, and the perspectives of its Indigenous Peoples. The Arctic Council, formed in 1996 by eight 

nations—USA, Canada, Greenland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia—seeks to maintain peace, 

cooperation, and sustainability in the Arctic. Its Strategic Plan (2021–2030) emphasizes security and prosperity for all, 

including Indigenous communities. However, geopolitical tensions—especially after the Russia-Ukraine war—have 

created a rift within the Council, raising concerns about its long-term effectiveness.  

The Geography 

Geographically, the Arctic region features several key 

maritime corridors, each with strategic significance. The 

Northwest Passage (NWP) connects the Pacific and Atlantic 

Oceans through Canada’s icy archipelago, navigable only in 

summer and fraught with obstacles like pingos and icebergs. 

The Northeast Passage (NEP) starts from Russia’s Murmansk, 

passing through the Barents Sea to the Atlantic. The 

Northern Sea Route (NSR) also begins at Murmansk but 

travels further north through the Kara, Laptev, and East 

Siberian Seas before exiting through the Bering Strait. These 

Russian-dominated routes offer shorter shipping paths 

between East Asia and Europe. A fourth, more challenging 

route is the Transpolar Sea Route, which traverses the 

central Arctic Ocean and requires powerful icebreakers, 

making it expensive and risky. 

The Economics 

From an economic standpoint, these Arctic routes can significantly shorten travel distances. For example, the NWP 

could reduce the voyage between East Asia and Western Europe by over 13,000 km compared to the Panama Canal, 

and the NSR could cut the Shanghai–Northern Europe journey by over 5,500 km relative to the Suez Canal route. 

However, the realities of harsh weather, limited navigable months, and dangers from icebergs temper this optimism. 

Navigation is only feasible for about three months annually, and even during summer, cautious sailing through icy 

waters can delay voyages. 

Still, under favourable conditions, the NEP and NSR can offer time savings of up to seven days compared to the Suez 

route. The NSR is particularly promising in summer, though Russia imposes tariffs on ships, unlike Canada, which does 

not charge for NWP passage. Beyond trade, the NSR plays a vital role in servicing remote Russian Arctic settlements 

with essential supplies, facilitated by Russia’s fleet of nuclear-powered icebreakers.  
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Looking ahead, climate scientists predict that by 2050, rising Arctic 

temperatures may extend the NSR’s navigability to nearly seven 

months annually. This prospect has sparked increased interest from 

nations and shipping firms. The melting Arctic is becoming a focal point 

of global geopolitics, with China—a non-Arctic nation—keenly 

pursuing influence in the region. As ice recedes, strategic competition 

intensifies, especially given the Russia-Ukraine conflict, which has 

redrawn alliances and sharpened interest in controlling these new 

maritime routes. 

In this evolving landscape, Russia’s geographic advantage over the NSR 

and NEP gives it substantial leverage. Yet, the Arctic’s future will likely be 

shaped by a complex interplay of environmental change, indigenous rights, economic 

interests, and rising global power rivalries in which the USA is the latest entrant. 

Chinese Interests 

China's interest in the Arctic is driven by multiple strategic, economic, and environmental considerations. While the 

region offers promising trade routes and untapped natural resources, its significance for China extends much further. 

The Arctic plays a critical role in Beijing’s broader global strategy, especially as part of its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

which seeks to expand China’s global economic and geopolitical influence. The so-called “Polar Silk Road,” supported 

by Russia, positions the Arctic as a key corridor in this grand vision. At the same time, China recognizes the Arctic’s 

importance in climate change discourse, aiming to participate actively in environmental governance. 

However, China’s growing focus on the Arctic is also rooted in deep strategic insecurity, particularly regarding its 

dependence on the traditional maritime route through the Suez Canal, the Arabian Sea, the Indian Ocean, and the 

Malacca Strait. This route is considered a critical vulnerability in China's maritime trade, often referred to as the 

“Malacca Dilemma.” The Malacca Strait, a narrow but essential passage, is susceptible to blockade in times of 

geopolitical crisis—especially in the event of a conflict between China and Taiwan. Given the naval capabilities of the 

United States and its Western allies, China perceives this route as a strategic chokepoint that could be sealed off easily, 

severely disrupting its trade and energy supplies. 

Adding to China's strategic anxiety is the presence of India—its long time regional rival—positioned to exert substantial 

influence in the Indian Ocean. The longstanding border tensions between India and China, particularly along their 

disputed 4,000-kilometer Himalayan border, have occasionally flared into military skirmishes, such as the violent 

confrontation in June 2020. Although full-scale conflict has been avoided, tensions persist. In the event of a U.S.-China 

conflict over Taiwan, India is widely expected to align with the U.S. and enforce a naval blockade in the Malacca Strait. 

India's military build up, including the deployment of BrahMos missile-equipped aircraft and submarines near the 

Nicobar Islands—only 224 kilometres from the Malacca Strait—strengthens its capability to interdict maritime trade. 
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With about 60% of China’s global trade reliant on the Suez-Malacca route, any disruption would have major 

implications for its economy and supply chains. 

The Red Sea Crisis 

 Recent global maritime disruptions, especially in the Red Sea, have only reinforced this urgency. The Red Sea crisis—

sparked by the Israel-Hamas conflict—has seen Houthi rebels attacking Western commercial ships with drones and 

missiles. Despite efforts by the U.S. and British navies, the threat remains active. Adding to the insecurity, Somali piracy 

has resurged, with several vessels attacked and crew members taken hostage. India has responded with naval 

deployments to counter piracy, showing its growing willingness to play a security role in international waters. 

These crises have forced many shipping companies to divert from the Suez Canal to longer routes around the Cape of 

Good Hope, adding up to 12 days of travel and increasing fuel, insurance, and operational costs. Amidst this turmoil, 

Chinese vessels have largely avoided Houthi attacks and piracy, possibly due to political reasons or neutral positioning. 

However, while China maintains a naval base in Djibouti—its only overseas base so far—it has refrained from taking a 

more proactive role in securing Red Sea shipping lanes. This stands in contrast to the robust interventions by the U.S., 

U.K., and India, prompting speculation about China’s long-term strategic intentions in the region. 

Faced with maritime insecurity and geopolitical competition in its traditional trade routes, China has begun to seriously 

consider the Northern Sea Route (NSR) through the Arctic Ocean. As Arctic ice melts due to climate change, this route 

becomes increasingly viable. The NSR, accessible through the Bering Strait, could reduce shipping time from China’s 

Dalian port to Rotterdam by about 15 days compared to the Suez-Malacca path. Russia has welcomed China’s 

involvement in Arctic affairs, encouraging joint research and development under the “Polar Silk Road” framework. This 

growing cooperation includes laying over 10,000 kilometres of undersea fibre optic cables through the Arctic, aimed 

at improving communication and infrastructure in the region. 

However, the strategic implications of this move are far-reaching. While this fibre optics is framed as commercial 

infrastructure, they could have dual-use applications, including military surveillance and eavesdropping under the 

polar ice cap. This development raises new concerns, especially among Western powers, about the balance of power 

in the Arctic and the security of submarine operations, including those by U.S. nuclear submarines. 

Putin’s Push 

Putin on his part is absolutely determined to get the Northern Sea Route in conjunction with the North Eastern Passage 

available throughout the year for general shipping from 2031. Presently less than 30 million tonnes of cargo passes 

through these routes, but Putin wants to push this figure to reach 200 million tonnes by 2032. This is a tall order and 

Russians are aware that for round the year availability of NSR for commercial shipping, a minimum of fifteen ice 

breakers is required. Presently Russia has six nuclear ice breakers, but being in service for decades, these ships need 

to be phased out soon. China has four non-nuclear ice breakers. Given the tough situation of an economic blockade 

imposed on Russia by the US due to the conflict in Ukraine, Russia has turned to Chinese and Indian shipyards to 



 
augment production of ice breakers and ships capable of cruising through icy waters.  Interestingly at the same time 

looking at future prospects the US is turning to Finland for construction and leasing of its ice breakers. 

Can complicate existing Economics 

Straits and canals serve as lucrative sources of revenue for the countries hosting them, primarily through tolls and 

tariffs on passage. In the Suez Canal, for instance, an estimated 12 to 15% of the world's total trade value passes 

through its waters. In terms of container traffic, nearly 30% of the world's containers traverse this vital waterway. The 

Suez Canal Authority in Egypt reaps substantial benefits from these activities, raking in approximately $10 billion 

annually in passage fees alone. To put this into perspective, this revenue accounts for a significant 2.51% of Egypt's 

GDP based on 2018 figures. 

On the other hand, China, being a trade powerhouse, commanded a substantial 12.4% share of global trade in 2018. 

A staggering ninety percent of this trade is facilitated by sea routes, with more than sixty percent of it passing through 

the Suez Canal. While post-COVID years may have seen fluctuations in these figures, and there has been a gradual 

decline in Chinese productivity over the last two years, the dominance of China in trade volumes passing through the 

Suez Canal remains evident. This underscores Egypt's reliance on countries like China for a significant portion of its 

revenue. 

So if China decides to push through its Arctic transit plans, Russia will hit the jackpot at Egypt’s expense. Added to that if Trump 

is able to call the shots around Greenland, the US will be a new player in the region and like Russia start charging tariffs for 

ships passing through its area of influence. Not only the US will become an active competitor of Russia it will result in further 

upending of existing economics. 

 

 

 

 

 

Northern Sea Route as an alternative for Chinese to avoid the Suez Canal - Malacca Choke Point                              Credit: Flamingtostech 

 


