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Arctic Geopolitics in 2015 
 Renewed sense of the “great game” 
– talk of geopolitics and Arctic 
borders as if the issues were clear 
and understood 

 Claims made not just by those 
coastal states which have territory 
in the Arctic, but by those states 
who do not-challenging the nature 
of potential maritime boundary 
making and the rights of nations 
outside the region to be present in 
the Arctic Ocean 

  

  









The Russia Issue – Ukraine spillover 
  

 “The Russian buildup in the region is made worse by the fact that Moscow makes no 
effort to be a good neighbor. The Kremlin’s unannounced military exercises in the 
region can only be a deliberate attempt to provoke. The Finnish senior official voices 
the concern that the Kremlin might use such drills “as deployment for a real 
operation”—which is considerably less paranoid than it sounds given Mr. Putin’s 
record.” 

 “Russian warplanes have violated Finnish airspace as recently as August, and pro-
Kremlin media have also launched a systematic propaganda campaign against Finland. 
“They are writing things about us and our defense forces that are not from this 
world,” says the senior official, such as the yarn that the Finnish government removes 
children from ethnic-Russian Finnish families for adoption by gay couples in the U.S.” 

  



Arctic Geopolitics is about ‘Borders’ 
 But these are maritime borders 

 Clear geopolitical focus on the establishment 
of maritime boundaries, territorial zones and 
potential dispute resolution 

 Focus upon resources and shipping 

 Movement of ships, establishment of 
infrastructures, clean-up of environment 

 These are ‘depersonalized’ borders according 
to a geopolitical context 

 Arctic Geopolitics mainly a process of 
imagining the impact of new technology and 
transportation upon regional claims, rights of 
control and transit under conditions of 
climate change – and translating these into 
international relations scenarios 

 

  



Geopolitics and the Enigma of Arctic 
Land Borders (NA) 
 

What does the geopolitical context of the 
International Arctic circumpolar North- mean for 
Canada’s borderlands? 

Comes from a different perspective 

Traditional border theory: land-based focus 
 focus on biopower 
 exceptionality 
 diffuse border management 
 control versus disciplinary societies 
 polysemic borders 
 neoliberalism-kenetic mobility 

Seems problematic in Canada’s north – mainly 
because the conditions of and border crossings 
are not the same as in the south 

Hard to imagine the utility of southern NA and 
EU border practices here 

  
 







“One border” enigma 

 Regionalized border policy is hard to sell—theoretically the Canada-US border is 
governed by one set of rules-determined through US Homeland Security and allied 
departments 

 Canadian government has worked hard to allow for “exceptions” which are counter-
intuitive to open border relationship  

 Mexicanization of the Canada-US border has not yet occurred – to some extent 
because of technological and institutional initiatives  (CUSP; Smart Border; Beyond 
the Border); NEXUS etc. 

 Canada-US land border in the Arctic is limited to Yukon-Alaska and Alaska-BC – how is 
border security implemented here? What are the risks? 

  

  

  



Threat of not loosing not gaining 
security…. 
 While geopolitics and related 
security concerns focus upon 
maritime infrastructure, safety and 
security for territorial competence, 
and-based concerns are less 
developed….. 

 Under-policing not over-policing  
of borders a threat because of 
reduced border hours – 
economic risk and impact on 
tourism 

 Little attention to land-based 
transportation infrastructure and 
roads 

 Sense of mobility as a threat not 
developed 

  
  

  

 Top of the World Highway (Poker Creek) 
 •Open mid-May to mid September, 8am 

- 8pm 
 Alaska Highway 
 •Open year-round, 24 hours per day 
 Haines Highway 
 •Open year-round, 7am - 11pm 
 Klondike Highway (Skagway) 
•US: Open year-round, 8 am - midnight 
•Canada 
 ◦8am - midnight (November to May)  
 ◦24 hours per day (June - October) 

  



Clearly very different understandings of border security at regional levels and in 
terms of international geopolitical drivers 

 “Miles of unforgiving wilderness, rugged mountains, swamps and lakes 
provide a natural barrier for portions of the Southeast and North 
Slope, Holland said. And then there are the bears and mosquitoes. 

  
 "You would have to be quite a wilderness expert to survive and be 

able to keep going in the right direction," Holland said. 
  
 Last month a 54-year-old man was arrested near Chicken after 

apparently walking more than 100 miles from Dawson City, Yukon. 
Terry Chandler was arrested by border inspectors while walking on the 
Top of the World Highway, which is closed during the winter. 

  
 "If someone wants to illegally enter the U.S. from Canada, there are 

easier places to do it than from into Alaska," said Robert Eddy, Alaska 
director for the INS. 

  
 Eddy anticipates receiving 11 additional INS agents to staff land 

border points as part of tighter security measures. 
  
 No U.S. border agents are in Hyder, where bear watching draws 

thousands of tourists annually. But there's something to be said for its 
isolation. 

  
 "We don't tend to have any other tourists except for white elderly 

people," Farrell said. "Someone who looks like a terrorist, they would 
stand out." 

 “We’re still having debates about whether this is 
happening, as opposed to what we should do about 
it,” she said. “We need to guard against the failure of 
imagination when it comes to climate change. 
Something is going to happen in the future years, and 
we’re not going to be prepared.” 
 

 “Literally, the nation’s defence is at stake,” said rear 
admiral David Titley, former naval oceanography 
operations command and a professor of meteorology.  
 

 “Unfortunately all we have to look at are the events 
of the day in Crimea and Ukraine and we see that the 
Russians are making some noises about, ‘well, you 
know, maybe the Arctic is another place we should 
compete rather than cooperate’,” he said. 



Other perspectives: geopolitics from the 
ground up… 



From a critical geopolitics perspective… 

 Borders “do work” in the North 

 They respond to very functional assumptions and narratives concerning who has 
control, over what, under what conditions, technologies and institutional 
arrangements 

 Three layers of borders in the North American North- none of which are unrelated to 
each other 

 Great Game narratives rely upon the unproblematic existence of land borders 

 Unproblematic land borders rely upon discourses of common interest and 
interconnectivity 

  

  



  



  



How to understand commonality of cause 
and borderlands model 
 
 From YRITWC cooperation and co-
management to cross-border shipping 
needs the borderland model applies 

 Active development of borderlands model 
(PNWR Arctic Caucus 

 Models of borderlands interaction 
generally based upon functional analysis of 
interconnectivity efficacies 

 Will new BoB management policies prove 
sensitive to this particular borderland?  

 Will a larger regional model emerge from 
the borderland situation of the Alaska-
Yukon border?  

  

  



How are we to understand the future of 
regional maritime borders  
 Moving in the same direction as a 
borderlands model? 

 Regional Seas, Search and Rescue Treaty, 
International Shipping Code, Arctic 
Council regional agreements, Polar 
Regions model? 

 Moving towards reterritorialization on 
national territories through new maritime 
boundary claims and a competitive 
geopolitical model? 

 

  



Where is the role for border theory in 
the larger sense? 
          Borderlands? Maritime Boundary? Regional Frontier? 

 Shift to diffuse borders and biopolitics 

 Control versus surveillance society 

 Incorporation of best practices and neoliberal mobility management 

 Risk assessment 

 Identity politics and polysemic borders? 
          Exceptionality  

 Security and Human Rights? 

Need to understand the nature of mobility: relationship between flows of people and 
goods to realize appropriate theoretical framework for analysis 

Some mixture of both material and embodied theories, border and borderlands 
models 

 

  


