THE ROLE AND INTERESTS OF THE PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF CHINA IN
THE ARCTIC OCEAN REGION

ABSTRACT

In recent decades, significant changes have taken place in the Arctic region. It appears that the
permanent ice cover will disappear by the middle of the century, allowing humans to
increasingly take possession of the area. Major powers are paying growing attention to the
region, and one of the first countries to seriously consider the opportunities offered by the
Arctic Ocean was China. China has declared itself a near-Arctic state and is already utilizing the
region for trade, research, and strategic positioning. This research examines the reasons behind
China’s interest in the Arctic and the activities it conducts in the region. The study is based on
the Copenhagen School’s security perspective and employs a mixed methodology. The most
significant part of the research involves document analysis and the review of secondary sources.
To support the security analysis, a brief natural science explanation and an overview of the

international legal framework are also included.
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INTRODUCTION

My research question is: Is China active in the Arctic region, and if so, what are its goals
and interests? My hypotheses are as follows. China is planning to use the Arctic Ocean for

navigation and trade. China is planning the Arctic Ocean from a defence perspective.

The relevance of my research lies in the increasingly dynamic changes in the
international situation in the Arctic, driven by three factors. First, climate change is causing the
Arctic ice to melt faster and faster, accelerating the pace of change. The second is that a new

polarisation is taking place between the actors of the international community, so that the



region is slowly but surely becoming part of the conflict between the United States and China.
Thirdly, the need to meet the growing demand for energy is forcing countries to constantly look

for ways to find energy sources.

To answer the research question and to refute or support the hypotheses, the aim is to
analyse, contextualise and process literature, international treaties, government documents,
newspaper articles, statistical data in Hungarian, English and Chinese, in digital and traditional
formats. | have used a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods and, where possible, |
have tried to access primary sources, but | have mainly been able to rely on secondary sources
on the topic under study. The research is conducted in the spirit of European security studies,
through the principles of the Copenhagen School. The focus throughout is on the People's
Republic of China, although understanding requires the occasional inclusion of other members
of the international community in the study.

THE STRATEGIC REVALUATION OF THE ARCTIC OCEAN
International law in the Arctic

The world's oceans are public property, so the waters of the region are res communis
omnium usus, i.e. areas that can be used by all people and cannot be expropriated or occupied.!
However, the incredible quantities of oil and gas and other mineral resources under the ocean
are encouraging interested countries to push the boundaries of the waters under their
sovereignty as far as possible, and the extent of the res communis omnium usus may be
significantly reduced in the future. USA, Canada, Norway, Denmark and Russia. Currently, these

5 countries own areas that can be attributed to the Arctic, but Article 8 of the Svalbard Treaty
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of 9 February 1920 in Paris, grants mining rights to all 38 signatory countries. In 1925, the

People's Republic of China ratified this Treaty.?

The impacts of global climate change in the region

"At the same time (2030s), the Arctic will be ice-free in the summer..."3 This is what
David Attenborough said in his 2020 documentary, which he called his testimony. Since we are
talking about Arctic ice and its melting, one of the most important factors is of course
temperature. In the beginning, the planet was at a high temperature, but over time this has
started to cool and stabilise.* Over the last 10,000 years or so, there has been a fairly stable
range of temperatures, known as the Holocene.”> However, to industrial revolutions and their
indirect effects, temperatures and CO?inthe atmosphere have increased. During the Holocene,
carbon dioxide levels in the air fluctuated between 180 and 300ppm.® Carbon dioxide is a
greenhouse gas, so if its concentration in the air increases, the Earth's surface temperature will

increase on average.’

Under the 2015 Paris Agreement, parties agreed not to allow temperature increases
above 1.5 degrees Celsius. ® However, according to some calculations, the current
concentration of carbon dioxide (427.42 ppm on 31.03.2025)° in the atmosphere will lead to a

2°C rise anyway. % This is important because about 4.5 million years ago, when the northern ice
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cap started to form, it was 2 degrees warmer than the average temperature of the Holocene.!!
This means that we are unlikely to be able to prevent the Arctic ice sheet from losing its
permanent points and becoming intermittent and then disappear. The minimum area of Arctic
ice in 1980 was 7.67 million square kilometres, while in 2024 it decreased to 4.28 million square
kilometres.'> The temperature change is not uniformly felt across our planet, but it is important
to point out that the Arctic is increasing at twice the average rate of the world, so not only has
this led to the reduction in area | have just outlined, but the average thickness of the ice has
shrunk from 4 metres to 2.5 metres. The volume of ice has decreased by 65% between 1975
and 2012.% The melting of the Arctic ice sheet is therefore scientifically proven to be a

significant melting process.
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Figure 1: Arctic ice melt in the past and projected melt rates in 2050 and 2100. Online:
https.//www.911metallurgist.com/blog/mineral-riches-of-the-arctic, (downloaded 01/04/2025)

From a military security point of view, it would also be a major change if the countries
of the Arctic Ocean (Canada, the United States, Denmark, Norway, Russia) could no longer rely
on extreme natural conditions to defend their northern borders. Already in the 1920s,
Vilhjalmur Stefansson points out that the Arctic is a politically, economically and militarily
important area.'* But earlier, around 2,000 years ago, Seneca, in his Medea, predicted that the
melting of the ice would make the area of great importance, including for military purposes,

and yet it was only during the Cold War that the region began to be used militarily. The US and
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Canada have already designated an air defence identification zone (ADIZ, DEWIZ, NOTAM).
Although it is somewhat acceptable in international law that the US, Canada and Russia have
already established themselves in the region under the heading of preventive self-defence, the
emergence of new players in the Arctic region will bring up international legal and territorial
disputes.’ In order to manage these disputes and the region properly, the Arctic Council has

been established, of which China is not a member, but only has observer status.

Changes in geopolitical and geostrategic importance
Energy sources in the region

In today's world, one of the most important factors is energy. There are at least 90
billion barrels of 0il*® and 1,670 trillion cubic metres of gas'’ in the region, according to current
research and exploration. The area in question is roughly 6 percent of the Earth's surface, but
the oil and gas in the region could represent more than 20 percent of the Earth's reserves.'®
This amount is enough to be a major motivation for countries in the region, but also for other
major powers. The extraction and transportation of oil and gas from the region is currently
extremely costly and difficult, as the region is still intermittently navigable. At present, it can
cost up to twice as much as the cheapest extraction solutions, so it will take time before more

intensive extraction begins.'®

China uses mainly coal and oil to meet its energy needs, which together account for
about 80% of its energy needs. The remaining 20% is shared between natural gas, hydropower

and other renewable energy sources.?’ China has huge reserves of coal (roughly 150 billion
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tonnes)?! and significant oil reserves (25 billion barrels).?? However, in 1993, the country hit the
point where it could no longer supply itself with oil, so from then China became an oil importer
country. In addition, it has been forced to connect itself into the world oil trade, which has
accelerated China's modernisation of its oil industry, with the three state-owned enterprises.
So, despite having domestic reserves, China still needs imports and has a strategic interest in

access to energy resources in the region.

The potential for new trade routes

In today's globalised world, with its long supply chains, trade plays a huge role. To
shorten the initial routes, we have tried to build channels. Perhaps the two most important
channels are the Suez and Panama canals. An accident in the Suez Canal a few years ago, when
a ship got stuck, highlighted once again how vulnerable narrow passages are and how
vulnerable they make trade itself.?> However, with the melting of the Arctic ice, new trade

routes are emerging that could turn the course of history in some countries' favour.

Figure 2: Potential routes and areas of natural gas and oil in the region. Online:
https.//www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/02/ice-melting-arctic-transport-route-industry/, (downloaded 03/04/2025)
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There are several routes in the pipeline (Figure 2), but the two most famous routes are
clearly the Northwest Passage (shown in red) and the Northern Sea route (shown in blue). The
former is the 5200 nautical mile (~9600km) route between the Bering Strait and the Labrador
Sea, while the latter is the route between the Bering Strait and Murmansk, which is 4700
nautical miles (~¥8700km) long. The Asia-Europe route would be 6900 nautical miles along the
North Sea route, which can be covered in roughly 18 days. In contrast, using the Suez Canal,
this route currently takes 30 days.?* A further example is the Tokyo-London route, which would
be reduced from 14,000 nautical miles to roughly 7,600 nautical miles using the Northeast
Passage.? It is therefore clear that a very significant reduction can be achieved between Asia
and Europe, facilitating trade links by making transport faster and cheaper. The difficulty of ice
compared to traditional routes is not that problematic, as it seems for the first time, since the
most famous routes also have challenges, for example political instability and piracy problems.
Not to mention that those routes are under US control, while for example the North Sea route
mostly under the control of Russia who is currently an ally of China.

MAJOR CHINESE INTERESTS IN THE ARCTIC OCEAN REGION
China's Arctic Policy (White Paper, 2018)%°

China states that the melting of ice and snow has given the Arctic a global significance,
which means that the region is now beyond the interests of the region, and that the events
have an impact on the interests of states outside the region. Furthermore, the document states
that the Chinese government is an active participant in the Arctic region, making efforts to

promote sustainable development, peace, stability and security in the region.
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In the first chapter, international law is already discussed, including the specific rights
of action of countries that do not have sovereignty over a landmass in the region. But they do
have the right to scientific research, fishing, laying submarine cables and pipelines, exploration
and exploitation of resources, commercial activities, mining, overflight, freedom of movement
and production. China clearly expects the ice to melt completely in the summer before the
middle of the century and the resulting commercial activity will have a major impact on global

shipping, trade and energy supply, bringing about massive social and economic changes.

One of the most important facts for the international community is that China considers
itself a so-called "Near Arctic state", whose economic interests, climate system and ecological
environment (i.e. environmental security) are directly affected by the Arctic. It also underlines
its close involvement in trans-regional and global Arctic issues, be it climate change, scientific
research, exploitation of shipping routes, resource exploration and exploitation, security and
global governance issues. The document underlined that China is a permanent member of the
UN Security Council, therefore the peace and security in the Arctic is a part of its mission. The
document also states that China is one of the most important trading and energy-consuming
countries, so the resources and trade routes in the region under discussion could have a huge
impact on the country's energy strategy and economic development. China expects that its
technology, capital, markets, knowledge and experience will have a major impact on the
expansion of the network of trade routes and the economic development of the coastal

territories. China also clearly communicates that it declared the Svalbard Treaty in 1925.

The country also highlights its activities in the region. In 1996, it became a member of
the International Arctic Scientific Committee, and since 1999 has organised several scientific

expeditions to the region, with the research vessel Xue Lung (Xué Léng 5 J¢; snow dragon) as



animportant icebreaker ship. In 2004, China built the Arctic Yellow River Station on the western
side of the Spitsbergen. With its research vessel and research station, it has created an
observing system covering the sea, ice, atmosphere and the biological-geological system of the
Arctic. The document also points out that several Chinese companies have already begun to
explore commercial opportunities associated with shipping routes, and that China's interests
and activities go beyond mere scientific research. Finally, at the end of this chapter of the
document, China expresses its intention to play an important role in the formulation of
international rules and regional governance in the Arctic. With the Belt and Road Initiative,

China provides an opportunity to establish and join the Arctic Silk Road.

China formulates the principle of "respect, cooperation, win-win situations and
sustainability". "Respect" means that the sovereignty of Arctic countries must be respected,
but the rights of non-Arctic states to carry out activities in the region must also be respected.
China sees "cooperation" as a means to engage in the region's affairs, so China wants to
cooperate with both state and non-state actors in multilateral and bilateral channels, in the
areas of resource use, shipping routes, climate change, scientific research and environmental
protection. A "win-win" situation means that everyone, including Arctic and non-Arctic states,
should seek mutually beneficial activities. And "sustainability" means that the activities of each

country in the region must be aligned with the interests of protecting the ecology.

The first point deals with scientific research. All parties have the right to carry out
research, such as setting up research stations, studying the effects of climate change and ice,
in accordance with the rules in force. China is increasing the amount of capital it devotes to
research in order to achieve deep-sea exploration, ice-zone exploration, Arctic oil and gas

drilling and production, renewable energy development and the development of new types of



icebreakers. China encourages its companies to participate in the exploration and exploitation
of Arctic resources by leveraging capital, technology and domestic markets, including through

international cooperation.

The country hopes that the development of shipping routes will lead to the construction
of the Arctic Silk Road. In order to make this initiative a success, he would like to see closer
international cooperation (construction and maintenance), but he also encourages his
companies to participate in the construction of the infrastructure of the routes, to carry out
test runs so that trade can take place in an orderly manner, and to carry out navigation research
to improve the safety of the routes and their logistical capacity. The exploration and
exploitation of non-living resources, such as oil, gas, minerals and renewable energy sources,
are also important to China. First of all, the document states that Chinese companies must
participate in the exploration and exploitation of fossil fuels, but that international law and
ecological protection must be taken into account. The region is very rich in wind and
geothermal energy resources, and China must also make progress in exploring these and in
developing the technologies needed to produce clean energy. China explains that climate
change is pushing fish stocks further north, potentially creating new fishing grounds for the
region in the future. China supports rational fishing in the region and would support the

establishment of an Arctic fisheries management organisation to this end.

Currently, China looks to the UN Charter, UNCLOS and the Svalbard Treaty as the guiding
principles for managing the region's affairs, but also recognises international organisations as
forums for rule-making. One of these is the International Maritime Organisation, of which China
is a member, and another is the Arctic Council, whose primacy in the region is recognised by

the People's Republic of China. The Belt and Road Initiative is also on the agenda here, with
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China expressing its hope to connect with Northern Europe by building the Arctic Silk Road. The
document then highlights that China and the United States have launched an annual dialogue
on Arcticissues, an Arctic dialogue with Russia since 2013, and in 2012 China and Iceland signed
the Framework Agreement for Arctic Cooperation, and are also engaged in bilateral dialogues

with the United Kingdom and France on maritime law and regional issues.

Energy demand

China's 2018 Arctic policy has mentioned in several places that the country has a
significant interest in the involvement of Chinese companies in the exploration and exploitation
of the region's energy resources. In the light of the above mentioned about energy resources
in connection with the People's Republic of China, those words of the document are correct.
The development of the People's Republic of China will require the country to provide more
and more energy at its disposal, as China's energy consumption is growing at an enormous rate.
China's most important ally in the region is Russia, and China can clearly cooperate with Russia
in the energy sector in order to secure the best possible conditions for itself. For this purpose,
China is cooperating with Russia, for example, on the Yamal Peninsula, where natural gas is
being extracted. In addition, the Siberian Power pipeline was built on Chinese credit and China
can buy roughly 38 billion cubic metres of natural gas a year from Russia. It is expected that by
the end of 2025, natural gas exports from Russia to China will be four times the level before
the Arctic Policy and the Arctic Silk Road were announced.?’ In addition, the Russian company
Novatek has also built an LNG terminal with a capacity of 16.5 million tonnes on the Yamal

Peninsula, which is important because China is open to buying LNG.%2
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Freight, transport, Belt and Road Initiative, the Arctic Silk Road

Xi Jinping took the office as President in 2013 and later that year announced in
Kazakhstan the Belt and Road Initiative, a gigantic foreign policy flagship for China, whereby
China will develop a network of trade routes and infrastructure in Eurasia in its own interests,
shifting the economic centre of gravity to the region and increasing its economic
diversification.”® However, the project's objectives are not so important in the present, due to

the first Trump administration's policies, therefore China started to reduce its ODI, i.e. outward

direct investment, almost immediately.3°
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Figure 3: Original routes of the Arctic Silk Road and the Belt and Road initiative. Online:
https.//www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/chinas-polar-ambitions-cause-anxiety, (downloaded 26/04/2021)

China has heavily involved the region in the New Silk Road project, namely the Arctic
Silk Road (Figure 3), which is part of the whole grand initiative. The document repeatedly

highlights the New Silk Road programme and the Arctic Silk Road. In essence, the Arctic Silk

29X, Jlinping: President Xi Jinping Delivers Important Speech and Proposes to Build a Silk Road Economic Belt with

Central Asian Countries. 2013.
30 KenToN, Will: Outward Direct Investment (ODI). 2020.
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Road has similar objectives to its predecessor, except that it will be located in the Arctic region.
The aim of the programme is to link the objectives of the countries in the region and other
countries that wish to join China, in order to create a coordinated and compatible network of
routes. This of course requires that the issue of navigation is resolved. To this end, China has
launched a satellite in 2022 specifically designed to monitor shipping routes in the Arctic.3! In
2019, COSCO, the largest shipping company in the People's Republic of China, has already made
14 voyages across the Arctic on the China-North Europe route, saving a lot of time and money.3?
According to a 2020 figure, 331 ships have already crossed the Arctic Silk Road, moving around
33 million tonnes of goods.3* The Russian-Ukrainian war has reduced trade in the region, but in
2024 a record 97 ships crossed in a single year, moving around 3.1 tonnes of goods. The trade
was essentially exclusively between China and Russia (Figure 4). 95% of the trade was in crude
oil and bulk commodities (e.g. grain) from Russia to China. In the reverse direction, containers
were very important. Thus, Russia supplies energy carriers and agricultural products to China,

while China supplies goods to Russia, e.g. Shanghai-Saint Petersburg. 3*

Figure 4: Arctic Silk Road shipping routes in 2024. Online: https://chnl.no/news/main-results-of-nsr-transit-navigation-in-
2024/, (downloaded: 03/04/2025)
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It is therefore clear that China has an important shipping interest in the region, as the
South China Sea, the Straits of Malacca and the Suez Canal are not only longer, more dangerous
and more sensitive in some respects, but are clearly under US influence, so if China considers
it in its national interest to have control over global shipping routes, then the Arctic shipping

routes are clearly in its national interest.

Chinese defence policy issues in the region

One important issue is the perception of security. While this can be influenced
considerably, the information about how US military officers and diplomatic leaders think is
striking: 'l have conducted 117 interviews with US military and diplomatic officials based in the
Arctic and the Chinese always come up. When | asked about their threat in the Arctic, although

Russia was often not mentioned, China came next after climate change."3>

China's White Paper on its Arctic policy has set off a process despite the fact that there
is no mention of China's desire to make the region a defence issue. Former NATO Secretary
General Jens Stoltenberg has expressed his concern about China's presence in the Arctic in the
wake of the document.3® In 2019, the EU's China strategy stated that China's Arctic policy was
a concern.?’ Later in 2021, the European Parliament recommended that the EU, in cooperation
with NATO, closely monitor China's activities in the Arctic.38 In May of 2019, a Russian military
expert named Alexander Sirokorad raises the possibility that Russia could provide port support
to Chinese submarines in the Arctic and that a joint Arctic Russian-Chinese air and missile
defence system could be established. A few months later, Beijing receives an invitation from

the Russian ambassador in Beijing to invest in Russian Arctic ports and infrastructure

35 LuHN, Alec: Freezing cold war: militaries move in as Arctic ice retreats — photo essay. 2020.
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development in China to secure the Arctic Silk Road, as part of its Arctic policy. An interesting
fact also emerges in connection with the element of navigation that is an element of the Arctic
Silk Road to facilitate commercial navigation. Version 3 of the Chinese navigation system

BeiDou (BDS, b3 2 E S & %) was fully completed in 2020, completing the People's

Republic of China's global positioning system.3° A ground component of this system is located
on the Spitsbergen mountains. Although on paper this system is designed to support
commercial shipping, like the US GPS, it can also provide missile positioning, making China a
potential threat in the Arctic region. Built to be compatible with the People's Liberation Army

Navy, the Snow Dragon 2 (Xué I6ng ér ) is China's first homebuilt icebreaker and could

be used to rescue submarines. In addition, China, following the example of the US and Russia,
is setting up short-term ice camps (bing zhan 7K #) in the region, which, in addition to scientific

activities, can also serve as training sites for submarine crews.

China is not only planning to build a nuclear-powered icebreaker, but is also placing
great emphasis on nuclear-powered submarines, which are much harder to detect under the
Arctic ice and could pose a major threat to the United States, Canada and northern Europe.
And if China achieves what it has set out in its Arctic policy, which is to regulate the region and
make it freely navigable in terms of international law, then legally submarines will also be able
to move more freely in the region.*° This is particularly important as China has in recent years
placed great emphasis on its navy, which consists of three fleets: North Sea Fleet, East Sea Fleet
and South Sea Fleet.*! Submarines are dominant in the Arctic Sea region, so it is important that

China has twelve nuclear-powered submarines, six of which (533 mm TT with Yu-6 HWT) are

39 BeiDou: China launches final satellite in challenge to GPS 2020.
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attack submarines and a further six (Jin 094 type with up to 12 JL-2s) are equipped with ballistic
missiles.*? In addition, it has developed long-range anti-ship ballistic missiles, which, by being
able to change their trajectory in the landing branch, are essentially capable of hitting a moving
aircraft carrier and, because of their speed, there is little that missile defence systems can do

to counter them.*3

Greenland
Although Greenland is still an island under the control of a country, it has become a highly

valued territory in mainstream media under the second Trump administration. Although
Greenland is primarily an EU-US conflict zone where China is less involved, it may be worth

examining China's relationship with Greenland.

In the case of Greenland, since 2009, legal obstacles to China increasing its presence on the
island in any way have been increasing. In the 2010s, there were several attempts by China to
successfully acquire a share of the mineral resources found in Greenland. China has tried to
acquire rare earths, including a stake in the Kvanefjeld rare earth exploration project by the
Chinese company Shenghe Resources, but this project was halted due to environmental
concerns. China was interested in a decommissioned naval base and China bid for the
development and expansion of runways at Greenland airports, but in both cases, China was
ultimately rejected. However, these requests were not only made because of China's interest
in Greenland, but also because Greenland is constantly looking for investors and has seen China

as a successful partner in many cases, so Greenland is a regular participant in Chinese mining

42 THE MILITARY BALANCE 2025. International Institute for Strategic Studies, London, 2025, p. 240.
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ballisztikus rakéta és a csendes-6cedni er6egyensuly atalakuldsa. 2017. In: Haditechnika 2017/1. p. 20-22.
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conferences and has sent a business delegation to China. By opening up to China, Greenland

has also had the EU and the US start to take a more serious interest.**

At the moment, however, Greenlanders do not seem to be afraid of China, but would prefer to
see investors from, for example, Canada or Europe. On the Chinese side, an independent
Greenland would probably be a better situation, since in many cases Denmark's intervention
has blocked certain rapprochement processes. At the moment, while investment interest has

waned, trade between the parties remains significant.*

SUMMARY

The research question was answered by the research. It proved that China is actively
involved in the Arctic region. It is doing so partly because China needs the energy resources,
partly because the country can shape Eurasia's trade along new trade routes according to its
own ideas, and partly because it can regulate and organise a new region according to its own
interests. China is clearly seeking to achieve its goals by diplomatic means, but it is also likely to
use realpolitik to build deterrence in the region. China has joined international organisations
and propose the creation of new ones, thus improving its position. The first of my hypotheses
has been clearly confirmed. China is seeking to use the Arctic Ocean for shipping. Less clearly,

but still confirmed, is my hypothesis that China is also planning a defence policy with the region.

China had been expecting to challenge the status quo in the region for years, and moved
several years earlier than the other major powers, gaining an advantage in the region. The steps
China has taken in recent years suggest that it will continue to monitor the Arctic Ocean region

and try to assert its interests. An old Chinese saying - quoting the words of General Zhuge Liang,

4% ANDERSSON, Patrik: China already left - so what is Trump's Greenland gambit about? 2025.
45> BRUNNERSUM, Sou-Jie van: China failed in its Arctic ambitions in Greenland. 2022.
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who was about to set fire to an enemy fleet - describes the situation rather well: 'Everything is

ready, only the east wind is missing' (FEE& R RENX).
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