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Asia Centre’s  
Strategic Observatory 
on China provides 
monitoring and  
analysis on all  
dimensions of 
China’s power 
(strategic, political,  
industrial, economic  
and financial). 
Focused on  
internal politics, PLA 
modernization, and 
China’s security and 
foreign policy in Asia 
and in the world, 
and its impact on 
French and Euro-
pean interests, the 
Observatory gathers 
a community of 
experts, academics 
and representatives  
of the public  
sector, and spreads 
and shares findings 
with an international 
audience of China 
specialists.
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In comparison with that of the eight states which border 
the Arctic Ocean1, and other countries such as those  
in Western and Central Europe which have experienced 
long histories of exploration in the north circumpolar 
region, China’s Arctic policy remains very much a work 
in progress. Although Beijing, under President Xi Jinping, 
has greatly expanded its Arctic policies, both political 
and economic, over the past decade, there is yet to be  
an issue-specific governmental plan published which 
outlines China’s emerging interests in the Arctic (and the 
Antarctic). Until recently, Chinese policymakers were also 
somewhat reluctant to publically describe the country’s 
Arctic affairs except in very broad dimensions. For example, 
in 2009 when asked about the subject, a senior Chinese 
foreign policy official stated for the record that Beijing ‘does 
not have an Arctic strategy’2. The main reason for such 
modesty was the general view in Chinese foreign policy 
circles that the country’s Arctic affairs had not evolved  
to the degree that such a document was required, either 
for domestic or international consumption3.

Another more tacit reason for a delay in publishing such 
an Arctic policy paper was that the publication of such 
a paper would inevitably result in a great deal of scrutiny 
from a variety of directions given China’s great power 
status and its burgeoning cross-regional diplomacy which 
has seen Beijing’s cross-regional economic and political 
interests grow considerably, including in Africa, Europe, 
Latin America and Oceania. Since China, unlike other 
great powers, namely Russia and the United States, 
lacks an Arctic border, there was originally a high degree 
of wariness that any stated Arctic policy by Beijing would 
invite concerns it was seeking to gate-crash its way into the 
region. There has been a great deal of outside speculation 
about the economic and political future of the Arctic as the 
region continues to be subject to climate change and ice 
erosion4. At the same time, the degree of policy research 
in China on non-scientific aspects of the Arctic is still 
comparatively low but steadily increasing. 

At present, Beijing is working to develop not only a more 
comprehensive Arctic policy but also more concrete 
Arctic identity. To accomplish this, the country has sought  
to augment its diplomatic presence in the region through 
bilateral means, including stronger engagement with key 
Arctic governments and players, as well as via multilateral 
means including engagement with the Arctic Council, which 
Beijing joined as a formal observer in 20135, and Track II 
Arctic organisations including the Arctic Circle (Reykjavík) 
and Arctic Frontiers (Tromsø) conferences. Despite 
China’s long historical interest in the northern polar region,  

1- Canada, Denmark (via the Faroe Islands and Greenland),  
Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Russia and the United States.
2- Peter Hough, International Politics of the Arctic: Coming in 
from the Cold (New York and London: Routledge, 2012), 31.
3- Interviews with Chinese Arctic policy specialists, Shanghai, 
April 2014.
4- Brian Kahn, ’The Arctic is Seriously Weird Right Now,’  
Scientific American, 25 November 2016, < https://www.scientifica-
merican.com/article/the-arctic-is-seriously-weird-right-now/?WT.
mc_id=SA_FB_ENGYSUS_NEWS>.
5- Richard Milne, ’China Wins Observer Status in the Arctic 
Council,’ Financial Times, 15 May 2013.

it can be argued that Chinese Arctic policy has only been 
formalised during the last two decades, and this at a time  
when the Arctic as a whole has undergone not only vast 
physical changes, due largely to ice erosion as a product 
of climate change, but also economic, social, political,  
and indeed strategic transformations as the region falls 
under greater international observation. 

Despite Beijing’s increasing Arctic interests,  
the Xi government has repeatedly sought to downplay 
the role of security in Chinese circumpolar diplomacy. 
However, the emerging geopolitics of the Arctic,  
and ongoing questions about its future economic value, 
have meant that China can ill-afford to ignore the various 
policy dimensions of the region, especially given the 
country’s lack of an Arctic border and the large number of 
strategic variables which are important to Beijing’s foreign 
policy interests.

Unpacking China’s Arctic Interests

In late 2015, it was stated that a specific governmental 
White Paper regarding the Arctic was in preparation  
for release at an unspecified date6. In the interim it is 
possible to discern Beijing’s emerging areas of interest 
in Arctic affairs in a greater diversity of areas. Foremost, 
there is a focus on China seeking to develop enhanced 
scientific diplomacy in the Arctic, both in accordance 
with the country’s great power status and also  
as an acknowledgement of China’s proximity to the Arctic 
region. As well, the effects of regional climate change 
on Chinese weather patterns have justified China’s 
engagement with any major existing and emerging 
regimes addressing Arctic affairs. For example, record cold 
temperatures in southern China during January 2016 were 
traced back to a changing Arctic climate and diminishing 
local ice7. It was this argument that formed the basis  
for Chinese views that the country should be considered 
a ‘near-Arctic state’ (jin beiji guojia 近北极国家) despite 
its lack of far-northern geography, and critical views from 
outside analysts concerned that Beijing was seeking  
a strategic foothold in the region under the aegis of that 

6- Interview with PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs official, Reyk-
javík, October 2015.
7- Alistair MacDonald and Ellen Emmerentze, ‘Arctic Body 
Comes In From the Cold: Beijing, Others Want a Seat at the Table 
as Region Gains In Geopolitical Weight,’ Wall Street Journal,  
14 May 2013; Jinqing Zuo, Hong-Li Ren, Bingyi Wu and Weijing 
Li, ‘Predictability of Winter Temperature in China from Previous 
Autumn Arctic Sea Ice,’ Climate Dynamics 47(7)(October 2016): 
2331-43; ‘China Braces for ‘Bossy’ Cold Wave,’ People’s Daily 
/ Xinhua, 20 January 2016, <http://en.people.cn/n3/2016/0120/
c90882-9006699.html>.
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phrase8.

In addition to the climate change argument, Beijing is 
also seeking to elucidate its ‘near-Arctic state’ thinking 
by improving its hard science competence in the Arctic. 
China’s current regional scientific interests can be traced 
back to the country’s signing of the Spitsbergen Treaty  
in 1925, allowing Chinese vessels to engage in fishing  
and commercial activities in the high Arctic region, but there 
was little Chinese activity in the region until decades later9.
Beijing began to expand its Arctic research agenda with its 
first North Pole expedition in 1999, followed by sea-based 
research expeditions. In 1996, China joined the International 
Arctic Scientific Committee (IASC), a non-governmental 
organisation which coordinates regional scientific 
research initiatives10. Beijing’s Arctic interests culminated 
in the opening of the Yellow River Station (Huanghe zhan  
黄河站) for scientific research at Ny-Ålesund on the 
Norwegian islands of Svalbard in 200411. China has 
also built four research bases in Antarctica, starting with 
Kunlun Station (Kunlun zhan 昆仑站) opened in 2009, with  
a fifth planned for 2017. Plans are also in place for an air 
squadron to support Chinese research missions on the 
continent as well as an Antarctic astronomical research 
facility12.

China’s Polar Research Institute also operates  
an icebreaking vessel, the Xuelong (雪龙  ‘Snow Dragon’), 
originally purchased from Ukraine and refitted in 2007,  
for research missions near both poles. A second icebreaker, 
potentially nuclear-powered and costing approximately 
US$150 million (140 million euros), is scheduled to be 
completed in 2018. In regards to air support, a new fixed-
wing aircraft designed for polar flights, the Xueying-601  
(雪鹰-601 ‘Snow Eagle 601’) began to undergo tests  
in Antarctica in January 2016, and Beijing has also 
expressed interest in purchasing Russian-made Mi-8 
8- Yang Zhenjiao, Han Shuoyang, Guo Peiqing and Fan Hon-
gying, ‘北极生态安全对中国国家安全的影响及应对策略,’  
[‘The Arctic Ecological Security Impact on National Security of 
China and Strategy,’] 海洋环境科学 [Marine Environmental 
Science] 32(4) (August 2013): 629-35; Wang Xinhe, ‘国家利益
视角 下的中国北极身份,’ [‘China’s Arctic Identities from the  
Perspective of National Interests,’] 太平洋学报 [Pacific  
Journal] 21(5) (May 2013): 81-9; Xia Liping, ‘北极环境变化对全
球安全和中国国 家安全的影响,’ [‘Arctic Environmental Change 
on Global Security and Chinese National Security Implications,’]  
世界政治 [World Politics] 1(2011): 122-33; Marc Lanteigne, 
‘Affirm the Scientific: Chinese Diplomacy in the Arctic,’ Arctic 
Deeply, 23 December 2015, <https://www.newsdeeply.com/arc-
tic/community/2015/12/23/affirm-the-scientific-chinese-diploma-
cy-in-the-arctic>; Mia M. Bennett, ‘How China Sees the Arctic:  
Reading Between Extraregional and Intraregional Narratives,’ 
Geopolitics 20(2015): 644-5.
9- Zhiguo Gao, ‘Legal Issues of MSR in the Arctic: A Chinese  
Perspective,’ Arctic Science, International Law and Climate 
Change / Beiträge zum ausländischen öffentlichen Recht und Völ-
kerrecht 235(2012): 142.
10- ‘Significance of Arctic Research Expedition,’ China.org.cn, 
<http://www.china.org.cn/english/features/40961.htm>.
11- ‘Yellow River Station Opens in Arctic,’ China Daily,  
29 July 2004.
12- Yu Jialan, ‘China to Send Science Team to Antarctic to Study 
Feasibility of 5th Station,’ Global Times, 30 October 2016, <http://
www.globaltimes.cn/content/1014852.shtml>; Zhao Lei, ‘An-
tarctic Air Squadron to be Set Up,’ People’s Daily, 13 February 
2016, <http://en.people.cn/n3/2016/0213/c90882-9015909.html>; 
‘China to build Antarctic astronomical observatory,’ Xinhua,  
3 November 2016, <http://www.china.org.cn/china/2016-11/03/
content_39628659.htm>.

AMTSh-VA helicopters modified specifically for polar 
conditions13.

Scientific interests, including in the areas of climatology 
(especially climate change), geography, geology, 
glaciology and oceanography continue to shape much of 
Beijing’s Arctic policy, and this approach has also affected 
Chinese diplomacy in the region. Beijing has expressed 
interest in developing scientific partnerships with Arctic 
states in a variety of fields. Examples have included  
the China-Iceland Joint Aurora Observatory (CIAO)  
at Kárhóll in northern Iceland, expected to open in early 
2017, and an announcement made in February 2016 
by the China’s State Oceanic Administration (SOA)  
of a potential joint Arctic exploration mission with Russia 
later in the year14.

Second, beyond scientific interests, the economic 
advantages of the Arctic have also caught the attention 
of numerous Chinese policymakers including in the areas 
of resources, fossil fuels and shipping. Despite declining 
prices for both oil and gas as well as commodities  
after 2014, the resource potential of the Arctic continues 
to factor into Beijing’s developing Arctic thinking.  
Russia, not surprisingly, is key to many of these 
policies. In May 2014, a thirty-year natural gas deal 
worth approximately US$400 billion (370 billion euros),  
was struck between the China National Petroleum 
Corporation (CNPC) and the Russian energy firm 
Gazprom. Two Chinese banks, the Export-Import (Exim) 
Bank of China and the China Development Bank agreed 
in April 2016 to provide US$12 billion (11 billion euros)  
in loans to support the development of the US$27 billion (25 
billion euros) Yamal liquefied natural gas project in North-
Western Siberia, which would see LNG being shipped from 
Northern Russia to China and elsewhere in Northeast Asia 
by 201715. This would suggest a conviction that depressed 
global energy prices will rebound in the near future to the 
point where such initiatives would potentially be profitable. 

In addition to Russian energy projects, the China National 
Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) and Reykjavík-based 
energy concern Eykon signed an agreement along with 
Norway’s Petoro to survey for oil and gas in the Dreki 
region near Jan Mayen Island in the North Atlantic,  
13- Zhong Nan, ‘Deal to Advance Launch of Nuclear Icebreakers,’ 
China Daily, 28 July 2016, < http://africa.chinadaily.com.cn/busi-
ness/2016-07/28/content_26247895.htm>; ‘China Completes Test 
Flight of First Fixed-wing Aircraft in the South Pole,’ Chinese 
Academy of Sciences, 12 January 2016, <http://english.cas.cn/
newsroom/china_research/201601/t20160112_158692.shtml>; 
‘Russian Arctic Helicopters May Attract China, Oil and Gas Com-
panies,’ Sputnik News, 22 November 2016, <https://sputniknews.
com/military/201611221047710388-russia-arctic-helicopter-
china/>.
14- ‘China’s Arctic Ambitions Take Shape in Remote Island Valley,’ 
China Daily / Associated Press, 16 November 2016, <http://www.
chinadailyasia.com/chinafocus/2016-11/16/content_15527219_2.
html>; Xu Xin, ‘China to Further Explore Antarctic, Deep Sea 
This Year,’ Xinhua, 9 February 2016, <http://news.xinhuanet.com/
english/2016-02/09/c_135086260.htm>.
15- Alexei Anishchuk, ‘As Putin looks East, China and Russia Sign 
$400-billion Gas Deal,’ Reuters, 21 May 2014, <http://www.reuters.
com/article/us-china-russia-gas-idUSBREA4K07K20140521>; 
James Marson, ‘Russian Natural-Gas project Gets Funding from 
China,’ Wall Street Journal, 29 April 2016; Jack Farchy, ‘Chinese 
Lend $12bn for Gas Plant in Russian Arctic,’ Financial Times, 29 
April 2016, <https://www.ft.com/content/4ca8886e-0e14-11e6-
ad80-67655613c2d6>
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the first such foray for Iceland into regional fossil fuel 
drilling. Seismic surveys were completed in the region 
in 2015, with plans to commence drilling in 202216.  
In addition to the Dreki project and the aurora observatory, 
China-Iceland Arctic relations were bolstered by  
the signing in 2013 of a free trade agreement, the first 
Beijing signed with either an Arctic or a European economy. 
A similar FTA planned between China and Norway fell into 
abeyance after bilateral relations were downgraded due to 
a Nobel Peace Prize issue in 2010. China and Iceland also 
signed a unique memorandum of understanding in April 
2012 establishing a framework for cooperation in areas 
of Arctic and maritime policy, environmental research and 
protection, and other areas of joint scientific interest17.

China’s energy interests in the Arctic may develop further 
in the future. During the January 2015 Arctic Frontiers 
conference, a visiting senior official with the China National 
Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) announced that his 
firm was ‘willing and able to participate in Arctic oil and 
gas cooperation to better promote the development  
of Arctic resources’ and regional partners would be sought 
for subsequent joint ventures18. Low fossil fuel prices 
notwithstanding, Beijing continues to view the Arctic as a 
source of significant future energy potential, especially as 
the costs and difficulties of operating in the far north are 
expected to decrease as more regional ice disappears. 

Beyond oil and gas, Chinese business interests are also 
focussed on potential Arctic mining enterprises, with a 
focus on Greenland given that the island has become more 
accessible with the melting of the island’s voluminous ice 
sheet. Initially, a pair of Chinese firms, Jiangxi Zhongrun 
Mining and Jiangxi Union Mining, had engaged in surveys 
during 2009 for potential mining ventures, with the latter 
company being the first Chinese mining corporation  
to conduct operations within the Arctic Circle19. In January 
2015, General Nice Group, a Hong Kong firm, purchased 
iron-mining rights in western Greenland’s Isua region after 
the previous owner, London Mining, filed for bankruptcy  
the previous year. This agreement was the first time 
an Arctic development project came under exclusive 
ownership of a Chinese corporation, yet any short-term 
plans to develop the site were deferred in the wake of 
high initial start-up costs and low global prices for iron ore  
and other like commodities20. However, another Greenlandic 

16- ‘Orkustofnun Grants a Third License in the Dreki Area,’  
Orkustofnun, National Energy Authority, 22 January 2014, 
<http://www.nea.is/the-national-energy-authority/news/nr/1540>; 
‘CNOOC Updates on Iceland Seismic,’ Offshore, 11 September 
2016, <http://www.offshore-mag.com/articles/print/volume-76/is-
sue-11/departments/geosciences/industry-responds-to-boem-peis.
html>.
17- David Jolly, ’Iceland and China Enter a Free Trade Agreement,’ 
The New York Times, 15 April 2013; ’Memorandum of Unders-
tanding on Cooperation in the Field of Marine and Polar Science 
and Technology between the State Oceanic Administration of the 
People’s Republic of China and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
Iceland,’ Iceland Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 20 April 2012.
18- ‘China’s Energy Giant Willing to Cooperate in Arctic Resources 
Extraction,’ China Daily (Europe), 20 January 2015.
19- Pu Jun, ‘Greenland Lures China’s Miners with Cold Gold,’ 
Caixin Online, 12 July 2011 <http://english.caixin.com/2011-12-
07/100335609.html>. 
20- Gwladys Fouche, ‘Chinese firm Unlikely to Develop  
$2 Billion Greenland Iron Ore Mine Soon: Minister,’ Reuters,  
26 January 2016, <http://www.reuters.com/article/us-greenland-
mining-china-idUSKCN0V425D>.

mining endeavour began to take shape in September 2016 
when a Chinese rare earths firm, Shenghe Resources 
Holding based in Chengdu, announced that it would 
seek to acquire 12.5% of shares, worth approximately 
US$3.5 million (3.2 million euros), in Greenland Minerals 
and Energy, an Australian company seeking to develop  
the Kvanefjeld area near the island’s southern tip, a region 
rich in rare earth elements and uranium21.

In addition to commodities, Beijing is regarding the Arctic 
through the lens of potential maritime trade routes in the 
region, especially the Northern Sea Route (NSR), as more 
of the Arctic Ocean becomes ice-free during the summer 
months. This, as the Xi government continues to develop 
ambitious land and sea trade routes as part of an overall 
initiative known as the ‘Belt and Road’ (yidai yilu 一带一路) 
designed to better link China with key markets in Africa, 
Eurasia and Europe22. These routes would create shorter 
and less expensive transit times between key markets, 
especially between Europe and East Asia, and are  
an offshoot of Beijing’s interest, introduced during  
the period of Chinese ‘deep economic reform’  
in the 1990s, in creating ‘sea lanes of communication’ 
(haishang tongdao 海上通道), or SLoCs, to enhance 
Chinese trading interests. With the increase in Chinese 
exports, there has been greater concern expressed  
in Beijing about the protection of maritime shipping from 
foreign interference or even interdiction, including by state 
and non-state actors, an issue referred to as the ‘Malacca 
Dilemma’ (Maliujia kunju 马六甲困局), a reference to the 
Malacca Straits through which much Chinese maritime 
trade, including fossil fuels, passes23. Thus, the widening 
and deepening of trade routes have been constantly sought 
by China with the Belt and Road initiative representing  
a major step forward in this thinking. 

It would be premature to debate whether an enhanced use 
of Arctic trade routes, an ‘Ice Road’ (binglu 冰路) perhaps 
involving the NSR or other opening channels in the Arctic 
Ocean, will also factor into the future development of Belt 
and Road strategies. Yet, should the Arctic become more 
usable for maritime transit due to retreating ice, it is likely 
that China would eventually wish to make expanded use 
of such outlets24. Beijing further demonstrated its overall 
commitment to participating in the NSR’s future opening 
for commercial shipping in August-September 2013  
when the modified Chinese cargo vessel Yongsheng  
(永盛), built in 2001 and owned by China Cosco Shipping 
Group, travelled from the port of Dalian to Rotterdam  
in thirty-three days via the Arctic route, saving approximately 

21- ‘Shenghe Takes 12.5 Stake in GGG’ News.com.au,  
23 September 2016. <http://www.news.com.au/finance/business/
breaking-news/shenghe-takes-125-stake-in-ggg/news-story/9b87c
3778c4ebf3deb4156f22a1fb367>.
22- Wang Yiwei, The Belt and Road Initiative: What China Will 
Offer the World in its Rise (Beijing: New World Press, 2016), 22-8; 
‘Work Together to Build the Silk Road Economic Belt, (September 
7, 2013)’ Xi Jinping: On Governance (Beijing: Foreign Languages 
Press, 2014), 315-9; Tang Danlu, ‘Xi Suggests China, C. Asia Build 
Silk Road Economic Belt,’ Xinhua, 7 September 2013, <http://
news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2013-09/07/c_132700695.
htm>;
23- Marc Lanteigne, ‘China’s Maritime Security and the “Malacca 
Dilemma”,’ Asian Security 4(2)(2008): 143-61.
24- Gang Chen, ‘China’s Emerging Arctic Strategy,’ Polar Journal 
2(2) (December 2012): 361.
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two weeks of transit time25. The event marked the first time 
a container vessel made the journey, and emphasised 
not only the potential viability of the passage for Chinese 
and Asian shipping, but also China’s growing maritime 
prowess. In mid-2015, the Yongsheng sailed from Dalian 
to Varberg, Sweden and back via the NSR, and completed 
a third run in mid-201626. The possibility of the Arctic 
becoming a focus of Chinese naval interest, however, 
remains extremely remote, given the current political 
atmosphere of the region. 

Beijing clarified its plans for the potential use of another 
Arctic route, namely the Northwest Passage (NWP), 
when China’s Maritime Safety Administration published 
an Arctic navigation guide in April 2016 which carefully 
described the geography and transit conditions  
of the waterways surrounding the Canadian Arctic 
Archipelago and their potential usage by Chinese vessels, 
a follow-up to a similar manual covering the NSR region 
which was published in 2014. This was followed by a more 
formal statement from Beijing, announcing that Chinese 
shipping vessels may also use the NWP in the near 
future as a means of circumventing the Panama Canal  
and reducing transit time between East Asia and the North 
American east coast27. Despite the announcement that 
use of the NWP by Chinese ships would be for economic 
purposes only, the statement revived a political controversy 
between Canada and the United States over the legal 
status of the Passage. Canada considers the NWP,  
made up of seven specific routes between the archipelago, 
to be its internal waters, while Washington has maintained 
that the region constitutes international waters. Thus far, 
Beijing has avoided expressing a public opinion on the 
dispute, noting that ‘China noted that Canada considers 
this route as internal waters, while some countries believe 
it was open for international navigation,’ and that when 
regional shipping commences, the Chinese government 
would make ‘appropriate decisions by taking into account 
various factors.’28

Although Beijing has stressed the peaceful use of the Arctic 
region for scientific and economic purposes, the ability to 
send ships through the Arctic will be a critical test of the 
country’s evolving strategic policy of expanding its maritime 
interests further beyond Chinese waters, including in more 
environmentally hostile regions such as the far north.  
The depth of China’s commitment to accessing Arctic 
waters was well-indicated when five Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) vessels transited the 

25- Charlotte MacDonald-Gibson, ‘From China to Rotterdam, and 
Into the Record Books,’ The Independent, 12 September 2013.
26- Interviews with Arctic regional policy specialists, Shanghai, 
May 2015; Marc Lanteigne, ‘There and Back Again,’ Arctic  
Journal, 19 August 2015, <http://arcticjournal.com/opinion/1761/
there-and-back-again>; Marc Lanteigne, ‘China and the Northern 
Sea Route: Placing Their Bets,’ Arctic Journal, 18 August 2016,  
< http://arcticjournal.com/business/2519/placing-their-bets>.
27- Peng Yining, ‘China Charting a New Course,’ China Daily. 
20 April 2016. <http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2016-04/20/
content_24679000.htm (accessed 21 April 2016); Nathan Van-
derklippe, ‘China Reveals Plans to Ship Cargo across Canada’s 
Northwest Passage,’ Globe and Mail, 20 April 2016, <http://www.
theglobeandmail.com/news/world/china-reveals-plans-to-ship-car-
go-across-canadas-northwest-passage/article29691054/>.
28- ’Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying’s Regular Press 
Conference on April 20, 2016,’ Foreign Ministry of the People’s 
Republic of China, 20 April 2016, <http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_
eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/t1357177.shtml>.

Bering Sea off the coast of Alaska, without informing 
the US government, in September 201529. Although 
the routing was legal under the international rules of 
‘innocent passage’, the transit through US territorial 
waters nevertheless took place when President Obama 
was in the state and speaking at the GLACIER Conference  
on Arctic affairs, and was interpreted as a signal of the 
degree of importance Beijing has placed on developing  
a polar maritime presence. 

Despite ongoing uncertainties in the global economy, 
which have affected shipping along with many other 
sectors, Beijing seemingly continues to consider the Arctic 
as a valuable transit route for Chinese commerce in the 
future. At the October 2016 Arctic Circle conference, 
a speech by Ding Nong, Executive Vice President  
of Chinese shipping company Cosco, included a reference 
on the importance of the NSR to future Arctic shipping  
as well as three proposals, namely the need for ‘regularizing 
behaviours’ to ensure environmental protection and 
social responsibility, strict adherence to the Polar Code,  
which is to come into effect in 2017 to regulate responsible 
Arctic shipping, and the desirability of cooperation and 
joint research with Arctic nations. It was also noted that 
in addition to the Yongsheng, which was designed  
to be the test vessel for Chinese Arctic transits, four other  
‘low-ice’ vessels also made limited one-way journeys 
through the NSR in 2016, suggesting that Cosco was 
preparing to develop a more robust Arctic Ocean shipping 
presence30.It remains uncertain when the NSR and other 
sea routes in the Arctic will be able to handle larger-
scale maritime traffic, but a key part of China’s economic 
strategy in the region is to be prepared for the day when  
an ‘ice road’ becomes a reality for Beijing.

New Directions in Chinese Arctic Diplomacy

At the October 2015 Arctic Circle conference, a video 
greeting was played from Chinese Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi, who in his short speech praised China’s emerging 
Arctic policies noting that his country’s interests in the 
region have ‘always been guided by three principles: 
respect, cooperation and win-win.’ This was followed  
by a speech by Chinese Vice-Foreign Minister Zhang 
Ming, who presented the closest statement to a formal 
Arctic policy on Beijing’s behalf in the form of a six-point 
strategy for China-Arctic relations: 

1) China and other actors must ‘further explore 
and understand the Arctic.’ Various Arctic interests 
including those in government, business, academia 
and research should share resources in the name  
of further understanding the region in the hopes of building 
knowledge and protecting the region.

29- Helene Cooper, ’In a First, Chinese Navy Sails off Alaska,’ The 
New York Times, 2 September 2015.
30- Ding Nong, ’Explorations of and Reflections on Arctic Ship-
ping,’ Speech at the 2016 Arctic Circle Conference, Reykjavík, 8 
October 2016.
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2) The international community must ‘protect and rationally 
use the Arctic’. Noting that the Arctic exists within a fragile 
environment, a balance needs to be made between 
maximising the region’s economic potential as a source 
of resources and a location for shipping, and its tenuous 
ecosystem. 

3) All actors should ‘respect the inherent rights of Arctic 
countries and the indigenous people’. This would include 
not only Arctic governments and the peoples themselves 
but also their sovereignty and their environment and 
resources. 

4) All actors should also ‘respect the rights of non-Arctic 
countries and the overall interests of the international 
community’. It was stressed that non-Arctic governments 
have the right to conduct research, engage in economic 
activities such as maritime navigation and explore  
the region. These activities would be undertaken 
in accordance with international law, and with  
the understanding that ‘the overall interests of the 
international community in the Arctic should be respected.’

5) A ‘multi-tiered Arctic cooperation framework’ should be 
constructed ‘for win-win results’. These regimes would 
address a variety of areas related to Arctic governance, 
would include non-Arctic states and interests, and exist on 
local, regional and global levels. 

6) The international community should ‘uphold the Arctic 
governance system based on existing international law’. 
This includes respect for the United Nations Charter,  
the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS),  
the Spitsbergen Treaty and other legal regimes relevant  
to Arctic affairs. It was stressed that Beijing strongly supports 
improving Arctic governance and the role of organisations 
such as the Arctic Council and the International Maritime 
Organisation31.

These six points, on one hand, affirm Beijing’s interests 
in acknowledging Arctic sovereignty and stressing  
the importance of environmental protection in the region, 
while also supporting scientific and economic activities as 
more of the region becomes accessible, due to climate 
change. However, the underlying theme of the six points, 
especially the fourth and fifth, was that China views  
the rights and entitlements of non-Arctic actors  
(such as itself) to also be important, and that it would 
not be preferred by Beijing if future regional development 
were to be somehow restricted exclusively to the Arctic 
states. At present, China is satisfied with its status as 
an Arctic Council observer, but at the same time, the 
country is interested in ensuring that the emerging regional 
agenda is not dominated by the Arctic governments, and 
so it remains an open question whether China will want  
a greater say in Arctic affairs as Beijing’s global power 
grows and the Arctic continues to grow as an economic 
and strategic concern. 

China’s interests in further coordination with non-Arctic 
states in Arctic affairs was also realised when low-level 

31- ‘Keynote Speech by Vice Foreign Minister Zhang Ming at 
the China Country Session of the Third Arctic Circle Assembly,’ 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs or the People’s Republic of China,  
17 October 2015, <http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/
t1306858.shtml>.

talks began on Arctic scientific cooperation between 
China, Japan and South Korea. The catalyst for those 
talks appeared in November 2015, when President Xi 
Jinping and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzō Abe met  
in Seoul with Korean President Park Geun-hye in an effort 
to repair regional political ties. One of the decisions made 
during the summit was to call for a separate trilateral 
meeting specifically concerning Arctic affairs and potential 
collaboration. That meeting took place in April 2016,  
with senior Arctic officials from each of the three 
governments meeting and consenting to regular dialogues 
and cooperation on scientific projects in the region32. 
Although this area of trilateral cooperation remains nascent, 
the initiative underscored Beijing’s commitment to develop 
Arctic collaboration on the East Asian regional level and to 
also press the idea that Arctic affairs could and should also 
be addressed by states outside of that region. 

A ‘slow and steady’ approach to the Arctic appears  
to remain the best option for Beijing as it navigates both 
the environmental and political changes in the far north. 
While China has successfully expanded its Arctic interests 
and partnerships on a variety of levels, the process  
of building an Arctic identity continues and there remains 
sensitivity in Beijing to being perceived either as an outsider 
or as a spoiler. However, there are many variables which 
might prompt a change in direction, including a return to 
higher energy and commodity prices which would make 
the Arctic a more attractive prospect for exploration and 
development, ongoing tensions between Russia and the 
United States which might spill over into the Arctic region, 
and the creation of new organisations as a result of the 
Arctic’s expanded role in global affairs. For the present, 
however, the combination of scientific, economic and 
political diplomacy has served China’s evolving Arctic 
interests remarkably well. 

32- ‘ROK, Japan and China to Hold the First Trilateral Dialogue 
on Arctic Cooperation,’ Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of 
Korea, 25 April 2016, <http://www.mofa.go.kr/webmodule/hts-
board/template/read/engreadboard.jsp?typeID=12&boardid=302&
seqno=316457>.


