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impacts of climate change, both in the present and over the long term.2 It has already started working 

towards emissions reductions targets to mitigate the impacts of a changing global environment, as set 

by the Paris agreement. For example, China has created approximately one-third of all wind turbines 

and solar panels in the world, mainly for export, and is in the process of implementing domestic 

policies to dramatically reduce coal consumption.3 As a result, China sees itself as a new leader in the 

clean energy economy.4 In contrast, the U.S.’ Trump Administration actively resists policy aimed at 

addressing global climate change, although there have been efforts at the federal level to provide 
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importing food sources such as Arctic seafood, and active oil and gas extraction projects involving 

China, which often include a percentage of raw materials returning directly to China. The rate of 

food required within China strains its domestic land available for agriculture and, in turn, causes 
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has a strong relationship to these companies, with offshore drilling activities in the Barents and 

Pechora seas.19 

China’s Arctic Identity, Policy and Strategies 

To some extent, China’s cognition of its own interests and concerns in the Arctic defines its Arctic 

identity in terms of political discourse. Moreover, in accordance with the Arctic identity, China 

frames its Arctic Policy white paper and creates strategies and approaches to fulfill its goals. China 

dates its involvement in Arctic affairs to the signing of the Svalbard Treaty (formerly known as the 

Spitsbergen Treaty) in 1925, which established Norway’s sovereignty over the Svalbard archipelago 

but grants signatories equal rights over resource exploitation and trade.20 Norway has defined 

scientific research as a key economic activity in Svalbard, permitting many non-Arctic states to 

establish a research foothold in Arctic science.21 It was not until 93 years after this first foray into 

Arctic affairs, however, that China released a comprehensive Arctic policy. Between 1925 and China’s 

re-emergence on the Arctic landscape in the early 1990s, China experienced important governmental 

and cultural shifts that shaped its ability to engage with the modern Arctic.  

In 1978, Deng Xiaoping instituted market reforms in China, which allowed for an astonishing 8-10% 

annual GDP growth between 1980 and 1990.22 23 In the Arctic, the late 1980s and early 1990s made 

way for a significant paradigm shift with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the dissolution of the 

Cold War mentality. Many point to a transformational moment as Mikhail Gorbachev delivered his 

1987 Murmansk speech, where he outlines specific steps that could be taken to ensure the Arctic 

could function as a “zone of peace.”24 This speech provided some impetus for improvements 

between the East and West and created space for conversation on the steps needed to achieve 

greater Arctic cooperation.25 In the following years, the Finnish government responded with an 

environmental protection initiative called the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS), 

which was adopted in June of 1991 by the eight Arctic states: Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 

Norway, Sweden, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (later Russia), and the United States of 

America.26 The AEPS provided a basis on which to build environmental policy in the Arctic, and it 

held meetings from 1993 to 1997, at which time the focus of the body shifted towards a merger with 

the Arctic Council in 1996.27 Also in the early 1990s, as a result of its domestic economic stability, 

China began investing in Arctic research, purchasing the Xuelong (Snow Dragon) icebreaker vessel 

and undertaking its own research expeditions. As an emerging global power, China was well 

positioned to start investigating how it could contribute to Arctic scientific endeavors. Since the 

inception of the Arctic Council system, the attention towards the Arctic region has only grown. The 

increased spotlight has created additional avenues for cooperation and new areas of emphasis 

including economic development, social and cultural wellbeing, and scientific research.  

Today, China self-identifies as a near-Arctic state, meaning that it is “one of the continental states that 

are closest to the Arctic Circle.”28 In the meanwhile, China’s Arctic Policy white paper, a 

comprehensive Arctic strategy published in 2018, also emphasizes that “China is an important 

stakeholder in Arctic affairs.” Based on these two vital narratives, China is particularly concerned 

with the environmental conditions of the Arctic region and the potential impacts that the region 

poses for China’s own climate system, environment, and related economic interests.29 With a far-
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important example, as it shows China as a strong and reliable partner to other small state actors in 



11 

 

Compared to other non-Arctic states, China’s approach to the Arctic is motivated by domestic self-

interest, receiving both positive and negative responses from the outside world. On one hand, 

China’s approach to the Arctic is similar to the approach of other non-Arctic states. China wishes to 

learn more about the region and develop its knowledge base as well as contribute to regional 

research and dialogue in ways that are seemingly mutually beneficial to all parties involved. On the 

other hand, unlike many other non-Arctic states, China takes this a step further by acknowledging 

that the wellbeing of the Arctic region is not only for Arctic countries and Arctic peoples, but rather 

encompasses the interests of the international community as a whole.57 In essence, China presents 

itself as a strong partner that supports a common Arctic agenda for the global good. Such an agenda 

includes climate change research, infrastructure development (particularly around coastal areas), and 

energy and natural resource development. In order to be a viable partner in the region, China has 

created a network of bilateral and multilateral arrangements with all levels of stakeholders in the 

Arctic. This includes governments, corporations, and academic institutions. Likewise, China relies on 

what it calls a “win-win” approach to the Arctic. However, this self-positioning is interpreted as all 

participants in regional affairs having equitable responsibilities and benefits regardless of sovereignty 

in the Arctic.58 

 

China’s Arctic Engagement in Climate Change, Economic and Social 

Development 

China’s scientific agencies are very active in funding research on climate change due to noticeable 

domestic impacts. China has thus prioritized research on the Tibetan Plateau area, also referred to as 

the third pole environment (TPE) or third pole region. The TPE, much like the Arctic, is highly 

sensitive to the impacts of climate change due to its large ice fields and pockets of snow-covered, 

mountainous terrain.59 China has conducted research within the TPE to focus on the interactions 

between water, ice, atmosphere, ecosystem, soil, and human activities.60 There are similarities 

between the TPE and the Arctic, and China has leveraged these linkages to build on its Arctic 

Figure 2. Timeline of China’s Engagement in the Arctic with Major Milestones 1925-2018.  

  Graphic credit: Kelsey Aho 
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knowledge base and position itself as a strategic partner in Arctic research. For example, in 2018 

China hosted a symposium specifically on connecting polar research to the TPE region.61 This 

symposium focused on the commonalities of the climate systems in each area and served to provide 

scientists a way to collaborate more closely.62 Because of its experiences with TPE research, China is 

eager to collaborate with Arctic scientists on related research. In 2018, delegates from the Chinese 

Academy of Sciences (Institute of Tibetan Plateau Research) hosted a special session during the 

Arctic Circle Assembly meeting.63 This session featured several presentations and a panel discussion 

to encourage new insight on research between the two areas and highlight the environmental 

linkages across the north, south, and third poles.64  

Scientific research is a large share of China’s engagement in the Arctic and China uses science to 

justify its continued involvement in the Arctic region.65 China participates in many Arctic-based 

scientific and professional organizations. There are several meaningful collaborations through 

international institutions and related working groups, including the International Arctic Science 

Committee (IASC), UArctic, Pacific Arctic Group (PAG), Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC), and Asian Forum on Polar Sciences (AFPS). Each of these bodies provides a formal 

venue through which China can work on Arctic issues. These organizations and groups are critical for 

China’s maintenance of multilateral relationships in the Arctic.  

There are two governmental research bodies in China that guide polar research. These are the 
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meeting in Shanghai titled the “Arctic Circle China Forum”. The meeting focused on China’s 

relationship with the Arctic, including topics such as the Polar Silk Road, governance, science, 

transportation, and energy.71 Also worth noting is the China-Nordic Arctic Cooperation Symposium, 

hosted by the China-Nordic Arctic Research Center. This yearly gathering started in 2014 and meets 

on a predetermined topic related to Arctic social science research and how China can contribute.72 

The Symposia in May 2019 focused on Arctic fisheries, the Polar Silk Road, and sustainable 

development practices.73  

 

China plays a complex role in Arctic economic development and will continue to do so for the 

foreseeable future. As stated earlier, China has been involved in the Arctic since the region became 

more open and globalized, coinciding with the fall of the Soviet Union. In the following decades, 

economic development within the Arctic began to take shape. When discussing the potential for 

natural resource development, scholars often cite a 2008 United States Geological  Survey (USGS) 

report, which estimated that the Arctic held approximately 30% of the world’s undiscovered gas and 

13% of the world’s undiscovered oil reserves.74 China, likewise, views the Arctic as a potential energy 

supplier for its large population and growing economy.75 The geopolitical risks are much lower in the 

Arctic region compared to other regions in the world that are rich with natural resources, such as 

Africa or the Middle East. This is due in part to the Arctic’s geopolitical landscape, which is based on 

a history of openness and an established regional norm of cooperation.76 The largest geopolitical risk 

Figure 3. Institutional layers illustrate China’s engagement in government (grey), economic 

(orange), and science and education (green)  
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Challenges and Opportunities for improved Alaska-China Cooperation 

In recent years, China and Alaska have developed a unique relationship based on shared interests in 

trade, investment, and tourism.108 Because no state in the United States can make agreements with 

any other nation or sub government per the Constitution, any participation in the international 

governance of the Arctic by Alaska must be done so through the U.S. Federal Government. Both 

public and private sectors in Alaska must therefore engage with China creatively, looking for 

opportunities for cooperation between lower levels of government or within the private sector. The 

following section explores this relationship, discusses potential roadblocks and proposes avenues for 

future cooperation. 

Based on data from 2017, China is Alaska’s largest trading partner. Alaska exports $1.3 billion in 

goods annually, primarily seafood and natural resources, and an additional $135 million in services to 

China.109 In 2018, China represented 21% of Alaska’s total goods exports.110 China imports nearly $1 

billion of seafood per year from Alaska, which includes fish for Chinese consumption as well as 

seafood that is processed for export from China to the global market. This constitutes approximately 

54% of Alaska’s total seafood exports.111 
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Alaska to harmonize its interests with China in order to maximize its economic benefits, whilst 

staying within its legal bounds. Due to the ongoing tariff situation between the U.S. and China, many 

industries are under increased pressure, including seafood. According to Sam Karson, a legal scholar, 

Alaska is within its constitutional rights to pursue an economic relationship with China directly, so 

long as it does not interfere with U.S. national security interests.123 This idea gives Alaska some space 

to pursue economic activities of mutual interest directly with foreign countries. An unlikely example 
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collaborations can move forward with partnerships in research, such as the recently re-signed 

memorandum of understanding between the University of Alaska Fairbanks’s International Arctic 

Research Center (IARC) and the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS). This agreement is meant to 

bridge research divides and create a stronger environment for academic collaboration and people-to-

people exchanges between the institutions. In this context, the dynamics of Alaska-China 

cooperation are still in the hands of the people. 

Conclusion 

China is extensively involved in the Arctic. It continues to maintain a strong position in various 

economic ventures despite a lack of physical territory in the Arctic. It has found success in pursuing 

projects and initiatives of mutual interest between itself and Arctic partners. As with any significant 

global power, China’s interests are many and varied, so it shares some interests with Arctic states. As 

such, China has found success in partnering with Arctic states and institutions for activities of mutual 

interest, including natural resource extraction, climate research, and infrastructure development. At 

the same time, China also suffers from failures in investment on infrastructure in the name of the 

Polar Silk Road and negative impacts imposed by the ongoing trade war. These are emerging 

tendencies, deserving more attention from the industrial arena and academic realm in particular.  

 Scholars continue to debate whether the international community should view China’s increased 

engagement with the Arctic as an opportunity for collaboration or a challenge to cooperation.127 This 

is because it is not clear if China is motivated by national interests, such as energy security and food 

security, or for the betterment of the global community, as in global climate research, or both. 

Undoubtedly, frequent and in-depth communications at a variety of levels between Alaska and China 

will give insight into answering this question. Therefore, in the case of Alaska, working with China on 

Arctic initiatives should be considered, but with great awareness of the potential geopolitical and 

economic risks.  
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