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ABSTRACT. The admission of China as an observer in the Arctic Council in 2013 was a significant step in the ongoing
evolution of the country’s Arctic policy, but Beijing is still concerned about being accepted as a regional player given
its geography and arguably lack of an Arctic history. As the Arctic becomes more open to scientific and economic
engagement, China wishes to develop the idea of the Arctic as more of an international space as opposed to strictly
a regional one, and to allow non-Arctic states, such as China itself, to become accepted as Arctic actors. However,
in order to avoid a backlash from the Arctic states and potential exclusion from the region’s development, Beijing
cannot effectively be a unilateral ‘norm-maker’ in the Arctic. Instead, China has sought to develop the identity of a
regional ‘norm entrepreneur’, engaging the Arctic on many levels to promote the norm of partnerships between Arctic
and non-Arctic actors to promote positive sum outcomes. Through engagement via several areas and governmental
levels, Beijing hopes to succeed in being widely viewed as a ‘near-Arctic state’ which can contribute to new norms,
and possibly new regimes, in an Arctic which shows many signs of becoming further internationalised.

Introduction

During the past decade, the development of a stronger dip-
lomatic and economic presence in the Arctic has assumed
a higher priority for Beijing’s expanded cross-regional
diplomacy. The circumpolar north has been pushed into
the global spotlight due to widespread environmental
changes, especially ice erosion, raising questions concern-
ing the region’s economic and political future. Yet, what
represents the best set of policies for Beijing to accomplish
this goal, given a great number of political impediments?
While the Arctic does not carry equal strategic weight
in current Chinese foreign policy compared with other
regions, such as Africa and the Middle East, Beijing
is concerned with establishing an Arctic identity and
being accepted as a regional stakeholder as areas of the
far north open up to increased economic development.
China is seeking to develop stronger partnerships with
Arctic states, while gaining greater access to the region’s
resources, which include raw materials and fossil fuels, as
well as sea lanes which have become more viable as the
Arctic Ocean becomes ice-free for longer periods of time.

As a great power, Beijing has demonstrated scant
evidence of highlighting the Arctic as a strategic priority,
since this might risk provoking a backlash among Arctic
states concerned about a Chinese challenge to the political
and economic status quo in the region. However, Chinese
anxieties about being excluded from the region due to
its geographical isolation from the Arctic have prompted
the country to develop policies, via governmental and
sub-governmental initiatives, which have strengthened its
position. Therefore, in this paper it is argued that Beijing
has sought to engage the Arctic through policies consistent
with the theories and practices of ‘norm entrepreneurship’
in international relations, in order to avoid being seen as

either too assertive or too passive. The case of China in
the Arctic stands as an example of how outside actors can
engage Arctic governance and policy, and also contributes
to the emerging studies of how states, even great powers,
can be norm entrepreneurs when external and internal
factors encourage such a stance.

Thin ice: obstacles to China as an Arctic actor

At first glance, despite the country’s size and great
power status, China would appear to face considerable
obstructions in building an Arctic identity. First and most
obvious, China lacks Arctic geography, as the shortest
distance between the country’s northernmost point (Mohe
County, Heilongjiang province, situated at 53°33′N) and
the Arctic Circle is more than 1400 km (Tan 2011).
Unlike other non-Arctic states active in the far north, such
as France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland and
the UK, Beijing does not have a long history of Arctic
exploration and scientific research upon which to build a
regional identity. Although China was an early adherent
to the landmark 1920 Svalbard (or Spitsbergen) Treaty,
signing the agreement in 1925 (Gao 2012), extensive
circumpolar research did not follow until the 1990s, when
Beijing hastened to build competence in the areas of
research and scientific diplomacy at both poles.

Some Arctic governments have expressed concerns
about China seeking to unilaterally challenge the political
status quo in the region. These views have been folded into
the larger question of perceived Chinese ‘assertiveness’ in
other parts of the world, including in the South China Sea,
the East China Sea and the greater Indo-Pacific region,
under the current government of President Xi Jinping
(Johnston 2013; Shambaugh 2013: 269–306). Beijing’s
developing interest in the Arctic, especially before being
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admitted to the Arctic Council, the primary high-level
governmental forum in the region, as an observer in 2013,
sparked further apprehension in some policy quarters that
a strategy of revisionism in the region was being tacitly
but steadily constructed by Beijing (Kraska 2011: 257,
258; Le Mière and Mazo 2013: 130–133; Robinson 2013;
Struzik 2013).

This was notably the case with Canada and Russia,
Arctic countries traditionally the most wary about protect-
ing their polar jurisdiction. In Ottawa, the government of
Prime Minister Stephen Harper (2006–2015) was known
for its firm stance on Arctic sovereignty amid concerns
about growing Chinese regional interest. Incidents such as
a backlash over unfounded reports of a potential Chinese
scientific research station in Nunavut and the controversial
barring of Chinese news agencies from Harper’s Arctic
tour in mid-2014 further soured the possibility of greater
bilateral regional cooperation at that time (Galloway
2011; CBC News/Associated Press 2014; Vanderklippe
2015). Russia was initially opposed to China assuming
an expanded Arctic presence, including observer status
in the Arctic Council, on the grounds that Beijing’s
interests in the region were only economic, and that
Beijing within the Council would upset the power balance
of that regime. Both Canada and Russia were also worried
about whether Beijing harboured differing views on the
legal status of emerging northern sea routes (Chernenko
2013; Graczyk and Koivurova 2014: 5; Røseth 2014).
Concerns about being seen as a regional ‘gate-crasher’
undoubtedly coloured Beijing’s approach to circumpolar
affairs in a measured, conservative manner. As one Xinhua
commentary noted shortly before China obtained observer
status in the Arctic Council, the country had to face
accusations that its interests in the region were solely to
obtain resources and establish a military presence, a stance
denigrated in the Chinese press as ‘misunderstanding and
making mischief’ (Chen 2013).

Beijing has sought to develop an information network
to better define and deepen its Arctic policies by advocat-
ing increased regional cooperation, especially in scientific
areas but also more frequently in the form of economic
joint ventures, with Arctic governments and firms. Russia
and Iceland have, so far, been especially noteworthy
examples of these policies. China is not alone in Asia as a
non-Arctic state seeking greater Arctic engagement, and
must be mindful of losing diplomatic ground in the region
to other Asian governments, particularly Japan and the
Republic of Korea. When Beijing was invited to become
an observer in the Arctic Council it was joined by India,
Japan, the Republic of Korea and Singapore, whose gov-
ernments have also intensified their Arctic engagement
plans in various ways. Tokyo’s first Arctic governmental
white paper in October 2015 included a short section
on why Arctic resources and transit routes were linked
to Japanese national security (Headquarters for Ocean
Policy 2015; Lanteigne 2015b). Beijing especially seeks
to avoid overt competition among other non-Arctic states
for regional influence, as evidenced by China’s growing

willingness to engage Tokyo and Seoul on trilateral talks
regarding Arctic scientific cooperation.

Finally, Beijing is limited in its ability to engage
the Arctic on a multilateral level. The Arctic Council
is a small forum operating by consensus, with only
eight members along with permanent participants from
indigenous peoples’ organisations and twelve non-voting
observer states (including China) with more potential
governmental observers already queuing for potential ad-
mission in 2017. Twenty other actors, representing inter-
governmental, interparliamentary and non-governmental
organisations, also sit as observers. Many international-
level agreements, including the 1982 United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the
International Maritime Authority (IMO), are also heavily
involved in developing Arctic governance and strategic
questions. Yet the comparatively embryonic regional-level
institutional development of the Arctic, coupled with the
rapidly growing interest of non-Arctic states and actors
led by Beijing in engaging the region, has prompted
the question of the degree to which the Arctic should
be considered an international concern as opposed to a
regional one.

While several legal and institutional frameworks, in-
cluding UNCLOS, serve to regulate current and future
international activities in the Arctic Ocean, the question of
norms is another matter. Norms in international relations
are commonly defined as ‘collective expectations for the
proper behaviour of actors with a given identity’, which
can often define actor behaviour and/or prescribe and
regulate actor conduct (Katzenstein 1996: 5). It is within
the parameters of Arctic norms that Beijing has been
seeking to manoeuvre and develop its policies of regional
engagement. China has become more comfortable, as a
rising great power, with developing international norms
along with new regimes, with the Asia Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB) and the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’
(yidai yilu guihua������) developed by President
Xi since 2013, as recent examples. Yet, for Beijing to
become a ‘norm-maker’ in the Arctic, unilaterally pushing
for a redefinition of the region’s identity to allow China
to formalise its growing Arctic presence is not viable,
given the aforementioned obstacles. As well, Beijing’s
Arctic policy has been guided by concerns that China
would otherwise be perceived in the region as a revisionist
actor, or worse, a ‘norm-shaker’, and subject to tacit or
direct exclusion as the Arctic becomes subject to more
economic, and perhaps strategic, activities.

However, reluctant to be marginalised as a result of
an underdeveloped presence within a rapidly changing
political and strategic mosaic in the Arctic, Beijing has
instead taken on the identity of a ‘norm entrepreneur’.
China is ‘selling’ the idea of an Arctic developed and
structured via partnerships and regimes between Arctic
and non-Arctic actors for mutual benefit, while ensuring
that China’s own interests in the region can be enhanced
without triggering opposing policies among the Arctic
states, especially Washington and Moscow. To succeed in

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0032247416000759 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0032247416000759


CHINA AS A NORM ENTREPRENEUR IN THE ARCTIC 119

this endeavour, Beijing has approached Arctic diplomacy
on several levels, from the local to the regional.

To accomplish these goals, Beijing must navigate sev-
eral potential challenges, including the difficult diplomatic
relations between Russia and the USA and its European
allies, the potential for a resource scramble in the region,
and China’s own incomplete Arctic policies and strategies
and the need for further ‘on the ground’ information. It
is apparent that Beijing wishes to formalise its Arctic
identity, becoming a participant in future debates and
developments surrounding regional governance as befits
its great power status. However, it seeks to do so, at least
for the near term, with a persona more akin to that of a
salesperson than an advocate.

‘Can I interest you in a norm?’ Beijing’s path to an
Arctic identity

The speed at which the Arctic attracted the attention
of much of the international community has equalled
the rate at which more of the lands and seas in the
Arctic Ocean region have become available as a result of
retreating ice. It was announced in March 2016 that Arctic
ice had reached a record low maximum for the second
consecutive year, and that air temperatures throughout the
region that winter were on average 2–6°C above normal,
while in September 2015 it was reported that the Arctic
had experienced the fourth smallest minimum ice extent
that summer. Concerns have also increased about this
having a cumulative effect in other parts of the region. Ice
erosion, including the vast Greenland ice sheet, has led
to predictions that an ice-free Arctic Ocean may become
a reality in the coming decades (NSIDC 2015; 2016; Liu
and others 2016). The stage has been set for debates not
only about future environmental effects on Arctic states
and peoples but also the issues and opportunities the
warming circumpolar north presents to non-Arctic states
and interests in a variety of areas.

China has sought to elucidate its Arctic interests in
the past decade, but has needed to do so both under time
pressures, to avoid being excluded from future political
and economic benefits of an Arctic presence, and within
an atmosphere of international scrutiny as a side-effect of
being the largest non-Arctic state to develop a circumpolar
northern strategy. The magnitude of the problem was il-
lustrated when China’s then-Assistant Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Hu Zhengyue, sought to stifle speculation about
his country’s developing Arctic agenda by stating in 2009
that Beijing did not have one (Ning 2009). Such passivity
is now no longer an option given China’s developing great
power status and its diversified Arctic interests.

One of the most visible aspects of China’s modern
foreign policy, especially under the government of Xi
Jinping, has been a steady transition from ‘norm-taker’ to
‘norm-maker’ in the Asia-Pacific region and in many other
parts of the world, as a product of the growth of Chinese
power and evolution into great power status (Checkel
2001; Björkdahl 2005). This has been especially evident

in the area of institutions. During the first few decades
of the country’s opening to global regimes, a common
approach was an acceptance of rules and norms (‘norm-
taking’) in exchange for the benefits of compliance which
included tangible goods and information and an improved
identity. However, since the turn of the century China
has moved towards building and backing new institutions
better reflecting its interests (‘norm-making’). Examples
include financial institutions such as the AIIB and the
New Development Bank, security regimes such as the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and the Conference
on Interaction and Confidence-Building in Asia, and ‘hub
and spoke’ regional organisations designed to position
Beijing as an alternative partner to other great powers,
with one example being the Forum on China-Africa
Cooperation (Vickers 2013; Lanteigne 2016: 73–99).

In the case of the Arctic, however, neither ‘norm-
making’ nor ‘-taking’ is a viable option for China. To
seek norm-making status in the Arctic, given its lack
of polar geography and still-underdeveloped regional
identity, would be to invite the label of ‘gate-crasher’, with
Beijing probably facing some sort of soft power balancing
against it, both from Arctic states and possibly other non-
Arctic actors. While further Arctic engagement would
not stop for China, it would become considerably more
difficult. To accept the position of a norm-taker would be
equally precarious, given that the country would risk being
excluded from the Arctic’s rapid political, economic and
possibly strategic changes. Should it take an approach to
the region that is too passive, Beijing would risk losing
influence in its development, especially problematic if,
as a result of international political pressures on the
circumpolar north, new regimes were created in order
to better balance the policies of Arctic and non-Arctic
states. A norm-taker policy for Beijing would also be
vulnerable to a greater securitisation of the Arctic, should
deteriorating relations between Russia and the West spill
over into far northern affairs. Despite ongoing attempts
to compartmentalise regional diplomacy by the Arctic
Eight, separating regional issues, such as discord over
the Ukraine crisis, from those outside with several Arctic
nations augmenting or debating their strategic policies
in the region, there is still the possibility of zero-sum
policies which would leave non-Arctic states such as
China excluded.

Faced with these two unsatisfactory options, Beijing
is seeking to apply norm entrepreneurship in the Arctic as
an acceptable, and possibly very lucrative, alternative. The
conventional description of a norm entrepreneur is a state,
or other actor, which invites other actors to participate
in a re-evaluation of a particular concept or policy, for
example humanitarian intervention, through dialogue in
the hope of creating a different norm, one more acceptable
to the entrepreneur. This is commonly undertaken through
various forms of persuasion as well as the ‘socialisation’
of other states in the hope of creating a ‘norm cascade’
of other states and actors accepting the new norm, and
then finally a fait accompli, meaning that the norm is
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taken for granted and not subject to any serious challenge
or revisionism (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Linklater
and Suganami 2006: 143, 144). The process of norm
entrepreneurship, defined as ‘a deliberate and sustained
campaign to create, change or maintain shared social
norms and inter-subjective practices to enable political
cooperation’ (Carr and Baldino 2015: 33), has commonly
been studied through the lens of small and medium power
diplomacy, notably the Nordic region, or via patterns of
‘norm diffusion’ carried out by international organisations
seeking to create global-level changes in state and other
actor behaviour (Finnemore 1993; Ingebritsen 2002).
Great powers, such as the USA and China, are more
frequently associated with unilateral norm-making as a
product of their size and influence.

That said, it is argued that China has developed the
identity of a norm entrepreneur in the Arctic, seeking to
advocate, or ‘sell’, the norm which suggests, since the
Arctic has grown as an international concern in several
areas, political, economic, environmental and strategic, to
the degree that Arctic governments and other actors will
no longer be able to address these changes by themselves,
non-Arctic governments and actors should have a greater
say in these areas. The Arctic should, therefore, be more
accurately perceived as an international concern, as op-
posed to a strictly regional one. The secondary norm being
advanced is that China, a great power and the largest of the
non-Arctic states, is in a unique position to confront these
changes, in partnership with other Arctic and non-Arctic
actors. While Beijing attempts to avoid the impression it
seeks to overturn current socio-political rules and norms in
the Arctic, it is attempting to ‘frame’ (Payne 2001) current
debates over how climate changes in the region will affect
politics, economics, security and other related areas, best
addressed through more direct participation by non-Arctic
states offering many potentially significant contributions.

Given the increasing global awareness of the Arctic
due to regional climate change, as well as concerns
about the political impact of these effects, the atmosphere
surrounding China’s attempts at norm entrepreneurship
is congenial. Beijing has expressed no wish to directly
challenge either international laws in the Arctic, nor
existing regimes such as the Arctic Council, but is seeking
to draw attention to the concept of the circumpolar
north as an international space. In order to ‘sell’ this
norm, China has embarked on a series of bilateral and
multilateral initiatives to establish itself primarily as an
essential regional partner, while presenting its case for
non-Arctic states to play a greater role as the Arctic opens
up, politically and economically. Beijing has deployed a
variety of diplomatic and policy tools to achieve these
goals.

Musings of a near-Arctic state: what China seeks in
the north

China is not alone as a non-Arctic state seeking a
deeper Arctic identity. Several governments, especially in

western Europe and East Asia, have also identified the far
northern regions as an emerging foreign policy interest.
Unlike other observers in the Arctic Council, such as
the UK, Italy, Japan and the Republic of Korea, Beijing
has yet to publish a comprehensive Arctic policy paper,
although in late 2015 it was stated that such a document
was in preparation (PRC Foreign Affairs official, personal
communication, October 2015) and will inevitably be the
subject of much scrutiny, given China’s great power status
and considerable attention given to the country’s Arctic
policies in the past decade.

During the annual Arctic Circle conference in Reyk-
javík in October 2015, Chinese Vice-Foreign Minister
Zhang Ming presented a six-point statement of Beijing’s
Arctic policies. These included the need for future ex-
ploration and knowledge about the region, the protection
and ‘rational use’ of the Arctic, respect for the inherent
rights of Arctic states and indigenous peoples, respect
for the rights of non-Arctic states and the international
community, creation of a ‘multi-tiered cooperation frame-
work for win-win results’ in the region, and the need for
continued observance of relevant international law and
institutions, including UNCLOS and the Svalbard Treaty
(Zhang 2015). While the first three points are standard
policies for non-Arctic states seeking engagement with the
Arctic Council and its membership in circumpolar affairs,
the latter three points form much of the foundation for
Beijing’s norm entrepreneurship which further formalises
the international aspects of the region and, not tangentially,
China as an important Arctic actor.

Beijing’s Arctic interests include much overlap as
Chinese policies in the region evolve. First, and by far the
least politically difficult, has been scientific diplomacy,
specifically China’s interest in examining how changing
Arctic conditions are directly impacting the country
from an environmental and socio-economic standpoint.
Second, Beijing wishes to participate in the economic de-
velopment of the Arctic in the form of potential oil and gas
extraction in the polar seas and also mining operations as
conditions increasingly permit. Other economic benefits
of the Arctic revolve around the increased use of regional
sea routes which are becoming sufficiently ice-free in
summer months to permit maritime transit faster than by
using the traditional Indian Ocean routes. China’s interests
centre primarily on the Northern Sea Route (NSR) north
of Siberia, which connects Novaya Zemlya in the east and
the Bering Strait to the west (Blunden 2012). The NSR
is a developing concern given the potential of Chinese
(as well as Japanese and Korean) vessels travelling to
northern Europe. However, Beijing has also expressed
growing interest in the Northwest Passage (NWP) in
Arctic Canada for transits between the north Pacific and
the North American east coast. Third, China also seeks
an expanded role in regime development in the Arctic,
via the Arctic Council and other governmental and sub-
governmental organisations, but also to be ‘in place’
should new circumpolar regimes appear as a result of the
growing political and economic role of the Arctic in global
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affairs. It can be argued that while the Arctic is hardly terra
(or mare) nullius with several regional and international
regimes overseeing Arctic affairs, whether these regimes
will be able to rebuff pressures from non-Arctic actors
remains to be seen. Future variables which may further
prompt a rethinking of Arctic institutions include energy
and commodity price increases, an overflow into Arctic
affairs of diplomatic tensions between the West and
Russia, and disputes over sovereignty in regions such as
the Lomonosov Ridge in the central Arctic Ocean. As
well, Beijing will remain highly sensitive to any attempts
by Arctic governments to assert exclusive sovereignty and
treat regional ‘goods’ as the sole property of the eight
circumpolar states.

Chinese policymakers and specialists have argued that
while the country is not an Arctic nation, environmental
changes in the circumpolar north have affected China’s
climate in recent years. Over the past decade, research
on climate change in China has accelerated considerably
(Stensdal 2014), with the Arctic often included as a
case study. This rationale prompted references in Chinese
scholarly papers and media to the country being a ‘near-
Arctic state’ (jin beiji guojia �����) (SIPRI
2012; Xinhua 2013; People’s Daily 2013). Vice-Minister
Zhang also used that phrase in his 2015 six-point speech,
suggesting a more formalised degree of acceptance of
the concepts. Some detractors who feared Beijing was
attempting to create an artificial Arctic identity and be-
come a ‘gate-crasher’ pointed to these terms as evidence,
an impression not helped by the fact that this debate took
place just prior to the collapse of fossil fuel prices in 2014,
when there was much debate about an ‘inexorable’ Arctic
resource scramble (Beck 2014; Vanderklippe 2014).

Chinese actors responded to questions about its ‘near-
Arctic’ identity insisting the phrase referred less to geo-
graphy than to the degree to which Arctic events had an
impact on China, and vice versa, given the country’s status
as a great power (Wang 2013; Yang and others 2013).
China has, therefore, been seeking to add to its identity
as a ‘near-Arctic state’ by augmenting its regional sci-
entific credentials. The country’s Yellow River scientific
research station (Huanghe zhan ���) at Ny-Ålesund
on the Norwegian islands of Svalbard was opened in July
2004, and the country operates an icebreaking vessel, the
Xuelong (��, ‘Snow Dragon’), for missions near both
poles, with a second icebreaker, priced at approximately
153 million USD, scheduled to be completed in 2018.
During Xuelong’s 2015–2016 expedition to Antarctica,
a new fixed-wing aircraft designed specifically for polar
flights, Xueying-601 (��-601, ‘Snow Eagle 601’) was
tested for the first time (China Daily 2004; CAA 2016; Lu
and Zhong 2016; Xinhua 2016).

Structurally, polar expeditions are organised by the
Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration (CAA) un-
der the aegis of China’s State Oceanic Administration
(SOA), which is itself subordinate to the Ministry of Land
and Resources. The Polar Research Institute of China
(PRIC) has served as a hub for Chinese polar studies since

1989, although the organisation’s small Strategic Studies
Division, which oversees social sciences in the polar
region, has only been in place since 2006 (http://www.
pric.org.cn accessed, 20 September 2015). As well, the
China-Nordic Arctic Research Council (CNARC), created
in 2013, coordinates Arctic research between China and
the European Arctic region, evolving as a major ‘Track
II’ organisation linking Chinese and Arctic expertise on a
sub-governmental level.

China has also sought Arctic partners for other re-
search endeavours, such as the China–Iceland Joint Au-
rora Observatory, built at Kárhóll in northern Iceland and
expected to open in late 2016 (Raspotnik 2016). Russia
has also factored into potential initiatives for bilateral
scientific cooperation, given warm Sino-Russian political
relations and Chinese interest in potential co-development
projects in Siberia and the Russian far east. One example
was an announcement in February 2016 by the SOA
that it was seeking to collaborate with Moscow in an
Arctic exploration mission later that year, and there was
discussion regarding Chinese scientific cooperation with
Canada, possibly via the planned High Arctic Research
Station in Cambridge Bay, Nunavut (CBC News 2015;
Tîrnoveanu 2016; Xu 2016).

All of these current and potential projects serve to
address gaps in China’s knowledge of the Arctic, in terms
of geography and environment but also economics and
sociology. Science diplomacy is also perceived as a means
for China to raise its profile in the Arctic as partner
and problem-solver while reinforcing the positive roles
that non-Arctic states can play in regional affairs. The
success of China’s norm entrepreneurship in the Arctic
will depend on the ability of the country to develop an
identity as an essential partner for regional knowledge
gathering and sharing, and this facet of Chinese Arctic
diplomacy will probably remain a priority, not only in the
scientific realm but in the areas of economics and politics.

Economics and transit diplomacy:
dodging the storms

Until the drop in global commodity prices during 2014–
2015, there was widespread speculation that the Arctic
would be the site of the next great competition for
economic power as a result of larger amounts of resources
becoming more readily available for exploitation (Fairhall
2010, 15–26; Borgerson 2013). This speculation was
fuelled by the now-notorious 2008 report from the United
States Geological Survey stating the Arctic may hold 13%
of undiscovered global petroleum supplies (90 billion bar-
rels) and approximately 30% of the world’s undiscovered
natural gas (47.3 m3) (Bird and others 2008; Gautier and
others 2009). For China, increasingly dependent upon
fossil fuel imports since its economic take-off in the
1990s, the prospect of such resources in a politically stable
region was a major impetus for more serious study of
the Arctic. A senior representative of the China National
Petroleum Corporation, speaking at the annual Arctic
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Frontiers conference in Tromsø, noted that his firm stood
ready to participate in regional fossil fuel extraction and
that developing Arctic resources required the ‘joint efforts
of all countries’ (China Daily/Xinhua 2015). Speculation
about an Arctic boom, however, was quickly squelched by
the commodity crash (Koyanagi 2016), which rendered
local large-scale resource extraction, via drilling and
mining, financially nonviable. However, given the cyclical
rise and fall of commodities markets over the past century,
there remains the question of when resource prices will
recover to the level where the Arctic will again be
considered an attractive region for resource development.

Like other non-Arctic states, China is taking a long-
term view of the economic potential of the Arctic Ocean,
including in the area of resources. In May 2014, a 30-year
Sino-Russian natural gas deal worth 400 billion USD was
struck between China National Petroleum Corporation
and the Russian energy firm Gazprom. Two Chinese banks
also agreed to help finance the Yamal liquefied natural
gas (LNG) project in April 2016, and other Chinese
institutions, including Beijing’s ‘Silk Road’ sovereign
wealth fund, are invested in the 27 billion USD project,
which would see LNG being shipped to China and other
parts of East Asia by 2017. In late 2013, the China
National Offshore Oil Corporation obtained the rights, in
partnership with Icelandic and Norwegian energy firms,
to explore for oil and gas in the Dreki region of the
north Atlantic (Gardiner 2013; Anishchuk 2014; Marson
2016), the first offshore drilling operation undertaken by
a Chinese firm in the Arctic region. This has played
a significant role in China’s policies of ensuring its
inclusion in future discussions and projects related to
Arctic development.

The global commodities downturn has provided
Beijing an opportunity to fine-tune a norm entrepreneurial
approach. This is significant since Beijing has experienced
the greatest degree of pushback in the realm of Arctic
resource diplomacy. Concerns from other Arctic powers
about China seeking to construct a regional identity for
the purpose of far northern resource exploitation, along
similar lines as perceived Chinese resource diplomacy in
commodity-rich regions such as Africa or the Middle East,
has produced a heightened sensitivity to a Chinese ‘norm-
shaker’ policy in the Arctic. For example, in early 2012,
the People’s Liberation Army Navy Rear Admiral, Yin
Zhuo, caused controversy when he reportedly described
the Arctic as belonging ‘to all the peoples around the
world’ and not to any specific country. However, sub-
sequent reporting sometimes took the quote out of context,
as the complete statement was: ‘According to UNCLOS,
the North Pole and its surrounding areas do not belong
to any single country, and the common riches in the area
belong to all the people in the world’ (Chang 2010; China
News Network 2010; Strader 2012).

Greenland (population 56,500) was the site of another
infamous example of the pitfalls of current Chinese
regional resource diplomacy. In 2009, Greenland received
‘self-rule’ from Denmark, with Copenhagen retaining

oversight of defence and foreign affairs. Since that time,
the Greenlandic government has sought stronger inter-
national ties, quietly exploring the option of eventual
independence (Ackrén and Jakobsen 2015). The island
is rich in mineral wealth, ranging from base and precious
metals to gemstones to rare earth elements (REE), which
are becoming more accessible as the ice sheet recedes.
Several firms, including from China, have conducted
surveys as a precursor to potential mining projects. One
locale, Kvanefjeld/Kuannersuit is viewed as a site for
future REE and uranium extraction, and in September
2016 it was announced that a Chengdu-based rare earths
firm, Shenghe Resources Holding, had agreed to acquire
12.5% of shares, worth approximately 3.5 million USD, in
Australia’s Greenland Minerals and Energy, the company
which is seeking to develop the Kvanefjeld area (Lajeun-
esse and Lackenbauer 2016: 88; News.com.au 2016).

Also, in 2012 reports appeared stating that an iron
mine facility, worth potentially two billion USD, at Isua
in western Greenland, with rights at the time held by a UK
firm, would require thousands of Chinese labourers, lead-
ing to heated debates about logistics, Denmark’s stance
and potential interdiction, and even whether Beijing was
seeking a permanent political presence on the island. In
an unusual statement from the Chinese Foreign Ministry
in March 2013, speculation about ‘Chinese inroads into
Greenland’ was denigrated and included a declaration that
no Chinese workers had been transferred there (Arctic
Journal 2013; Breum and Chimnitz 2013; PRC Foreign
Ministry 2013). Rights to the Isua site were sold in January
2015 to a Hong Kong firm, General Nice, but depressed
iron prices called into question when and how the mine
might actually open (Hornby and others 2015). This issue
not only underscored the problem of China being termed
an Arctic ‘gate-crasher’, but also the utility of taking a
norm entrepreneurial approach to Arctic development.
In this case, it would be difficult for Greenland itself
to develop a single mine without considerable outside
financing, materiel and labour. China would be foremost
among non-Arctic states to provide these resources, but
must avoid getting embroiled in political concerns, in-
cluding the question of Greenlandic independence, while
approaching such partnerships.

In addition to resources, the opportunities for expan-
ded use of Arctic trade routes has factored into Chinese
economic considerations in the region. As well as the
NSR and the NWP, another route of interest to China,
as well as to other parts of Asia, has been the Northern
Pacific Great Circle Route, which runs from northeast Asia
via the Aleutian Islands to the Canadian and American
western coasts. There is also a potential ‘Central Arctic
Route’, which could become a reality in the coming
decades if the Arctic ice cap disappears completely during
summer months (Smith and Stephenson 2013; Bennett
2014: 76). In mid-2012, Xuelong transited the Northeast
Passage and the central Arctic Ocean in a trial run (Yu
and others 2014). Considering the significance of trade
on the modern Chinese economy, Beijing can ill-afford to
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dismiss the potential benefits of these emerging sea routes.
Nonetheless the political implications and infrastructure
associated with these routes argue for a moderate approach
to future Chinese usage, especially in the case of the NWP
and any future paths through the central Arctic (Zhang and
others 2016).

Key to these plans were the Arctic missions of the
icebreaker Xuelong, and the transits of the NSR by
the modified cargo vessel Yongsheng (��), owned
by China’s Ocean Shipping Company, Cosco. The test
vessel’s first transit took place in August–September 2013
when it travelled from Dalian to Rotterdam in thirty-three
days, approximately two weeks shorter than using the
traditional Indian Ocean route. In mid-2015, Yongsheng
sailed from Dalian to Varberg, Sweden, and back via the
NSR (MacDonald-Gibson 2013; Lanteigne 2015a). In the
wake of both successful trials, Cosco expressed hopes that
regular usage of the NSR by Chinese cargo ships could
take place. It was also suggested by the head of the PRIC
in March 2013 that 5–15% of Chinese international trade
could make use of the Arctic routes by 2020, a figure
representing an estimated 600 billion USD (Doyle 2013;
Paris and Chu 2015). Use of the NSR by China and other
Asian economies for Asia-Europe shipping is uncertain,
as several obstacles remain, ranging from difficult weather
and floating ice hazards to insurance costs and other
economic considerations. In 2013, 71 ships used the NSR
for shipping, but that figure dropped to 31 in 2014 and
only 18 in 2015 (Northern Sea Route Information Office
http://www.arctic-lio.com/nsr_transits, accessed 5 March
2016). Nonetheless, the possibility of extensive use of the
NSR by China and other northeast Asian economies may
galvanise port and other infrastructure development along
the route. The NSR may even emerge as a complement, if
not a component, of future Chinese ‘belt and road’ trade
initiatives.

In April 2016, Beijing began to create a framework
for the possible use of the NWP for shipping when
China’s Maritime Safety Administration published an
Arctic navigation guide which described the conditions
and geography of the Canadian Arctic Archipelago and its
potential use by Chinese vessels, following up on a similar
guide to the NSR region published in 2014. A more formal
announcement was issued by Beijing indicating Chinese
shipping vessels may also use the NWP in the future,
as a means of avoiding the Panama Canal and reducing
transit time to the North American east coast (Peng 2016).
Despite the announcement that use of the NWP by Chinese
ships would be for economic purposes only, the statement
created a political controversy, given that the legal status
of the passage is disputed, specifically by Canada and
the USA. The former considers the passage, made up of
seven specific routes between the islands in question, to be
Canadian internal waters, while the latter views them as
international waters, a difference which created a point of
diplomatic contention for decades. After 1988, when an
Arctic cooperation agreement was signed between Ottawa
and Washington (Rothwell 1993; Côté and Dufresne

2008), a tacit ‘agree to disagree’ stance was maintained
between the two governments, aided by the fact that
until recently the NWP was considered to have little
commercial appeal. With that change, the possibilities for
shipping in the region became more attractive.

The Chinese Foreign Affairs Ministry’s statement
accompanying the NWP announcement carefully avoided
an opinion on the sovereignty issue, with the spokes-
person ambiguously noting that ‘Canada has imposed
some restrictions on the use of the Northwest Passage,
asking foreign vessels to inform the Canadian side and
get permission before entering or crossing its exclusive
economic zone and territorial waters. The Chinese side
will make appropriate decisions by taking into account
various factors’ (Foreign Ministry PRC 2016) According
to a representative from Global Affairs Canada, there were
no previous bilateral discussions on the subject of Chinese
use of the NWP prior to the announcement from Beijing,
and the Canadian stance on the waterways remained
unchanged, specifically that ‘all waters of the Canadian
Arctic Archipelago, including the various waterways
known as the “Northwest Passage,” are internal waters of
Canada and we retain the right to regulate them just as we
would any land territory,’ with no inherent right of transit
or innocent passage by an outside party (Global Affairs
Canada official, personal communication, April 2016). It
remains unclear as to when China would be seeking to
send its first ship through the NWP waterways, or how
potential consultations between China and Canada, as well
as the USA since use of the NWP would also involve
Alaskan waters, might unfold.

A signal of sorts was sent by Beijing to the USA in
September 2015, relating to Chinese intentions regarding
future sea transits in the Arctic, when five Chinese
People’s Liberation Army Navy vessels, following joint
exercises with Russian Navy ships in the north Pacific,
transited the Bering Sea off the coast of Alaska without in-
forming Washington (Stewart 2015). Although the transit
was legal under the rules of ‘innocent passage’, the event
took place when President Obama was in the state parti-
cipating in an international Arctic conference, suggesting
the timing of the event was probably designed to remind
Washington of Beijing’s ongoing Arctic interests while
also laying the framework for future regional maritime
activities. As China’s maritime capabilities become more
‘blue water’ (deep ocean) in character, another facet of
Beijing’s norm entrepreneurship is to advance the idea
that Chinese ships should have a commonplace, even
mundane, presence in the Arctic Ocean.

With Beijing seeking to expand the use of maritime
trade both through the belt and road initiative and probably
via Arctic routes as they become more practicable, China
is seeking to ensure a fait accompli in which Chinese
vessels are permitted peaceful transits through the wa-
terways in the future. Beijing will, therefore, have to
promote the Arctic as a region of peaceful (and profitable)
navigation, while participating in objectives, such as the
Polar Code, which enters into force in January 2017,

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0032247416000759 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www.arctic-lio.com/nsr_transits
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0032247416000759


124 LANTEIGNE

to regulate and ensure transit safety (Liu 2016). The
prospect of greater Arctic militarisation, while remote,
is not an impossibility given the deteriorated strategic
relationship between Moscow and Washington and its
NATO allies. For example, there has been a steady increase
in incidents involving Russian military aircraft probing
NATO airspace, including in the Arctic, while the USA has
expressed concerns about a growing Russian rearmament
in the Arctic and north Atlantic. This was evidenced by
an agreement between Reykjavík and Washington in early
2016 to reopen military facilities in Keflavík, Iceland, in
response to increased air and sea activities by the Russian
military, although the Iceland Foreign Ministry stressed
the agreement would be more focussed on ensuring civil
security (Bittner 2016; Winger and Petursson 2016). Any
trend towards regional militarisation would not only affect
the future of civilian shipping in the region but would also
deprive non-Arctic states, such as China, of the ability
to make use of Arctic routes, a scenario Beijing wishes
to avoid as it conducts its norm entrepreneurship in the
region.

China and Arctic institutions: above,
below and beyond?

Currently, the Arctic Council, which celebrated its 20th
anniversary in 2016, remains the primary institution
overseeing regional affairs, thus explaining Beijing’s
enthusiasm for joining its roster of observers as its Arctic
interests grew. However, it remains an open question as to
whether the organisation can continue in its current ‘soft
law’ format as the Arctic assumes a growing international
profile with more states seeking engagement with it.
Among the governments that are likely to be seeking
formal observer status at the next council ministerial
meeting in 2017 are Greece, Mongolia and Switzerland,
as well as the European Union, a perennial also-ran. There
remains the issue of whether the council will be required
to ‘deepen’ its interests, as it currently has a limited
mandate, which for example does not address military
security issues, as specified in the Ottawa Declaration, the
council’s founding document (Arctic Council 1996), and
does not have a dispute settlement mechanism.

As the Arctic becomes subject to intensified globalisa-
tion, debate has begun as to whether the council should
become more formalised. Among the options suggested
is the creation of a formal Arctic treaty, an idea which
predated the council, possibly using the Antarctic Treaty
as a baseline (Koivurova 2008; Hasanat 2013). Such an op-
tion would deepen the institutional mechanisms of Arctic
governance and allow for a greater degree of participation
by non-Arctic states. However, a treaty system remains
too unpopular with the council membership, especially
Canada and Russia which have been especially sensitive
to their northern sovereignty, to be a short-term solution
to the Council’s shortcomings (Graczyk and Koiurova
2014). Since China and other new observers were admitted
in 2013, the organisation has sought instead to clarify

the relationship between the council and its observers.
An amended and expanded council observer manual was
approved at a senior Arctic officials meeting in Anchorage,
Alaska in October 2015, incorporating calls for observers
to participate more fully in council affairs, including
in the organisation’s working groups, and to provide
logistic and financial support to council projects (Knecht
2016). It remains to be seen, however, whether these
upgrades will be sufficient to address the ongoing Arctic
globalisation questions, especially with other potential
observers waiting for admission.

At present, Beijing is content to play the role of
observer in the organisation, and it is highly likely that
when China’s status is subject to review in 2017 as per
the council’s procedural rules, Beijing will express its
commitment to the organisation and a desire to remain an
observer. Yet, there is the question of whether that level of
satisfaction can be sustained if the Arctic begins to rapidly
open up to further political and economic activity and the
list of observers becomes longer. There is no provision
in the council’s rules to allow for the promotion of an
actor from observer to member, especially in the case
of a state without an Arctic border. Should the Arctic
continue to globalise, with greater participation in regional
political, economic, communication, transportation and
scientific affairs by non-Arctic states in the region, it
may become difficult to sustain the current Arctic Council
model, especially in regards to the subject of voting rights.
Would different tiers of observers be created? Would non-
Arctic states be given voting rights on certain issues?
Will a de facto Arctic treaty appear regardless of regional
misgivings? Whatever the answers to these questions,
China will be at the centre of the process. It is in this area
where Beijing as a norm entrepreneur is also becoming
more visible.

As contained in Vice-Minister Zhang’s six-point Arc-
tic statement, a ‘multi-tiered’ network of Arctic institu-
tions should be developed to ensure the most effective
forms of regional governance. It is clear that should new
forms of regional institutions appear in the Arctic, Beijing
wishes to ensure that it has a voice within them. One
example of new regional institutions which would not be in
China’s interests is the loosely defined ‘Arctic Five’ (A5),
consisting of the Arctic Ocean’s littoral states (Canada,
Denmark, Norway, Russia, USA). It was this group which
produced the 2008 Ilulissat Declaration, calling for greater
coordination among the A5 on legal affairs relevant to the
Arctic Ocean. Not only did this agreement draw concern
from the three council members left outside the process,
but the Declaration may have further pushed various non-
Arctic states, including China, to enter the council as ob-
servers to discourage a ‘locking up’ of the region (Dodds
2013; Wilson 2016). Even among the A5, however, there
is disagreement over certain aspects of Arctic sovereignty
and strategy, as evidenced both by the Russian rifts with
the West, as well as the overlapping maritime claims
within the central Arctic Ocean outside of the littoral
states’ maritime jurisdiction, a space colloquially referred
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to as the ‘doughnut hole’. Specifically, Canada, Denmark
(via Greenland) and Russia have competing claims to the
Lomonosov Ridge and other features in the central Arctic
based on differing interpretations of their continental
shelves, a dispute which could have considerable future
ramifications in regards to both shipping and resources
(RT.com 2016).

As well, the lack of security mechanisms specifically
designed for the Arctic is generating concern in parts
of the region as an unsustainable situation. Although
the Arctic has certainly seen securitisation in the past,
especially as the northernmost arena for the cold war-era
standoff between NATO and the Warsaw Pact, questions
have appeared not only about traditional security concerns
but also non-traditional issues such as environmental,
economic, energy and human security in addition to
pressing concerns about civil emergencies, such as the
safety of civilian maritime traffic in newly opened sea
routes. The Arctic, which has been described as a case
of ‘messy governance’, has been open to more flexible
forms of governance in the strategic realm but there
remains the question of whether the current institutions in
the region can address these increasingly varied strategic
concerns (Bailes 2016). For example, in a May 2016
Danish government review of foreign and security affairs,
a specific call was made for an Arctic security forum
in light of both Russian militarisation in the region and
the need for greater confidence building among Arctic
governments (Government of Denmark 2016). It was
unclear from the statement as to what role, if any, non-
Arctic states would play in such an initiative, but should
such a security forum take shape it is doubtful that China,
along with many other Arctic Council observers, would
accept a position on the sidelines, given their developing
economic and political interests in the region.

It is in this growing atmosphere of institutional un-
certainty in the Arctic where Beijing has been seeking
to further develop its ‘near-Arctic state’ identity and
underscore its role as an essential partner in regional
affairs by seeking to tacitly advertise its unique role in
the region as compared with other observer governments,
given its size and power. As one Beijing-based area
specialist noted in a 2013 paper, China is in a distinct
position to act as a conduit for dialogue between Arctic
and non-Arctic states (Tang 2013). During the period
leading to China’s admittance as an observer in the
Arctic Council, the country was active not only in local
scientific efforts but also engaging other key institutions,
such as the IMO as well as regional organisations, and
supporting institutions that represent Arctic indigenous
populations (Beijing voted for the 2007 UN Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples) and environmental
concerns (UNOHR 2007; Ye 2014). Key to Beijing’s norm
entrepreneurship in the Arctic is the concept of China-as-
partner for Arctic institutions large and small.

Chinese government officials have also continued to
advance the idea that while there are numerous issues in
the Arctic which are best addressed by local governments,

there is a developing list of issues ranging from climate
change to economic activities requiring the input of non-
Arctic actors. In a November 2012 speech in Stockholm to
representatives of Arctic Council members and observers,
then-Chinese Ambassador to Sweden, Lan Lijun, noted
that ‘some of the Arctic issues are trans-regional, such as
climate change and international shipping, which involve
the interests of non-Arctic states. Arctic states and non-
Arctic states share common interests in addressing trans-
regional issues and should further their communication
and cooperation’ (Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs
2012). The six-point statement by Vice-Minister Zhang
further formalised this view, and it is likely that a future
Chinese government statement on the Arctic will seek
to further codify the argument that new regional mech-
anisms could and should include Beijing for maximum
efficacy.

China’s Arctic diplomacy on a bilateral level also
increased both before and after the country’s observer
status in the Arctic Council was granted. Among the
most notable examples has been improved Sino-Danish
diplomacy, evidenced by a state visit by outgoing Chinese
leader Hu Jintao in June 2012 and a watershed official
visit by Danish Queen Margrethe II to Beijing in April
2014 (PRC Foreign Ministry 2012, 2013). China’s interest
in developing economic links with Greenland has been
a major impetus for warming relations between Beijing
and Copenhagen. Iceland is also a Nordic state which
has experienced closer Chinese ties, anchored by the
2013 Sino-Iceland free trade agreement (FTA), the first
signed by Beijing with a European economy and com-
pleted despite several obstacles created by the island’s
financial meltdown five years earlier. After a period of
uncertainty, the visit by then-Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao
in April 2012 not only started the FTA process but also
resulted in a memorandum of understanding between
China’s SOA and the Icelandic Foreign Ministry on
joint maritime and Arctic scientific cooperation, including
in the areas of climate change and marine monitoring
(Lanteigne 2010; Iceland Ministry of Foreign Affairs
2012). Other economic and scientific agreements have
further strengthened links, and prominent members of
the Icelandic government, notably the country’s then-
president Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, have been staunch
proponents both of China–Iceland ties and greater Asian
involvement in Arctic affairs (Goldenberg 2013).

The situation between China and Norway, however,
has been much more problematic in the wake of the
downgrading of diplomatic ties following the awarding of
the Nobel Peace Prize to Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo in
2010. High-level government-to-government communic-
ation was suspended after the incident, a situation which
has adversely affected many policy areas, including Arctic
cooperation (Lanteigne and Sverdrup-Thygeson 2016).
However, Norway did not block Beijing’s Arctic Council
observer bid, and Chinese and Norwegian Arctic special-
ists regularly meet in Track II multilateral fora, including
CNARC and Arctic Frontiers in Tromsø. Nonetheless, the
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ongoing diplomatic freeze may present future challenges
to Beijing’s overall Arctic norm entrepreneurship on a
bilateral level.

Arctic ties with Moscow will be another challenge
since, to Beijing, all roads to the far north, figuratively and
at times literally, run through Russia. This is especially
the case in the area of shipping and the future use of
the NSR, but also within the wider sense of China being
regionally accepted as an Arctic player. As previously
noted, Russia has been sensitive to non-Arctic state
involvement in the region. In February 2015, as Russia
was developing a stronger military presence in its Arctic
lands, Minister of Defence Sergey Shoygu remarked that
‘some developed countries that do not have direct access
to the polar regions obstinately strive for the Arctic,
taking certain political and military steps in that direction’
(Zvezda 2015). However, in light of Moscow’s post-
2014 diplomatic ostracism after the Ukraine crisis, China
remains in an important position to partner Russia in
several Arctic areas, including economic development
projects such as at Yamal, infrastructure in the NSR
regions and scientific cooperation (Bertelsen and Gallucci
2016; Saroka 2016). The Sino-Russian relationship will
probably grow stronger, retaining the characteristics of a
marriage of convenience rather than a regional alliance.

There have also been increasing signs that Beijing is
willing to deepen its engagement with fellow non-Arctic
states, including in northeast Asia as part of its multi-tiered
policy engagement of the far north. In November 2015,
President Xi and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
were hosted by South Korean President Park Geun-hye in
Seoul in an effort to repair trilateral ties badly frayed by
disputes over regional security, including disputed regions
such as the East China Sea. The result was a joint de-
claration, including a call for a separate trilateral meeting
on Arctic affairs. That meeting took place in April 2016,
with senior Arctic officials from the three governments
agreeing to regular dialogue and discussion of cooperation
on scientific projects in the region (Republic of Korea
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016). Although this area of
trilateral cooperation remains at the discussion stage, the
meeting demonstrated China’s interest in furthering the
concept of Asia-Arctic collaboration as well as Beijing’s
view that there are notable areas of Arctic policy that
should involve non-Arctic states. Despite numerous policy
differences in other areas, the three northeast Asian
governments are in agreement on the requirement for
the Arctic to be considered more of an international
space, and so dialogue with Japan, the Republic of
Korea and most likely other non-Arctic governments may
further bolster China’s increasing efforts at Arctic norm
entrepreneurship.

Conclusions: China closes the deal?

As the Arctic continues to open up as a result of climate
change, longstanding norms related to the region’s polit-
ics, economics and even security are now under increased

local and global scrutiny. China has stepped into this arena
seeking to develop a norm which identifies the Arctic to
a greater degree as an international space, not in terms of
geography but rather in the areas of policy and law making,
economic development, the environment and knowledge
gathering. Beijing has identified the Arctic as being
a growing foreign policy priority given its broadening
global commitments and ongoing interest in expanding
trade and economic partnerships. China is also wary of
being excluded, tacitly or directly, from a region which is
demonstrating greater potential to affect global affairs in a
variety of ways. However, due to its non-Arctic geography,
still-evolving Arctic identity and policies, and heightened
sensitivity in western states and Russia about the overall
trajectory of Chinese power, Beijing cannot be considered
a unilateral norm-maker in the Arctic, and has therefore
been prompted to develop alternative policies.

Through a series of multifaceted approaches and
levels, China has instead sought to develop and project
the norm of the ‘ideal’ Arctic as one of partnership
between local and non-local actors on key regional issues
it has deemed ‘international’ in nature and in scope. To
accomplish this, Beijing has taken the distinct step of
becoming a norm entrepreneur in the Arctic, ‘selling’
the idea of the region requiring a greater threshold of
non-Arctic participation, especially by China, in order to
remain stable and also to evolve and thrive. Beijing wishes
to portray itself as a partner in developing circumpolar
scientific and economic endeavours, while at the same
time underscoring its opposition to being left out of new
regional institutions and dialogues.

China’s norm entrepreneurship in the Arctic is far
from complete, and there remain many obstacles ahead.
Within norm theory, it has long been argued that a
certain threshold of state actors is required in order to
successfully transmit a given norm, and it has also been
demonstrated that international organisations often play a
strong role in ‘norm diffusion’, meaning the spreading
of a norm to a wide area and often on a global scale
(Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Acharya 2004: 242–244).
In the case of China and the Arctic, Beijing must face
both an array of state actors which are still grappling
with the new geographical and political realities of the
region, and in many cases retain concerns about their
Arctic sovereignty, as well as a still weak institutional
network in the Arctic which currently oversees growing
concerns such as various areas of security and still does
not adequately reflect the balance of interests between the
local and the international. As with many cases of norm
introduction and entrepreneurship, there is no guarantee
that this endeavour will be universally accepted.

At the same time, there is the risk of ‘norm regress’,
meaning an existing norm eroding due to a variety of
factors (McKeown 2009). In this case, trigger events
which may cause the erosion of the ‘international space’
Arctic norm include worsening relations between Russia
and the west, accelerating a military build-up, making it
more difficult for non-Arctic states to engage the region,
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a change in the global economy which boosts energy and
commodity prices to the point where the Arctic becomes
an arena for a ‘scramble’, and more difficult relations
between China and the USA which could spill over into the
far northern reaches. Although there are risks in China’s
norm entrepreneurship in the Arctic, this policy choice
has, so far, proved effective in ensuring that the country
remains at the forefront of current and probable future
debates about Arctic governance and development as well
as the role of norm entrepreneurs in the region.
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