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Abstract: In addition to the traditional so-called Arctic states, non-Artic states and some other
international organisations are now showing a growing interest in this area. China, for example, has
achieved some progress, since becoming an Arctic Council permanent observer, through participation
in resource development in the region and strengthening its bilateral relations with the Arctic states.
The present study examines China’s Arctic policy and its implications for the governance of the
Arctic Ocean. It also provides an insight into the existing relevant international legal instruments
and examines China’s interest in the participation, governance, and resource protection activities
in the Arctic Ocean region, to successfully implement Chinese Arctic policy. To this end, the study
examines the connection between the “white paper” and “China’s Arctic Policy”, in the context of
executing the “Belt and Road Initiative”, in particular the “Arctic Silk Road”. The study concludes
that China intends to perform a dynamic role in governing the Arctic Ocean, as a less challenging but
cooperative partner in this region.
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1. Introduction

Over the past 15 years, the ice of the Central Arctic Ocean (CAO) has been increasingly
melting and thus, offering new opportunities for international navigation [1]. For example,
in the summer of 2012, around 40% of the CAO was covered with ice and thus appeared as
unexplored open water on maps [2]. In recent times, new ocean access can be observed for
the first time in many years of known history. In addition, as global warming increases, the
probability of an ice-free Arctic Ocean increases in the coming years [3].

It is a fact that the fish stock of the Arctic is moving towards the sub-Arctic waters [4],
with the summer retreat of the sea ice and the warming of the oceanic waters [5]. This
combination of species in open waters and fishery stocks moving north increases the
prospect of fishing in the Arctic, although it is as yet unclear which species, in what
numbers and when, might arrive in the CAO waters [6]. Fish governance in the CAO
has, however, become a more demanding problem as regards the governance of the Arctic
Ocean, beyond national jurisdiction. The five Arctic states signed the Declaration to Prevent
Unregulated Deep-Sea Fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean [7], in July 2015, including
noting their intention to develop further comprehensive international agreement(s) based
on these principles [8].

Usually, such issues are addressed as social or economic issues, which subsequently
create political interests and lead to final planning and policymaking; fishing in the open
waters of the Bering Sea, known as the Donut Hole, shows evidence of this pattern [9].
Scientific efforts have helped to establish governance goals for fish stocks and support
effective management [10]. The signing of the Agreement to Prevent Unregulated High
Seas Fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean by Arctic states, together with other non-Arctic
states (China, Korea, Japan, and Iceland and the European Union), has developed a legal
euphoria [11]. These five Arctic coastal states joined a group of non-Arctic states for the
first time, to reach a legally binding agreement concerning specific issues in the Arctic
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region; this legal development recognises that there is currently no ongoing commercial
fishing within the high seas of the Arctic region [12]. As a result of the aforementioned, a
distinguishing feature of this agreement can be identified as acceptance of the precautionary
principle of international law.

On the other side of the coin, China has perceived itself as a “Near Arctic State”; what
occurs in the Arctic Ocean region is having a progressively substantial impact on China,
and it is also true that climate change and the ecosystems in the Arctic Ocean can have an
impact on the Chinese climate, which in turn could have a significant impact on overall
living conditions, especially concerning agricultural production in China [8]. In addition
to potential navigation through the Arctic, the commercial exploitation of the Arctic Sea
lanes also has potential implications for trade and economic development in China. Such
developments as those concerning the oil and mineral resources in the Arctic Ocean region
are of significant Chinese interest, as an important manufacturer of industrial goods, as
well as a consumer of raw materials [13].

Concerning the participation in the Arctic Ocean region, China claims to have a long
history, as evidenced by the signing of the Svalbard Treaty 1925 [14], and the opening of the
Huang He research station in Ny-Alesund in 1925 and 2004, respectively [15]. In addition,
since 1999, China has led six scientific tours to the Arctic region and committed to running
similar trips every two years, from 2012 onwards. Later, Chinese scientists made the state’s
first transaction voyage to Iceland from Shanghai, aboard the Xuelong (Snow Dragon)
icebreaker, in August 2012 [16]. There are several goals of Chinese scientific expeditions to
the Arctic Ocean region, including marine biological research, aurora observations, and
environmental concerns.

China understood in earlier years that working with Arctic coastal states was the ideal
way for it to participate in various Arctic-related issues [17]. For this purpose, China has
also been periodically and significantly investing in various fields of Arctic states, e.g., in
March 2015, in cooperation with Russian gas company, Novatek, China made available
USD 15 billion to finance a USD 27 billion plant for liquefied natural gas (LNG) on the
Russian Yamal peninsula [18]. Furthermore, in collaboration with London Mining in the
UK, a Chinese company attempted to create an Isua iron ore mine in Greenland. That
venture failed, however, with the bankruptcy of London Mining resulting from plunging
iron ore prices, but the Chinese corporation retained the exploration rights of Isua and
acquired the subsidiary of London Mining, which was based in Greenland. Later, in 2015, a
Chinese private trading company (the General Nice Group) took over a large iron ore mine
in Greenland, which was valued at around USD 2 billion [19]. In addition to this, some
Chinese corporations have also been concerned about making significant investments in
local infrastructure in the Arctic states [20].

Moreover, the potential of the fishery stocks in the CAO is also a great source of
attraction for the growing Chinese economy and its global diplomatic mission of expanding
and growing peacefully. Chinese demand for fish has grown significantly with the rapid
rise in income of many of the Chinese population, as well as the collapse of fish stock
resources in its near-shore areas [8]. These demands have led to the recent improvements
in and the expansion of the deep-sea fishing fleet in China. It is also notable that experts
from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences have suggested that overseas fishing could
best suit the long-term priority of agricultural development in China [21]. China may,
thus, wish to increase its presence in fishing around the globe, including participating in
governance, conservation, and resource development activities in the Arctic Ocean region.

The methodology employed in this article is based on the qualitative data analysis
of working papers, national policy documents, international and regional agreements,
academic journals, books, key newspaper articles, reports, and other important relevant
electronic materials including international organisations. It draws on the literature and
content analysis method to qualitatively analyse the Arctic governance policies of the Arctic
states and other major stakeholders. By doing so, however, the main focus of this article is
China’s role in Arctic governance as represented by its Arctic policy and future prospects,
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i.e., China’s White Paper—Arctic Policy, which is highly representative of how China deals
with Arctic governance and supports its claim of being a near-Arctic state promoting its
stances of co-existence and the sustainable future use of the Arctic fisheries. To this end,
Section 2 provides insight into China’s views on the Arctic Ocean. Section 3 examines
Chinese Arctic policy as laid down in its white paper, including its participation in the
governance, conservation, resource development and protection, and utilisation of fish
stocks and other living resources, as well as the routes of the Arctic Ocean as part of the
Polar Silk Road (PSR) and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Section 4 provides an analysis
of the available existing international treaties and legal agreements concerning fishing
issues in the Arctic Ocean region. Similarly, Section 5 presents the logic and reasoning of
China’s future role in the Arctic, followed by concrete concluding remarks in Section 6.

2. China’s Views on International Cooperation in the Arctic Ocean

The fact of the continuing melting of the Arctic sea ice poses grave security and
sovereignty challenges, which are gradually manifested in developing relationships be-
tween both the Arctic states and non-Arctic states such as Japan, China, India, and South
Korea [22]. International cooperation concerning the Arctic Ocean region needs to be
strengthened. Most Arctic issues are critically national; however, some are also regional
and international, i.e., problems related to resource development, navigation, and envi-
ronmental effects of climate change. These problems need deeper consideration of the
causes and effects of natural variability and man-made ecological variations in the Arctic
Ocean. Global cooperation in the Arctic region is increasingly expanding over time, creat-
ing significant challenges as well as enormous potential in the area. The history of such
international collaboration in the Arctic goes back to the early 1990s, emphasising scientific
research and environmental protection, but this swiftly extended to include sustainable
development [23]. International cooperation among the states around the Arctic and other
non-Arctic states has developed on some levels bilaterally or within the framework of
the existing regional forums and international organisations, in the sphere of sustainable
development, ecological protection, and scientific research.

In 2015, at the third meeting of the Arctic Circle held in Iceland, the then Deputy
Foreign Minister of China delivered a keynote address entitled “China in the Arctic: Policies
and Practices” [24]. The next year, China’s chief climate change negotiator delivered another
speech at the Fourth Assembly of the Arctic Circle on China’s vision of working together in
the Arctic [25]. These speeches and the way forward used the key word “cooperation” in
the Arctic, which highlighted an emerging Chinese Arctic policy. Recognition and respect
for mutual rights is the basis for international legal cooperation between the Arctic and
non-Arctic states. The United Nations Convention of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) [26]
provides the Arctic states with the rights over jurisdiction as well as sovereignty, as regards
their particular coastal areas of the Arctic Ocean. Similarly, non-Artic states also enjoy the
rights of navigation and scientific research [27]. In order to develop a partnership in the
Arctic region, all these states should act primarily based on mutual recognition and respect
for the relevant provisions of international law.

Secondly, trust and mutual understanding offer political assurance for cooperation
between these states. Arctic states, which have a greater interest in Arctic-related affairs,
claim to be entitled to play a more dominant role in these affairs than that of non-Arctic
states. Given the supra-regional impact of some Arctic-related problems, such as environ-
mental impact, non-Arctic states also claim to have legitimate interests in matters relating
to the Arctic Ocean [28]. There is no doubt that all these states will perform a progressively
important part in Arctic affairs, with all interests being linked. In order to strengthen
cooperation, all the concerned states should strive to improve their trust and mutual under-
standing, strengthen communication, mutual assistance and support, and seek convergent
areas of interest, based on mutual respect for their rights.

Thirdly, the treatment of supra-regional problems through joint research efforts is an
important field of cooperation among various states which claim their interest in the Arctic
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Ocean. Increased trust and mutual assistance in scientific research will enable these states to
consider supra-regional problems from a broader perspective, sending a broader message
to the global scientific community while also appropriately simplifying the processes of
resolution of pertinent problems. This collaboration model has already produced promising
results in addressing issues, for example, Artic shipping and climate change [22]. The
problem for the Arctic Council members is now to include the non-Arctic states in related
scientific research and other comprehensive discussions at an early stage [29].

There are different specific interests, rights, and concerns between the Arctic and
non-Arctic states concerning Arctic affairs: sustainable development, stability, and peace
in the Arctic Ocean, however, serve the common interests of all states concerned. Inter-
national cooperation and partnerships concerning mutual benefits that strengthen and
promote these interests will certainly be the most suitable path in this region of increas-
ingly internationally significance. Given the situation, “respect” is the fundamental basis
for Chinese participation in Arctic-related affairs; therefore, “cooperation” could be an
effective vehicle for Chinese Arctic policy. This can be a win-win situation for Chinese
participation in various affairs or activities in the Arctic Ocean, by encouraging the message
that all parties involved in all areas of activity should seek mutual benefit and mutual
progress. China’s interests typically range from promoting bilateral Arctic diplomacy to
participating in the governance of Arctic affairs, as well as access to resource exploitation
opportunities and exploration [30]. So far, Chinese involvement in the Arctic region has
been relatively modest. In 2013, China gained observer status with the Arctic Council
and slightly strengthened its bilateral relationships with some of the surrounding states,
especially Iceland and Finland, while participating in various Arctic-related activities, i.e.,
resource development in the region [31].

The newly issued Chinese white paper concerning its Arctic policy indicates that the
Arctic’s political goals concern four basic principles—understanding, protection, devel-
opment, and participation in Arctic governance. This stresses the need for “cooperation,
sustainability, respect, and win-win results” to achieve these political goals. Chinese strat-
egy concerning the Arctic is just beginning to evolve and is still facing several challenges,
including the natural environment in the Arctic Ocean, coupled with technological con-
straints, disputes among the Arctic states on the issues concerning territorial sovereignty,
and security activities between certain states. In sum, with the recently published Chinese
Axrctic policy, the white paper, China strategically highlighted a crucial issue in the future
of Arctic affairs, that of cooperation.

3. China’s Arctic Policy—'White Paper’

China published its first white paper concerning its Arctic policy in January 2018.
China has stated that its political goals as a major stakeholder as well as a “Near Arctic
State” are to participate, protect, understand, and develop Arctic governance, in order to
protect the common interests of the international community concerning the communities
in the Arctic and, eventually, to promote sustainable development [32]. Thus, as a rising
power, China primarily wants to understand the Arctic to use and protect this resource-rich
region [11]. However, the question arises as to how China will attempt to reconcile the use
and protection of natural resources in the Arctic region, bearing in mind progress to date.

As indicated in the white paper, Chinese Arctic policies should not, however, be seen
as a revelation but as a confirmation of its existing policy. Chinese officials formulated the
content of the white paper in previous years; these basic principles and political goals of its
participation in the Arctic have already been raised several times by Chinese officials [33].
It is pertinent to mention here that all Arctic and some observer states have published
their corresponding strategy documents concerning their Arctic policies. The conclusion of
Chinese Arctic politics is relatively new, as compared to those of the other Arctic states, and
is still in progress [34]. In contrast to its Western counterparts, China only outlines its policy
in writing where it is obliged to do so or when it is in its best interests. The publication of
the white paper, therefore, shows how important the Arctic is to policymakers.
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In the above discussion and guidelines, it appears that the white paper stresses Chinese
adherence to international law and the framework of international treaties. For example,
with regard to scientific research, China expressed respect for the sovereign rights and
jurisdiction of the Arctic states while, simultaneously, the freedom of scientific research
and exploitation, as well as exploration of all high seas in the Arctic Ocean region, are
essentially respected [33]. Similarly, it argues that further developments of shipping routes
in the Arctic must also comply with international law, UNCLOS, and the freedom of
navigation [27].

3.1. Chinese Participation in the Governance, Conservation, Resource Protection, and Utilisation of
Fisheries and Other Living Resources in the Arctic

It is an acknowledged fact that the Arctic Ocean region has the potential to become a
new fishing area, with fish stocks tending to move north due to various factors, including
climate change [35]. With regard to deep-sea fishing in the Arctic region, China has
continuously taken a strong stance in favour of scientific research, resource protection, and
sustainable utilisation. While China enjoys the legitimate right to conduct marine scientific
research and development in the Arctic region, all relevant states should continue to meet
their legal obligations to conserve the ecosystem and fish stocks in the region [36].

As part of China’s most recent Arctic policy, the country is supporting efforts to
draft a legally binding universal treaty on the conservation and governance of fish stocks
concerning the Arctic Ocean. China also supports the creation of an organisation concerning
the protection and governance of Arctic fisheries or other similar institutional measures,
on the basis of relevant provisions of UNCLOS. In this way, China will increase the study
and exploration of deep-sea fishing resources in the Arctic, conduct appropriate fishing
activities, and form a productive part in the organisation of deep-sea fishing in the Arctic. It
is a fact that China hopes to support mutual cooperation with the Arctic States in the areas
of governance, resource development, conservation, exploration, and the use of potential
fish stocks in the Arctic Ocean. China is also committed to the appropriate protection
of Arctic biodiversity, clear and sensible exploration and exploitation, sustainable use of
the genetic resources of the Arctic region, and reasonable sharing and exploitation of the
benefits arising from the use of these Arctic resources.

Globally, China claims to actively participate in formulating the rules relating to deep-
sea fishing governance, the global environment, international marine affairs, and climate
change, and fulfils its international obligations under international law. China is expanding
its support and collaboration with several states and global organisations in promoting
energy-saving and environmental protection, low carbon development, and emission
reduction [37]. China also encourages cooperation in combating the issues of climate change
and maintains the principles of fairness and shared but differentiated responsibility under
the Paris Agreement [38], the Kyoto Protocol [39], and the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change [40], and supports developing countries in combating the issues of climate
change [41]. Similarly, China also claims to play a productive part in various activities
under the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) and is making significant efforts to
meet its global obligations to ensure the safety of shipping by preventing its ships from
creating marine environmental pollution, while supporting greater global cooperation in
the area of marine technology and research as regards the shipping industry, within the
framework of the IMO [42]. China is actively participating in negotiations on the regulation
of deep-sea fish stocks in the Arctic region and is calling for a legally binding international
treaty for the development, protection, and governance of fish resources on the high seas
in this region [43]. It urges that such a globally binding treaty should enable exploratory
fishing activities and appropriate scientific research on the high seas in the Arctic region,
as well as protecting the freedom of all states’ rights on the high seas under the pertinent
provisions of UNCLOS and international law.

The white paper underscores Chinese interests in the lawful and rational use of
Arctic resources. China reaffirms that it respects the Arctic states” sovereign rights over
minerals, gas, and oil and fishery resources in the areas for which they are responsible
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under international law and respects the concerns and interests of the residents of the
residents Arctic region [22]. Of the five Arctic coastal states, Canada is most concerned
about the impact of the Chinese Arctic policy, as laid down in the white paper. Canadian
experts caution that the Chinese Arctic policy may try to draw a fine line between respecting
the sovereignty of the Arctic states and the possibility of benefiting from international
disputes [44]. An expert, Robert Huebert, sees the use of language such as “respect for
international law” in the Chinese Arctic policy in the white paper as an attempt to articulate
the limits of the sovereignty of the Arctic states [45]. Among the issues about which Canada
is most concerned is whether China will have the same legal position as the European
Union (EU) and the United States (US): to treat the Northwest Passage as a “road for
international use”, contrary to what Canada claims as “internal waters” [46]. By means
of its Arctic policy, however, China claims that it largely avoids this complicated problem
and instead focuses on the significant opportunities as well as possible challenges that may
arise from environmental and economic considerations. As shown in Table 1, China holds
a long history of engagement in the various aspects concerning the Arctic Ocean, including
science and technology, management, cooperation, ocean governance, and sustainable
fisheries across the region.

Table 1. Chinese chronological history of engagement in the Arctic Ocean.

Description Year

Chinese scientists took part in the first International Polar Year 1882
China signed Spitsbergen Treaty 1925

First Chinese participation in Soviet research in the Arctic 1951

State Oceanic Administration was established, with a brief to “engage in polar

expeditions in the future” 1964

China took a seat in United Nations and Security Council 1971

Visits to the Arctic—Chinese Academy of Sciences sets up Polar Science Committee 1995

China Arctic and Antarctic Administration was set up 1996

China joined International Arctic Science Committee 1996

China Arctic and Antarctic Administration dispatched Xue Long (ship) on the first 1999

Arctic expedition

Opening of the temporary research station China Yilite-Mornring Arctic Scientific 2001
Expedition and Research Station on Svalbard, Norway

Opening of permanent Arctic Yellow River Station on Svalbard, Norway 2004

China accepted for the first time as a temporary observer on the Arctic Council 2007

China accepted as a permanent observer on the Arctic Council 2013

Chinese President, Xi Jinping, says China strives to be a “polar great power” 2014

Chinese Communist Party identif.ied the polar reg%ons, th.e deep seabed, and outer 2015

space as China’s new strategic frontiers
Xue Long sets off on seventh Arctic expedition 2016
Chinese Communist Party reshuffle integrates Arctic and maritime policy within 2018

geopolitical strategy making

Chinese Arctic Policy White Paper announced the Polar Silk Road 2018
Source: Created by this research.

3.2. The Routes of the Arctic Ocean as Part of the BRI

Scientific researchers such as Camilla Serensen and Yagci (2018) have argued that
the Arctic Ocean routes have been the central element of Arctic diplomacy in China for
some time and its Arctic policy in the recent legal development is inadequate in the current
situation [47]. In a related area, however, the Arctic states are opening up the novel
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and unique opportunities for trade and development. This concerns China’s political
goal of contributing to the development of the routes of the Arctic Ocean, which China
believes may become a reality possible for commercial purposes earlier than is generally
expected. China claims that the routes of the Arctic Ocean can be an attractive alternative
to the strategically endangered routes passing through the Suez Canal and the Straits of
Malacca, on which the country currently depends for its international trade with European
countries [48]. In June 2017, China officially declared the routes of the Arctic Ocean as part
of its BRI and, since then, has started to cooperate with Arctic states, i.e., through high-level
Chinese officials’ visits to the Arctic Ocean [49].

3.3. The Ground of Polar Silk Road (PSR) Gains

The Chinese have engaged in cooperation and dialogue with Russia in developing the
infrastructure related to the routes of the North Sea for the major Chinese—Russian natural
gas projects on the Yamal peninsula [50]. In addition, China has intensified cooperation
and dialogue in the region with regard to Iceland and Finland. Iceland is also considering
identifying itself as a logistical “hub” on the PSR, which, according to China’s white
paper, has become the term for the Chinese vision of Arctic Ocean routes [51]. Preliminary
negotiations are currently underway in Finland to create a 10,500 km cable through the
Arctic to ensure the fastest data connection between Europe and China [52]. In addition,
Norway and Finland have started collaboration on an “Arctic Corridor”, comprising
railway lines from Kirkenes in Norway to Rovaniemi in Finland, which has been indicated
as a possible terminus of the PSR [53]. In addition, China also has growing interests in
Sweden (in Lysekil), where Chinese corporations want to invest in the expansion project
of ports and the construction of roads, bridges, and railways, concerning the necessary
surrounding infrastructure of the port of Lysekil, which links to the PSR [54].

All these are potential major Chinese investments; these projects are linked to the
recognition of the BRI, which is likely to lead China’s commercial banks and companies, as
well as other involved parties, having a greater chance of obtaining funding, i.e., from the
Silk Road Fund, the Chinese state investment fund, and will probably mean they can count
on political support. The Arctic policy of China through the white paper clearly encourages
Chinese corporations to prioritise involvement in the construction of infrastructure related
to routes of the Arctic Ocean and stresses that China is willing to work with any Arctic
state interested in developing the PSR [47].

The aforementioned shows that China intends to cooperate with all stakeholders to
construct the PSR by developing various shipping routes in the Arctic Ocean [55]. The
recent Chinese white paper emphasised the special status of the Arctic Ocean, as it is
an oceanic region that includes areas within states’ jurisdictions as well as areas within
universal scope, making it a region that has the interest of both Arctic and non-Arctic
states. Intrinsically, Arctic problems are not only national or internal problems for the
Arctic states but also international concerns. As stated in China’s Arctic policy, the current
situation concerning various activities in the Arctic Ocean not only affects the Arctic states
internally or the relations between Arctic states. Beyond the Arctic states, it has “global
impact” and “critical impact” on the development, sustainability, and survival of all states,
including China [56].

4. Existing International Treaties Regarding Fishery Issues in the Arctic Ocean

UNCLOS provides that any coastal state has a right over fishing and other coastal
activities extending up to 200 nautical miles from its coastal baseline. According to Article
87 of UNCLOS, vessels of all states have the right to fish in the areas on the high seas,
unless they have entered into an international agreement in which otherwise is stipulated.
Several international legal instruments, in some way, address issues concerning fishing in
the Arctic Ocean region. Among these, the most recent development is that, on 3 October
2018, the governments of China, Korea, Japan, Canada, Norway, Iceland, Denmark, the
Russian Federation, the EU, and the US, signed an agreement to prevent unregulated
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commercial fishing on the high seas in the Arctic region [57]. This is the first agreement of
its kind to apply a legally binding precautionary approach for the protection of the Arctic
Ocean from commercial fishing before fishing begins in that area.

According to this agreement, the contracting parties undertake not to participate in
commercial fishing in the CAO until a better understanding exists concerning the current
fish stocks in the Arctic Ocean region. The parties under the agreement will set up joint
monitoring and scientific research programmes to enhance understanding of the ecosystems
of the Arctic region and determine whether the fish stocks can be harvested sustainably [58].
This programme should provide the contracting parties appropriate time to develop a
better understanding of the marine species and ecosystems in the region in order to inform
them about protection and governance measures. After this agreement is enforced, it will
actively last for 16 years and be renewed every five years thereafter, subject to the mutual
consent of the parties and must address any party objecting [59,60]. It is perceived that
the CAO fisheries administration covers much beyond the fisheries, including cooperative
Arctic governance and relations between the Arctic and non-Arctic states, as well as among
the Arctic states [8]. Any fishing activity in CAO will couple with some negative impacts
on the fish stock and the agreement creates an unusual avenue of participation that is
based on caution rather than response. Eventually, such an arrangement could be more of
a matter of diplomatic relations and states’ politics. In addition, some scientists and states
have shown their concerns and indicated that a CAO fisheries agreement is not necessary
or urgent as there is no fishing activity or evidence that such activity could start in the
foreseeable future [6]. Similarly, Young and Kim (2013) argued that the level of activity in
the Arctic Ocean, particularly in relation to the high seas, was overestimated—the level
of fear concerning gaps in the governance system of the Arctic Ocean region is largely
predictive of diverting the world’s energies to a grey area [17]. Such a scenario comprising
the lack of scientific knowledge of the CAO species coupled with the unpredictable marine
ecosystem could be catastrophic. Since China has a diplomatic history to carefully consider,
it must address all reservations before ratifying any global agreement it has signed in light
of best national interests. Nine out of ten signatories of this agreement had already ratified
it, and in May 2021, after due consideration, China has also ratified this agreement, thus
it came into force in June 2021 for the next 16 years [61]. Many regional authorities have
already considered and developed measures concerning the governance and conservation
of exploration fishing [62]. A collection evaluation of the present measures will represent a
first step in the additional development of the governance and conservation measures for
the control of exploratory fishing in the Arctic region.

4.1. The US—Canada Bilateral Fisheries Management Agreements

The US shares coastal borders with Canada at the Great Lakes and in three oceans—
the Atlantic, the Pacific, and the Arctic Ocean. In these economically and ecologically
significant regions, they share several important fishing resources and, at the same time,
also face complex challenges in terms of conservation and governance. Given this situation,
the US has been negotiating with Canada to sign several formal treaties and agreements
that will facilitate collaboration on these shared fishing resources in the Arctic Ocean region.
These governance measures also include three bilateral commissions, namely the Pacific
Salmon Commission (PSC), the International Pacific Halibut Commission (IPHC), and
the Great Lakes Fisheries Commission (GLFC) [63]. They have also made arrangements
to ensure sustainable governance and fair access to other important marine resources,
including Pacific hake/whiting and Pacific albacore [64]. Similarly, various activities and
recent legal developments concerning the Arctic Ocean region and the newly discovered
fish resources due to the rapid ice melting over recent years are also of great importance
and concern not only to the US and Canada but to all the Arctic states.
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4.2. International Instruments Concerning Fishing Regulations

International fishing law has emerged as a body of law on the basis of some binding
and nonbinding global legal instruments on appropriate regulations [65]. There are some
legally binding instruments: treaties and agreements that are concluded in writing by states
and international organisations to affix obligations and create legal rights. Such instruments
are known as “hard laws” since the provisions of such instruments are legally binding on
the contracting parties once they come into force. In contrast, nonbinding legal instruments
offer guidelines for states and are generally known as “soft laws” because the provisions of
these instruments do not bind the contracting parties [65]. The UN has played a key role
in facilitating the adoption of some global instruments concerning the conservation and
governance of fisheries resources through its specialised agencies, including the Food and
Agricultural Organisation (FAO), and even directly [66].

In addition to the above, the FAO has also put in place four International Action
Plans (IPOAs) to address the various issues raised in its negotiations. These are generally
non-legally binding measures, such as the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries,
that contain measures to primarily address several persistent issues, including combating
Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing, the bycatching of seabirds in longline
fisheries, the governance and conservation of marine species such as sharks, fishing, and
capacity management [67,68]. These different IPOAs address various pertinent issues,
which include IPOA-IUU fishing, IPOA-fishing capacity, IPOA-sharks, and IPOA-sea birds.
By accepting any IPO, states can ensure that other states increase the measures they are
taking. The implementation of any IPO is voluntary and it is left to states to take explicit
appropriate measures, including addressing problems that arise both in the exclusive
economic zone (EEZ) and on the high seas [65]. Several international treaties deal with
specific Arctic issues and are particularly relevant to the treatment of various Arctic issues.
These agreements are presented here in chronological order, in Table 2.

Table 2. International agreements that directly or indirectly concern fisheries in the Arctic Region.

Sr. No. Name of the Agreement
1 Svalbard Treaty, Paris, 9 February 1920
2 The International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling, Washington 1946
3 Geneva Conventions on the Law of the Sea, 1958
4 UN International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, 1965
5 UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 16 December 1966
6 International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, 16 December 1966
- Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (also called the CITES or
Washington Convention), Washington, US, 1973
8 Agreement on the Conservation of Polar Bears, Oslo, 15 November 1973
9 The Convention on Long-range Transboundary Air Pollution, Geneva, 1979
10 The Convention on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources, 1980
11 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) Montego Bay, Jamaica, 10 December 1982
12 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, (also called the ILO Convention No. 169 or C169), 1989
13 Convention on Environmental Impact Assessment in a Transboundary Context (Espoo Convention), Espoo, 1991
14 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), New York City, US, 4 June 1992
15 UN Convention on Biological Diversity, Rio de Janeiro (BR), May 1992
16 Agreement to Promote Compliance with International Conservation and Management Measures by Fishing Vessels on
the High Seas, 1993
17 FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, 1995
18 The UN Fish Stocks Agreement, 1995
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Table 2. Cont.

Sr. No. Name of the Agreement
19 Kyoto Protocol to the UNFCCC, Kyoto, Japan, 11 December 1997
20 Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants, 2001
21 Reykjavik Declaration on Responsible Fisheries in the Marine Ecosystem, 2001
22 International Convention for the Control and Management of Ships’ Ballast Water and Sediments, 2004
23 Agreement on Port State Measures to Prevent, Deter, and Eliminate Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated Fishing, 2009
24 Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue in the Arctic, Nuuk, Greenland, 2011
25 UN Environmental Programme Minamata Convention on Mercury, 2013
26 Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic, Kiruna, Sweden, 2013
27 IMO—International Code for Ships Operating in Polar Waters (Polar Code), 2015
28 Agreement on Enhancing International Arctic Scientific Cooperation, signed at the Fairbanks Ministerial meeting, 11
May 2017
29 International Agreement to Prevent Unregulated High Seas Fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean, 3 October 2018

Source: Created by this research.

5. The Logic and Reasoning of China’s Future Role in the Arctic

China identifies itself as a near-Arctic state and emphasises that “China is an important
stakeholder in Arctic affairs.” Based on these two important narratives, China is primarily
concerned with Arctic environmental conditions and the possible impact the region has on
the Chinese climate system, the environment, and related economic interests [56]. With a
forward-looking vision, China claims to lead the way towards a shared future for humanity
by increasing involvement in Arctic affairs and contributing to Arctic knowledge and
development in its economic and research activities [43]. It can be seen in China’s recent five-
year plan for 2016-2020, which closed the gap between itself and many Arctic states. For
example, China now has two polar icebreakers and more scientific infrastructure capacities
in the Arctic than any other non-Arctic state, including the Yellow River Station in Svalbard,
the China-Island Arctic Observatory, and the Xuelong and Xuelong 2 icebreakers [69].

5.1. Current Arctic Legal Regime and the Future Role of China

Changes to fishery stock compositions and distributions can result in conflicts be-
tween stakeholders of the Arctic due to various reasons, including unregulated fishing,
overlapping jurisdictional claims, and a lack of multiregional agreements. The current
Arctic fisheries management model is not flexible enough to meritoriously address the
challenges of future fisheries caused by climate change. It merits a comprehensive law and
order regime in the high seas in connection with environmental protection, especially to
vulnerable indigenous peoples and the whole world at large.

Climate change has been challenging the effectiveness of the existing structure of
international resource management in the Arctic Ocean. For example, in fisheries manage-
ment, the matters relating to quota allocation and access to the EEZs tend to be a highly
controversial issue anytime; therefore, this problem should be resolved by a broader and
more robust set of compliance mechanisms. Presently, the basis for a legal framework in
the region is the UNCLOS of 1982 and the United Nations Fish Stocks Agreement (UNFSA)
of 1995 (broadly followed by the recent CAO Agreement in 2018); however, these provide
principles of international cooperation in conservation and fisheries management but do
not formalise the way states use them [70]. Therefore, considering the fact that the Arctic is
warming faster than any other area on Earth [71], this complex region requires a special
and shared legal regime to achieve sustainable development goals.

China’s future Arctic policy as demonstrated by Chinese officials includes six specific
points, namely (1) exploring and further understanding the Arctic, (2) protecting and using
the Arctic rationally, (3) respecting the internal rights of the Arctic states and indigenous
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peoples, (4) respecting the rights of non-Arctic states and the general interests of the global
community, (5) building a multilevel framework for cooperation in the Arctic for win-
win outcomes, and (6) supporting the Arctic governance system on the basis of existing
international law [33]. The Arctic has the potential to provide solutions to domestic
problems, including food production and energy security. This is because the Arctic, which
is warming twice as fast as the rest of the world, provides a unique environment for food
security research and options for importing food sources such as uncovered fish and Arctic
seafood, as well as active oil and gas mining projects in China [72].

In addition to natural resources, China has a great practical interest in developing
a long-term transport infrastructure through its vision of the PSR—an extension of the
Chinese BRI [73]. The principle of the BRI is to create a network of roadways, railways, oil
pipelines, and ports that may connect Beijing to Europe via the Middle East [73]. To this
end, China has identified around 900 projects with an estimated cost of USD 900 billion
within the framework of the BRI [74]. However, China’s Arctic strategy on fishery resources
is only beginning to evolve and still faces many challenges. Therefore, it underlines a key
issue—cooperation—to mutually recognise the right of states to discover and release the
potential of Arctic fish [22].

The white paper combines two provocative components of Chinese politics: adherence
to the principles formulated by the Arctic Council and existing laws, while also aiming
to defend the legitimate rights of non-Arctic states and improving legislation favouring
better openness. The logical and practical approach that enabled China to develop diverse
diplomacy towards the Arctic states implies clear arguments for interpreting the laws and
key instruments—participation in Arctic governance, access to Arctic fishery resources,
and global transport via the Arctic route [56]. Incidentally, despite its commitments to
the existing legal system, China will be an activist for the rights of non-Arctic states in a
situation conducive to legal change. Ultimately, if successful in this area, it will dramatically
impact awareness of China’s new role both in the Arctic and globally.

5.2. The Exploitation of Fishery Resources in the CAO

It is a fact that the Arctic periphery is exceptionally rich in fishing resources: the Bering
region, Baffin Bay, the Chukchi, and the Barents Sea are fishing areas with an abundance of
commercial species—they provide around 20% of the world catch—such as cod, which are
targeted by Spanish fishermen [75]. Therefore, it seems clear that as the ice recedes, the
newly opened waters will be just as rich. However, the worst part is that the waters are
very stratified, with cold, soft water from the melting ice remaining on top of the warmer
and saltier water, inhibiting the increase of nutrients from the soil. This is combined with
the lack of ports to unload, ship, and process the catches, along with the Arctic Ocean’s
acidification because, paradoxically, cold water absorbs more CO2 than warm water, and
the misunderstood phenomenon of anomalous abundance and pollutants, meaning the
apparent promise of bountiful catches has little support [76].

China is committed to improving and complementing the Arctic governance regime [36].
It should be noted that Arctic governance must be an integrative, holistic, and adaptive
ecosystem with transboundary dimensions due to its complexity in the Arctic [77]. The
governance of maritime transport is, in fact, one of the dimensions of Arctic governance. In
a broader sense, China believes that the UN Charter and UNCLOS are essential elements of
the basic legal framework for navigation in the Arctic [43]. Specifically, China considers the
IMO as the global standard-setting authority for international maritime transport security,
safety, and environmental performance and recognises that IMO plays an active role in
formulating navigation rules for maritime transport in the Arctic. At present, actively
participating in the governance of Arctic maritime transport is China’s strategy for action
at a global and a regional level [78].
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5.3. China’s Future Attitudes Reflected by Its Arctic Policy

The impacts of developments and climate change in the region have pushed China to
step up its efforts in the far north for a longer perspective [79]. In 2013, China became an
observer to the Arctic Council with clear interests in the Arctic: use of the northern route,
access to the natural resources of the Arctic, and working together to strengthen its image
as one of the major powers. To this end, China has been investing heavily in projects in
almost all Arctic countries [80]. In addition, China is expanding its research capabilities in
this region; the Arctic strategy includes highlighting the two icebreaker research vessels
and research stations in Norway and Iceland [81].

It has been reported that China is building or has built several hard-hull cargo ships.
Additionally, at a recent trade fair in Shanghai, China showed models of its newly built
ice-resistant LNG carriers [82]. The design and construction of polar ships have been
China’s political objective since 2016, starting with the thirteenth five-year plan [80]. It
is due to the fact that regular use of the northern route would be an economic boom for
China because the distance between German and Shanghai ports via the northern route is
over 4600 km shorter than via the Suez Canal [83].

It can be said that China’s interests concerning the various activities in the Arctic are
principally economic, particularly energy cooperation with Russia. To this end, in order
to strengthen energy security and reduce its dependence on coal for power generation, in
December 2019, China inaugurated the 3000 km “Power of Siberia” gas pipeline connecting
northeast China with Russia’s Siberian fields [84]. In addition, Chinese enterprises are also
playing a significant role in building the Arctic LNG 2 project, which is the second largest
natural gas project presently undergoing development phase within the Russian Arctic [85].

5.4. Why China Needed an Arctic Policy

First, climate change is a major concern in the Arctic and an important rationale for
China’s involvement in Arctic affairs. Indeed, the Arctic suffers from human-induced
climate change and is witnessing the rapid melting of permafrost and the collapse of sea
ice [86]. Meanwhile, China is the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse gases [87], while also
faces major climate change challenges, such as extreme weather conditions [88]. China’s
Arctic policy in 2018 promised to tackle climate change in the Arctic and protect its fragile
environment, but details are lacking. In 2020, Chinese President Xi Jinping announced to
the UN General Assembly that China is committed to being carbon neutral by 2060 [89].
This is a very ambitious step in the fight against climate change. However, some questions
remain unclear and will be answered in the subsequent research concerning how this will
affect the Arctic. What kinds of projects on the Polar Silk Road in China can help achieve
this ambitious goal? Would Chinese investment in Arctic resource development conflict
with China’s zero greenhouse gas emissions roadmap? These are key issues that require
clarification in China’s Arctic policy [90].

Second, sustainability is another important theme for the future of the Arctic. China
stresses the need to strike a balance between economic development and environmental
protection in the Arctic. This is reflected in the negotiations of collective labour agreements,
where China speaks of “wise use”. However, terms like “sustainable development” and
“balance” are subject to potentially conflicting interpretations. What exactly does China
mean by equilibrium? It is not just about deep-sea fishing, but almost all Chinese activities
in the Arctic. Given the fragile Arctic ecosystem, one would expect a balance between use
and protection to shift towards the environment.

In sum, it is time for China to expedite and clarify its constructive ambitions as
outlined in the Arctic Policy to shed light on the order that it would like to address the
issues in the Arctic with its emerging power. Suppose China, the world’s second-largest
economy, can develop a vision based on a reinvention of the relationship between humans
and nature, supported by a concrete plan. In this case, it will not only help propel the
Arctic towards a peaceful and sustainable future, but will also benefit the rise of China in
the region and across the globe.
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5.5. Criticism of China’s Arctic Policy and Global Concerns

Over the last decade, China’s Arctic engagement has increased considerably, aiming
to offer plentiful economic opportunities. On the other hand, some critics believe that by
doing so, China is likely to create new risks and concerns among the eight Arctic states [91].
Similarly, the US has been seriously concerned as China expands its engagements in
the Arctic Ocean region; the implications of its activities and even its presence are an
increasingly debated topic among the Arctic states, in the US, and across the globe [92]. The
US Secretary of State and the Department of Defence publicly raised concerns on China’s
self-proclaimed status as a “near-Arctic state” [83]. China has claimed compassionate
intentions in sustainable development, peace, and improving Arctic governance [93].
However, given the opacity of China’s decision making and capability development, many
observers and policymakers in the US remain sceptical or even hostile toward China’s
potential interests in the Arctic; strategic thinkers in the US worry that China’s economic
engagement in the region could be a precursor to much more invasive political and strategic
ambitions [94]. The fact that China’s Arctic infrastructure development has the potential
for dual-use facilities increases the insecurities that China may intend to have a permanent
security presence in the region.

In addition, the fact that Some Arctic states have welcomed chinese economic activities
in the Arctic is worrying to the European Parliament and thinktanks too, and they believe
that China is interested in a narrow interpretation of its claims and the largest possible
interpretation of maritime space in the Arctic Ocean considered as the high seas and
international seabed, where non-Arctic states have the same rights as Arctic states [95].
They also believe that China is interested in expanding its BRI into the Arctic to facilitate
the strengthening of its claims of co-existence with economic and sustainable development
coupled with its participation in Arctic governance affairs, including respect, cooperation,
and win-win outcomes. Despite all the critics, if China keeps its word and focuses only on
promoting research, peace, and sustainable development, it would obviously be a win-win
situation for China, Arctic states, and other stakeholders in the long run.

6. Conclusions

The world, including the Arctic and non-Arctic states, is looking for fisheries resources
to meet the requirement for more food and are now considering the potential of the Arctic
Ocean as a result of increasing access, due to the melting of the ice cap. Similarly, China
is also strategically considering this area from the perspective of the economy as well as
ecological and resource governance measures. To this end, China’s emerging interest in the
circumpolar north was established with the Chinese Arctic policy, as laid down in its white
paper. The clear and articulated objectives, priorities, and principles have become a guide
for the further development of Arctic politics and international cooperation, concerning all
political actors’ efforts. More notably, the white paper confirmed China’s aim to construct
the PSR and identified Arctic participation, conversation, protection, and governance as
the crucial areas of Arctic policy, being on par with other regional development since the
creation of the PSR will combine economic effort, while also confirming China’s national
interest in the implementation of such policies in the Arctic. As a result, Arctic governance
will tie together the development of intangible mechanisms: legislative and institutional
involvement and contribution, which include China’s “discursive power”.

In addition, the analysis of China’s Arctic policy white paper enables the establishment
of principles that will form the core of Chinese Arctic policy in the future. The first compo-
nent that reflects the image is that China is an “important and legitimate stakeholder”, a
“responsible power” and a “near-Arctic state”. The second is an affirmation of the Chinese
right to participate in the governance of the Arctic Ocean and to develop Arctic shipping
and marine resources, and, consequently, China’s obligation to defend the legal rights of
a “near-Arctic state”, creating a right to access the Arctic resources including fishing, as
with the other Arctic states. Thirdly, the intention to make a contribution toward an “Arctic
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community with a shared future” [96] through the implementation of the PSR. Such a
combination will be at the centre of China’s Arctic policy both now and in the future.

Additionally, it is also pertinent to note that China has become one of the major stake-
holders in Arctic Ocean governance as adhered by the Agreement to prevent unregulated
commercial fishing on the high seas in the Arctic region. However, there is still enough
room for improving the effectiveness of the legal framework governing the Arctic—the
absence of a shared legal regime. This status will not only enable China to influence envi-
ronmental governance but also provide access—as one of the key players—to the Arctic
fisheries resources in the future. To this end, China has long been focusing on this area
through investing in various sectors, including infrastructure development and economic
and food security research and development, contributing towards novel shipbuilding tech-
nologies, i.e., ice-resistant LNG carriers and polar ships, which is a positive and peaceful
strategy towards participation in resources development, protection, and ocean governance
across the regions and the globe. If China handles these transactions successfully and
peacefully, sustaining them with mutual cooperation in the future, it may enable China—a
resourceful continental state closest to the Arctic circle—to obtain a legal right to fish in the
Arctic considering its significant stake and contribution to building a sustainable future
Arctic, including huge investments in the development of relevant sectors, research and
governance endeavours, and efforts towards ensuring environmental security, as well as
sustainable use of the Arctic fisheries resources, and so on. Concluding, China has shaped
its Arctic policy very tactfully, claiming legal rights over fisheries resources and gaining
global acknowledgement of its co-existence in Arctic governance; it will also be backed by
and considerably strengthen China’s strategic Polar Silk Road vision as well as the Belt and
Road Initiative in the long run.
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