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ARCTIC GEOPOLITICS
The Ice Was the Defence.

The Melt Opens the Front.

THE WALL COMES DOWN

Napoleon came from the west. Hitler came from the west.
Nobody serious ever came from the north: a frozen ocean
stood in the way.

For all of recorded history, the top of the world was a wall. It turned
ships back, swallowed expeditions, and kept its silence.

Generals could ignore it. Admirals could ignore it. The Arctic was not
a place you passed through; it was the edge of the passable world.

That wall is coming down, on a timetable set by physics, not by
ministries.

And what opens behind it is not just water. It is the shortest trade
route between Asia and Europe, and a new axis of attack toward
coastlines no planner ever had to defend. Cargo and warships are
arriving in the same season.

This brief condenses the four storylines of my new book, Arctic
Geopolitics: Reality Check 355 pages, 90 illustrations, drawn entirely
from open sources.

No hype. No romance. No ideology. Here is the world's newest
strategic frontier, reality checked.

THE VANISHING SHIELD

Everything in this story rests on a single physical fact: the Arctic is
losing its ice.
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Not gradually, not as an abstraction for climate conferences to argue
about, but measurably, year by year, in numbers that satellites
record.

In February 2025, the combined extent of Arctic and Antarctic sea ice
fell to 15.76 million square kilometres, the lowest ever recorded
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The Arctic's end-of-summer ice has collapsed from an average of 7
million square kilometres in the 1980s to about 4.5 million in the
2010s.

The scientists who watch the data no longer speak of a temporary
shift. They speak of something permanent.

The ocean itself has crossed lines it will not recross. A study
published in May 2026 found that the loss of sea ice has forced an
irreversible chemical shift in the Arctic Ocean: exposed to sunlight
for the first time in memory, the shallow shelves that underlie nearly
half the basin are stripping nitrate the fertiliser on which all marine
life depends out of the water.

The tipping point, the data suggests, was passed around 2009. The
corridor is opening above a sea that has quietly stopped feeding
itself.

For shipowners, the retreat means a route: open water for weeks at
a time across the roof of the planet, cutting thousands of miles and
many days from the journeys that move the world's goods.

Where there are days to be saved, there is money to be made, and
where there is money, the powerful gather.

But an open door swings both ways. For most of modern history the
ice was a shield, a frozen rampart that held the nations of the north
apart and made an attack from the north unthinkable.

As it melts, that shield dissolves. The same waters that promise a
trade corridor clear a path for warships, submarines and missiles a
new front where the ambitions of great powers press against one
another across newly navigable sea, and where plannersin
Washington, Moscow and Beijing now study the northern
approaches with the seriousness they once reserved for the Fulda
Gap or the Strait of Hormuz.

The corridor of commerce and the corridor of conflict
are the same stretch of water.

p.3



GEOPOLITICS SUNDAY's BRIEF - No 26




GEOPOLITICS SUNDAY's BRIEF - No 26

THE GATES OF THE BASTION

Look north from Europe and the geography resolves into a handful
of doors.

Russia's most valuable military asset the Northern Fleet, carrying the
larger share of its sea-based nuclear deterrent sits on the Kola
Peninsula, blessed with year-round ice-free harbours.

Since the 1970s Russian doctrine has treated the Barents Sea as a
defended bastion, a home bubble where those submarines are kept
safe. One of the bastion's walls was made of ice.

Its retreat is forcing Russia to replace a natural barrier with an
artificial one, bought at full price: reopened Soviet-era bases along
the archipelagos, S-400 batteries on windswept islands, and
according to recent reporting a network of seabed sonar sensors
known as Harmony, sweeping from the Murmansk coast toward
Franz Josef Land.

Nobody installs an artificial trench unless the original
has stopped working.

The fleet behind the wall has been rebuilt: Borei-class ballistic missile
submarines as the new spine of the deterrent, Yasen-class boats that
Western navies rate among the quietest things Russia has ever putin
the water, increasingly armed with hypersonic missiles.

And the tempo has followed the hardware: Russian submarine
patrols into and around the GIUK Gap the band of ocean between
Greenland, Iceland and the United Kingdom through which any
Russian boat must pass to reach the Atlantic have climbed to levels
not seen since the Cold War.

Before the GIUK, though, comes a lesser-known line: the Bear Gap,
roughly 400 kilometres of open sea between Norway's North Cape
and Bear Island, the southern tip of Svalbard. East of the line lies the
Barents, a shallow, brightly lit shelf where a submarine can be held
and tracked.
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West of it the seabed plunges three to four kilometres into
acoustically messy water where a submarine simply vanishes. The
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Bear Gap is the last good place to catch a Russian submarine before
it disappears — and the first good place to lose one.

No one owns the Bear Gap.
Everyone is counting what goes through it.

The three island sentinels guarding these doors share a strange
condition: Greenland leans on borrowed soldiers, Iceland fields no
army at all, and Svalbard — governed by a treaty signed in 1920, long
before submarines learned to hide under ice — is forbidden
fortification precisely at the doorway Russia most wants left open.

NATO, for its part, is relearning cold-water war at speed. Finland's
accession in 2023 and Sweden's in 2024 brought the alliance the
longest land frontier any member shares with Russia — 1,340
kilometres — plus the rare thing money cannot buy: two societies
that never stopped preparing for the neighbour. Finland can
mobilise 280,000 soldiers from a trained reserve of some 870,000.

February 2026 brought Arctic Sentry, a multinational framework for
the High North; June 2026 brought Forward Land Forces Finland, the
ninth multinational battlegroup on NATO's eastern flank and the first
in the Arctic, led — remarkably — by Sweden, a member for barely
two years. Behind the exercises, troops are training to fight at minus
forty, because sooner or later, someone has to stand on the ground.

THE CORRIDORS, AUDITED

Three passages cross the thawing north, and none of them looks like
the brochure.

The Northwest Passage, threading Canada's Arctic archipelago,
remains the passage nobody owns: Canada calls it home water,
Washington calls it an international highway, and after forty years
the two closest allies on earth still have not settled the question. The
quiet irony is that Canada's expansive sovereignty claim — the one
that irritates Washington — is also the legal filter most likely to keep
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Chinese naval traffic out of a passage that runs uncomfortably close
to North American shores. A handful of Pentagon strategists have
noticed. Nobody says it aloud.
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The Northern Sea Route along Russia's coast is where the reality
check bites hardest. In 2018 Vladimir Putin signed a decree ordering
the route to carry eighty million tonnes by 2024. It carried under
thirty-eight. In 2025 the number did something no decree had
authorised: it went down.

Full ocean-to-ocean transits in 2025 the genuinely international
traffic totalled 103 voyages and about 3.2 million tons: a record, and
less than a single day through the Suez Canal. Strip away the
projections and the transponders tell one sentence: the NSRis a
seasonal channel moving Russian oil, gas and coal east to a single
buyer, China, with the ships coming home empty.

Not a highway an export pipe with a hull. Moscow's response to the
disappointing numbers has been instructive: it has begun hiding
them.

The world was promised a highway.
The transponders show a delivery route with one address.

And yet the infrastructure race is real. Russia operates the world's
only nuclear icebreaker fleet and is building the 70,000-tonne Leader
class, designed to cut a channel through four metres of ice in the
depths of polar winter. The reactors bred for the icebreakers are
becoming floating power stations one has been lighting the Arctic
port of Pevek since 2020, with four more plants ordered for the
Chukotka coast.

The rest of the world is catching up late: Washington's ICE Pact with
Finland and Canada to graft allied shipbuilding onto an atrophied
American icebreaker base; Canada's forty-billion-dollar northern
package of March 2026, roads, radar and a deepwater port; South
Korea, which built everyone else's ice fleet in its own shipyards,
finally announcing in May 2026 a regular Korea-to-Europe Arctic
service by 2030.

At the far end of it all sits the Bering Strait the one-way artery where
the Pacific meets the Arctic, and where Russian and Chinese coast
guards have begun drilling together, on Alaska's doorstep.
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THE PATIENT EMPIRE

The most consequential Arctic power may be the one with no Arctic
coastline at all.

China measures time differently. The “century of humiliation” is
not closed history in Beijing; it is a live account, a ledger of
wrongs still waiting to be balanced.

Taiwan sits at the top. And near the bottom, in an entry the state
prefers not to read aloud, sits the largest territorial loss of them all:
the lands taken by Russia in the nineteenth century.

The Treaty of Aigun in 1858 and the Convention of Peking in 1860,
extracted while Qing China burned, stripped away Outer Manchuria
close to a million square kilometres, larger than France and Germany
combined including a superb ice-free harbour the Russians renamed
Vladivostok and the Chinese still call Haishenwai. Those cessions did
more than cost China a Pacific port.

They sealed China off from the Arctic Ocean, permanently. The
nearest Arctic coast, near the small Russian port of Pevek, lies
roughly three thousand kilometres beyond a border China was told it
had lost for good.

A power that thinks in centuries does not press such a claim against
a partner it currently needs. So the entry stays unspoken. But
unspoken is not forgotten.

In 2023 Beijing quietly ordered official maps to print the old
Chinese names alongside the Russian ones for eight places along
the border, Haishenwai first among them. No claim declared
cartography is how a patient state keeps a memory warm
without lighting a fire.

That same year, a plain customs notice made Vladivostok a transit
port for Chinese domestic cargo: one hundred and sixty-three years
after the cession, Haishenwai once again serves the Chinese interior.
No treaty reopened, no soldier moved. This is the template.
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A

The method works because the neighbour is travelling the other way.
The Russian Far East a territory of continental size holding a thinning
handful of millions, facing three Chinese provinces of over a hundred
million lives increasingly on China at both ends of the exchange.
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Where a Chinese-financed pipeline or railway is built, worker
settlements follow, and worker settlements have a way of becoming
permanent.

Leased farmland, logistics hubs, mining camps, mixed marriages in
emptying border towns: none of it is conquest.

It is the ordinary sediment of an asymmetric economy, and precisely
because it looks ordinary, it is difficult to resist.

A Russia fixed on its western frontier has, by its own choosing, not a
millimetre of attention left for the four thousand kilometres running
east toward the Bering Strait.

China would not invade; it would assist financing, buying, steadying
the partner's economy, asking in return only the leases, concessions
and quiet footholds a distracted Kremlin is content to grant.

The oldest maxim of Chinese strategy holds that the supreme skill is
to subdue the adversary without fighting.

The highest victory spends no bullets.
It signs contracts.

Which is why the official formula matters. In 2018 China declared
itself a “near-Arctic state” a label found in no atlas, a prudent
invention that concedes it holds no Arctic sovereignty while reserving
everything else.

Under the usual hundred-year horizon, the phrase says exactly what
it needs to say, and nothing it doesn't. The Arctic, Beijing calculates,
will be won without bullets.

THE FINAL ASSESSMENT

Russia is rearming its Arctic bastion. NATO is relearning cold-water
war. China is marching north without firing a shot. Submarines are
hunting under the ice again, cables are being cut beneath the waves,
and the money has not yet decided whether to follow the flags.
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The full story the corridors, the sensors, the ports, the reactors and
the exercises, from the Kola Peninsula to the Bering Strait is in Arctic
Geopolitics: Reality Check. 355 pages, 90 illustrations, drawn from
open sources and hard data.

The ice was the defence.
The defence is melting.
The next war starts here.

ARCTIC GEOPOLITICS: REALITY CHECK — Paperback, on Amazon
from 1 September 2026- 355 pages- 90 illustration - Free Ebook
on demand by email with your paperback order

INSIGHTS

1. The ice was a defence. Its retreat opens a trade corridor and a
war front in the same waters, in the same season.

2. Russia is rebuilding its Arctic bastion at full price — replacing a
free wall of ice with bases, sensors and the quietest submarines it
has ever fielded.

3. NATO's centre of gravity is moving north: Finland and Sweden
arrived with their homework done, and the alliance is relearning
war at minus forty.

4, The Northern Sea Route is not a highway. It is a one-way export
pipe to China — and Moscow has started hiding the numbers.

5. China's Arctic strategy needs no army: infrastructure, settlements
and dependence, accumulated over a hundred-year horizon,
reaching toward a coastline it lost in 1860.
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