ARTICLE

India and the Arctic: Evolving

Engagements

Nitin Agarwala

Nitin Agarwala”

Introduction

the United States, Russia, Finland, Sweden, Norway,

Iceland, and Denmark that represent Greenland and
Faroe’s islands and Iceland) has become a topic of discussion
ever since the reduction of the ice-cap in this region has been
aggravated by climate change.

As the ice-cap reduces, it opens the region for activities
for various environmental and scientific studies' and
commercial activities such as terrestrial and offshore
mining for minerals® and petroleum, shipping, tourism,
infrastructure development and exploitation of fishes.
In addition, access to the biodiversity of the region,
understanding the biogeochemistry of the Arctic sea-ice,
and access to numerous marine species, most of which are
unknown, have now become possible. The ice-cap reduction
has opened trade routes connecting the seaports of East Asia
with Europe (by the Northern Sea Route) and the western
coast of America (by the Northwest Passage).

This growing interest has ensured the involvement of
other world nations in the region, so much so that 13 of them
have been granted Observer status in the Arctic Council and
allowed the establishment of numerous permanent research
stations in the Arctic region.> The members of the Arctic
Council and those with Observer status as of 2021 are seen
in Table 1.

The available resources and varying strategic interests of
nations in the Arctic have created a geopolitical competition
for control and possible conflict* and militarisation® to
preserve their respective interests. Though most of the

The Arctic region that is home to eight nations (Canada,

*Visiting Faculty, Naval War College, Verem, Goa, India.
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academic literature regarding this is
focused primarily on the activities of China
in the Arctic, the evolving engagement of
India has been debated little. The recent
“Arctic Policy of India’, however provides
the contours of India’s engagement
with the region and is considered a
step towards developing a whole-of-
government approach.

It is with this understanding that
the present discussion aims to provide
a broad-brush view of India’s growing
activities in matters Arctic with a focus
on improving its future prospects in the
region.

India’s Engagement in the

Poles

India’s engagement with the Arctic is not
new. Their engagement dates back to the
1920s as a part of the British Empire when
the Svalbard Treaty was signed.® However,
India’s involvement with the Poles began
in true earnest only in 19817 when it
launched its expedition to the South Pole
(Antarctica) to study the physical and
environmental changes of the Earth and
then established the research stations
‘Dakshin Gangotri” in 1983, followed by
‘Maitri’ in 1989 and ‘Bharati” in 2012. These
expeditions were motivated by an interest
to counter territorial claims on Antarctica
by some nations for possible mineral
exploration and commercialisation and

India’s interest to study the impact of the
Antarctic on India’s lifeline, its monsoons.*
What began as a scientific expedition gave
India access to international forums and
an opportunity to prove its dominance in
faraway expeditions.

The tryst with the South Pole (Arctic)
began in 2007 with the launch of the
International Polar Year (IPY),” which
allowed the Indian scientists to camp at
the International research village at Ny-
Alesund on Spitsbergen Island. The camp
that began with studying shrinking snow
and ice-cap in the Poles, the linkage of
the Poles and the rest of the Earth and
the resilience of local communities to the
environment and social change allowed
India to establish their dedicated research
station “Himadri’ at Ny-Alesund in 2008 to
study climate change and the relationship
between the Arctic climate and the Indian
monsoon. This was followed by the
deployment of a multi-sensor underwater
moored observatory IndArc in the
Kongsfjorden Fjord in July 2014 and the
Gruvebadet Atmospheric Laboratory at
Ny-Alesund in 2016."

Strategic Interest of Arctic

Nations

If one studies the Northern Sea Route
(NSR) and the evolving strategic interest
of the Arctic nations along this route, one
notices that the primary interest of the

Table 1: Members of the Arctic Council as on 2021

Arctic states

Canada, Denmark (representing Greenland and Faroe Islands), Finland,
8) Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, the United States (US).

France (2000)

Observer

states (13) Sjpatin (U02)

Switzerland (2017)

Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, United Kingdom (UK) (1998)

China, India, Italy, Japan, South Korea, Singapore (2013)
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nations is that of access to hydrocarbons
and other mineral resources of this region
and the ability to diversify their trade in
terms of markets while reducing travel
time to European markets. For countries
like China, the route is not only economical
but also allows them to overcome the
Malacca Dilemma.'> On the other hand,
countries like Russia see the opening as a
means of integrating their Arctic territories
and cities with the global economy.

It is envisaged that the NSR would
allow the movement of nearly 50 million
tons of hydrocarbons from coastal and
offshore areas of the Barent and the Kara
seas, nearly 5 million tons of minerals such
as nickel from Norilsk (Russia) and iron-
ore from Scandanavia and an unknown
volume of containers by 2030.

While the strategic interests of nations
have increased their involvement in this
region, numerous challenges make these
involvements difficult. These challenges
evolve from the intention of exploiting
the resources of this Pole, unlike that
in Antarctica, which is protected by the
Madrid Protocol of 1991(which provides
environmental protection to the Antarctica
Treaty). Such an interest has resulted in
disagreements regarding overlapping
claims by the Arctic littorals, thereby
forcing the militarisation of the region.
This is further fuelled by the increasing
involvement of Observer states, thereby
upsetting the existing delicate balance
amongst nations of this region. In addition,
with the possible opening of sea routes,
there is a risk of pollution and piracy,
which would need to be addressed as the
volume of commercial ships on this route
increases.

India’s Evolving Engagements

On realising the importance of the Arctic
and the growing geopolitics of other
nations in the region, India too has begun
to increase its engagements here. After

participating in the IPY and establishing
the Arctic research base at Ny-Alesund, in
2012, India was elected to the Council of
the International Arctic Science Committee
(IASC)® and subsequently granted
observer status to the Arctic Council in
2013 and then re-elected to the Arctic
Council in 2019."* In addition, some steps
taken by India to increase its involvement
in the Arctic are:

(a) Establishing a Scientific nodal agency.
In 2018, the National Centre for Antarctic
and Ocean Research (NCAOR), established
in 2000, was rechristened as the National
Centre for Polar and Ocean Research
(NCPOR), thereby indicating the growing
interest of Indian policy-makers towards
both the Poles.

(b) Bilateral Scientific research
cooperation. India established the
Norwegian programme for research
cooperation (INDNOR) in 2010 to study
international political issues, environment
and climate, clean energy and social
development.’ India also signed a
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU)
with Sweden in Dec 2019 for cooperation
on Polar Science'® and another one with
Polar Knowledge Canada (POLAR) in Feb
2020 for scientific collaborations.”” These
agreements indicate the interest of India
to strengthen science and technology in
the region as it has done in Antarctica.

(c) Business opportunities. With an
intention to increase business with the
nations of the region, Indian companies
were permitted to invest in the Arctic in
energy and minerals, and ship LNG from
Russia in 2018."® Accordingly, ONGC
Videsh bought a 26 per cent stake in
Russia’s Vankorneft and 20% in Sakhalin-I.
In addition, a Joint Venture between Coal
India and Vostok Coal was established to
mine coal in the Arctic."”

(d) Cooperation with Russia. To increase
trade, a maritime route is being established
between Chennai and Vladivostok.” This
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link would provide increased access for
Indian goods to Russia. Similarly, for
increased access to the region for scientists,
India and Russia have agreed to set up a
research station in Russia.?!

(e) Diplomacy through military
engagement. Since the military has been
used as a tool to shape foreign policy by
India for many years,* the friendly visits of
Indian Naval ships have been maintained
in this region. In 2013, INS Sindhurakshak
was the first submarine to sail in the Arctic
Sea.” In 2016, three IN ships, Sahayadri,
Shakti and Kirch, visited Vladivostok
and in 2019,* while INS Tarkash visited 4
Arctic nations viz. St Petersburg (Russia),
Began (Norway), Karlskrona (Sweden) and
Helsinki (Finland)® on the same visit.

Though India’s engagements in this
region have been ongoing and evolving,
some researchers® have often blamed these
involvements to be either tilted towards
treating the Arctic as a global common®
or the other extreme of being a means
to achieve its own interest.® However,
India has maintained a middle path of
forging relationships with the Arctic
nations in science and environment to
meet its growing demand for resources
on the lines of ‘Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam’
(The World is one Family). In order to
remove this ambiguity in appreciation,
the Government of India released India’s
Arctic Policy in March 2022 after debating
and refining the content of the draft policy
originally released in Dec 2020.%

India’s Arctic Policy

India’s Arctic Policy,*" as released in
March 2022, is considered as a timely
policy that provides a broad direction
to its policy-makers on the contours of
India’s engagement with this region.
While the policy may not be considered
perfect, it is surely a positive first step
towards providing a whole-of-government

approach to India’s engagement with the
region. Eventually, it would help raise
awareness about the Arctic in India and
abroad, bringing greater synergy amongst
stakeholders to work together for the
greater good of the Arctic region.

The policy aims to enhance India’s
cooperation with the Arctic region,
harmonise polar research with the
Himalayas, increase understanding of the
Arctic region, encourage international
efforts to combat climate-change and
protect the environment, and advance
studies of the Arctic in India. To achieve
these targets, it uses the six pillars
of science and research, climate and
environmental protection, economic and
human development, transportation and
connectivity, governance and international
cooperation and national capacity building.

As mentioned, while the Indian
government has released an “Arctic
Policy’ for India, it provides only the basic
contours for the policy-makers and for the
entrepreneurs of the nation. Since the devil
is usually in the details, which currently
are still at the implementation stage, the
following are considered as an essential to
ensure that this policy moves from being
merely a policy to implementation. Some
of these recommendations are:

(@) Need of a desk in MEA. Currently,
8 Arctic nations and 13 observer states
are associated as a minimum with the
activities in the Arctic. All these states
are handled by different desks in the
MEA, and a holistic picture related to the
Arctic cannot be appreciated when taking
decisions. To do so, a single desk that deals
with the Arctic issues, including the need
of an “Arctic ambassador/ representative’
who can voice India’s perspective on
Arctic affairs, is considered essential. This
desk and ambassador can be supported
by a dedicated expert committee to plan,
monitor, steer, implement and review
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India’s Arctic activities as proposed in the
Arctic Policy.

(b) Encourage scholarship. In order to
ensure that the understanding of the Arctic
region increases in India, it is essential that
research fellowships are constituted. This
could be done akin to the Prime Ministers
Research Fellows (PMRF) scheme under
the aegis of NITI Aayog. In order to further
the awareness about this region university
level research through MoUs, conferences
and conventions need to be encouraged
while ensuring that the bureaucrats,
policy-makers and thinkers are educated
alike in issues related to the Arctic.

(c) Scientific. Currently, India has its
scientific station in Norway, with some
future collaboration planned with Russia
and Canada. However, it is essential
that India collaborates with Finland,
Sweden and Denmark to provide greater
versatility to its scientific involvement in
the region. This collaboration could be
bettered by establishing satellite data-
receiving Earth stations in these countries
as done in Antarctica® to encourage and
support environment monitoring while
making communication available and
accessible even to isolated habitation in
these countries.

(d) Monetary and Technical support.
While India has the requisite human
resources in matters technical for the
Arctic, it needs to encourage the much
required monetary support through the
New Development Bank under BRICS.*

(e) Trade. The main advantage of
the reducing Arctic ice-cap is towards a
shorter maritime trade route. Since India
does not stand to gain from this shorter
maritime route due to its geographical
location, it needs to look at alternative
means of encouraging trade with the Arctic
nations. One possible method is to extend
its “Act East” policy beyond the Far East
to the Arctic. Furthermore, it can look at
extending its International North-South

Transport Corridor (INSTC) corridor
beyond St. Petersburg to the Arctic,*
Nordic* and the Baltic*® nations. This
would permit trade and cultural exchange,
considered critical for greater cooperation
and cohesiveness between two nations.

Science Diplomacy in India’s Policy
and Engagements in the Arctic

Science diplomacy is considered to
consist of three linked strands. Science
in Diplomacy, where science is used
to inform and support foreign policy
objectives; Diplomacy for Science, where
diplomacy aims at facilitating international
scientific and technical cooperation; and
Science for Diplomacy, where scientific
cooperation is used as a source of soft
power to strengthen or foster foreign
relations.’

Accordingly, with an intention of
using science diplomacy through creating
international scientific partnerships by
means of dialogue, negotiation, and
cooperation with like-minded nations,*
India aims to use its Arctic Policy to
promote a peaceful world and address
common issues such as climate change
while ensuring sustainability in the
region. It aims to do so by utilising its vast
pool of scientific human resources and
expertise in both Himalayan and Polar
research combined with the best practices
recommended by the Arctic Council.

Similarly, by using its strength and
expertise in the digital economy and by
creating data centres for commerce in the
region, it would allow its businesses both
public and private, to engage more closely
in the fields of ports, railways, airports,
mining, and mineral exploration. Another
area where it aims to use science diplomacy
is by way of encouraging interdisciplinary
research through collaborative and
innovative human resource development
that would help generate innovative ideas
through conferences, faculty and student
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exchange through academic programmes.
Such an effort would help develop a better
understanding of the region and its issues
and help assist the indigenous communities
of the Arctic to cope with issues such as the
disruption of unique ecosystems and loss
of traditional knowledge. All of these are
aimed at a perfect understanding that the
region is governed by numerous domestic
laws, agreements, treaties, conventions,
and customary laws, many of which are
bilateral and accordingly demand that
cooperation with nations of the region
have to be within the framework of both
national and international regulations.

Such efforts have ensured that for India
in the near future, science and technology
remain the backbone of all activities in the
Arctic, thereby making science diplomacy
an indispensable part of all multilateral
and bilateral diplomatic engagements with
nations of the region.

Conclusion

The impact of climate change is here to
stay. While world nations have agreed to
abide by the Paris Agreement, nations are
far behind in meeting their commitments.*
This has resulted in an enhanced impact on
the Earth as climate changes. The melting
of the Arctic ice-cap is one such impact that
cannot be wished away. Once considered
inaccessible, the Arctic is now hosting
limited commercial ships only during the
summers. The time is not far before a large
number of ships move in these waters for a
prolonged duration of the year. Currently,
factors such as harsh weather conditions,
high transit fees, administrative issues and
lack of infrastructure in the form of ports
and ice breakers impede the growth of the
North Sea Route. However, it would not
be long before these factors are adequately
addressed and the accessibility in the
Arctic increases phenomenally driven by
both commercial and non-commercial
drivers.

In the interim, it is essential that India
continues to maintain its relevance in the
region through science and trade activities
and by taking baby steps in the direction
as laid out by the “Arctic Policy of India’.
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