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The geopolitical interest of Svalbard has increased in recent years due to the commercial and 
strategic value of the northern Archipelago. Svalbard is governed by a 100-year-old treaty that 
has long been disputed since it grants Norway sovereignty over the islands while concurrently 
assuring signatory states the right to freely engage in commercial activities in the islands.  
 
Having proclaimed itself as a “near-Arctic” state in 2018, China regards itself as an inevitable ac-
tor in terms of the future of Arctic governance. As a signatory state to the Svalbard Treaty since 
1925, China regards it as an important tool for legitimizing its Arctic ambitions as it remains one 
of few legal entries to the Arctic realm that for many non-littoral states is rather limited.  
 
This policy brief examines how increased Chinese interests in the Arctic region will affect the 
governance of Svalbard and examine how Chinese conduct can help us better understand Chi-
nese motives within the Arctic realm.  
 
Key takeaways: 

• The Arctic has moved up on Beijing’s foreign policy agenda, and Svalbard can therefore 
be seen as a great starting point for China in learning and adapting to a new geopolitical 
domain, since it remains one of few legal entries into the Arctic region.  

• While it can be argued that China is challenging the Norwegian position to a greater  
degree, developments in recent years indicate that China seems to be taking a step back 
from the Arctic domain. 

• Beijing will find it rather difficult to utilize its power potential regarding the  
governance of Svalbard, as well as the rest of the Arctic. The Chinese Svalbard approach 
is thus likely going to be conducted through a long-time vision whereby China must 
reevaluate its diplomatic toolbox within the region.  
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Approaching Svalbard: An 
Examination of Chinese       
Interests in the Far North 
 
By Mattis Keldmann Mørch 
 
The growing relevance of Svalbard  
On July 26, 2020, the archipelago of Svalbard 
recorded its highest-ever temperature at 
21.7 Celsius degrees,i emphasizing the grow-
ing impact of climate changes in the Arctic 
region. However, the recording should not 
only be understood through the mere scope 
of natural sciences. Svalbard is used to big in-
creases in temperatures, and the extraordi-
nary temperature registered there on July 26 
can be seen as yet another warning of the 
possible geopolitical disputes in the melting 
Arctic region that may be on the horizon in 
near future. Many actors are eyeing the po-
tential of newly accessible natural resources 
there as well as the possibility of new ship-
ping routes going through what used to be an 
inaccessible vast realm of ice.  
 
At the same time, Svalbard is governed by a 
100-year old treaty (referred to as both the 
Svalbard and the Spitsbergen Treaty) that for 
many years has been disputed since it has 
granted Norway sovereignty over the islands 
while concurrently assuring signatory states 
the right to freely engage in commercial ac-
tivities in the islands. Since the conditions of 
the Treaty were never solved completely, just 
as the geographical conditions have never 
been legally defined, it remains a thorn in the 
eye for the Norwegian government, especial-

ly during a period where the Arctic is gaining 
increased significance in international politics. 
 
Having proclaimed itself as a “near-Arctic” 
state through its Arctic white paper in Janu-
ary 2018, China regards itself as an inevitable 
actor in terms of the future of Arctic govern-
ance. The fact that Beijing has increased its 
Arctic-capabilities notably in previous years 
through new science institutions and the 
commissioning of its domestically built nu-
clear icebreaker, Xue Long 2 (“Snowdragon 
2”), underscores how the Arctic region has 
moved up on Beijing’s foreign policy agenda. 
In that respect, Svalbard is important for Chi-
na. Being a signatory to the Svalbard Treaty 
since 1925, China regards it as an important 
tool for legitimizing its Arctic ambitions since 
it remains one of few legal entries to the Arc-
tic realm that for many non-littoral states is 
rather limited.  
 
In a period of time where increased        
great-power rivalry is gaining momentum in 
the Arctic, the foreign policy of smaller Arctic 
nations such as Denmark and Norway must 
adapt to this new reality. In the case of Nor-
way, unclarity about the legal future of Sval-
bard may be putting the Norwegian govern-
ment to the test, especially if China continues 
to expand its sphere of interest in the region. 
Thus, this paper reflects on how increased 
Chinese interests in the Arctic region will af-
fect the governance of Svalbard and examine 
how Chinese conduct can help us better un-
derstand Chinese motives within the Arctic 
realm.  
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The Arctic as a zone of power-relations  
The starting point of my original thesis was to 
address how the Norwegian- and the Chinese 
Svalbard position could be understood 
through the use of international law as well 
the theory of power. In order to do this, Jo-
seph Nye’s conceptualization of power – i.e. 
soft, hard and smart power – provided the 
theoretical background. 
 
The concept of power can be understood in 
numerous ways. Nye contends that the clas-
sic notion of power – that power is the ca-
pacity to do things that will affect others, so 
we get the outcome we want – is a core 
foundation of politics. From a traditional per-
spective, hard power is referred to as the use 
of military or economic means to influence 
the behaviour or interests of political entities 
whereby soft power is the contrast. Rather 
than imposing coercive measures, soft power 
is the ability to attract and cooperate with 
given political entities. In other words, soft 
power entails the ability to shape the prefer-
ences of others through appeal and attrac-
tion.  
 
Finally, smart power is seen as the combina-
tion of these two types of power. In the 
words of Nye, smart power is understood as 
the optimal diplomatic tool since “different 
domains require different types of power 
practices”.ii Thereby, the term is coined by 
the fact that states can be smart since know-
ing when to deploy which specific type of 
power can be seen as a necessary tool in in-
ternational relations. In the case of the Arctic, 
smart power has been utilized by different 
actors, including Norway who – throughout 
much of the cold war – conducted a smart 

power-oriented approach towards Russia. 
The approach entailed a combination of reas-
surance through a sound bilateral relation-
ship with Moscow (soft power) while at the 
same time deploying deterrence (hard pow-
er), mainly sparked by its membership in 
NATO. 
 
Hans Morgenthau's contention that “interna-
tional politics, like all politics, is a struggle for 
power”iii is an often-used catchphrase within 
the realist school of International Relations 
theory. Regarding the Arctic region however, 
the area has for a long time been character-
ized as a low-tension zone. Albeit tensions 
during the Cold War meant that the US shift-
ed its focus to the region, the region has 
been known for being relatively stable 
throughout history.  
 
As China can be considered a new actor in 
the Arctic, using Nye’s concept of power rela-
tions signifies a change of pattern within Chi-
na’s Arctic aspirations. The same goes for 
Norway. Having been a successful norm-
maker in the region – and an important miti-
gator to Russia – Norway has achieved a val-
uable position within Arctic governance. 
However, a changing political landscape with-
in the Arctic can in the future challenge the 
formerly stable position which has benefited 
Norway for several decades.    
  
Legal disputes of the Svalbard Treaty 
In order to understand the different legal po-
sitions, one must examine the legal back-
ground of the Svalbard Treaty. In short, the 
Svalbard Treaty was constituted in the after-
math of World War I as the original docu-
ment was signed on 9 February 1920 as a 
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part of the Versailles Peace Conference. In 
conclusion, Norway was granted sovereignty 
over the archipelago of Svalbard. The solu-
tion could be explained by several factors, in-
cluding post-war disempowerment of Ger-
many as well as the unrecognized status of 
the Bolshevik government of Russia, both of 
which had previously shown interest in Sval-
bard. iv Nonetheless, Norwegian sovereignty 
was subject to certain limitations. The major 
limitations being that all parties to the Treaty 
had equal rights to economic resources and 
that the islands could not be used for military 
purposes. 
 
While the geographical scope of the Svalbard 
Treaty is established in Article 1 of the Treaty 
(74°N- 81°N & 10°E-35°E) – commonly known 
as the Svalbard Box – the jurisdiction outside 
the area is yet to be considered. The Norwe-
gian position has been that the Svalbard 
Treaty only to applies to the archipelago and 
its territorial waters in accordance with Arti-
cle 1, meaning that the  
 
Source:  
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Location-of-Svalbard-
box-and-sampling-sites-at-Ny-Alesund_fig1_340457715 

Norwegian position strongly relies on the 
narrow wording of the Treaty. 
 
Throughout history, several signatory states 
have challenged the Norwegian position con-
cerning the extent of the legal scope of the 
Treaty, although any decision so far has not 
been formulated by an international court. 
 
One of the most prominent disputes involves 
fishing rights in the region as Norway in 1977 
established a regulated fishery zone around 
Svalbard, known as the fisheries protection 
zone (FPZ). According to the Norwegian 
claims, the equal commercial rights granted 
by the Svalbard Treaty are only subject to 
Svalbard and its “territorial waters” (4 nauti-
cal miles) and not to the wider exclusive eco-
nomic zone (EEZ). Additionally, Norway has 
previously argued that the continental shelf 
around Svalbard is a part of mainland Nor-
way and should therefore be governed by the   
1958   Continental   Shelf    Convention. v  
 
 
 
Other states maintain that the EEZ and Con-

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Location-of-Svalbard-box-and-sampling-sites-at-Ny-Alesund_fig1_340457715
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Location-of-Svalbard-box-and-sampling-sites-at-Ny-Alesund_fig1_340457715
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tinental Shelf are subject to the original Sval-
bard Treaty. Norway has, from this perspec-
tive neither, jurisdiction nor sovereign rights 
in its FPZ since the Norwegian sovereignty is 
curtailed both geographically and by the 
scope of the Svalbard Treaty. 
 
Although the vast majority of disputes con-
cerns maritime rights, disagreements also ex-
ist regarding on-land activities. In recent 
years, signatory states, such as China, have 
opposed the conditions set for scientific re-
search on Svalbard which at this point grants 
Norway competency to freely regulate re-
search activities on the islands by virtue of its 
sovereignty.vi 
 
While the core details of the legal discussion 
of the Svalbard Treaty is outside the scope of 
this paper, it shall be concluded that interna-
tional law in general would favour the Chi-
nese argument. As an example, the wording 
of Article 1 of the treaty stipulates a balance 
between non-discrimination and sovereignty 
whereby the Article should be understood as 
a negotiated “package deal”.vii Thus, in the 
original spirit of the Treaty, if Norway ex-
tends its sovereignty – through establishing 
the FPZ and continental shelf – then non-
discriminatory rights should naturally be ex-
tended too. This could, arguably, include 
broader conditions for scientific research as 
advocated by Chinese Arctic scholars.  
 
Understanding Chinese objectives in Sval-
bard  
Since 2004, China has conducted research at 
the Yellow River Research Station in Ny Åle-
sund, Svalbard, making it the primary re-
search hub for research activities in the Arctic. 

However, as noted earlier, the history be-
tween China and Svalbard dates back to 1925 
when China joined the Svalbard Treaty.  This 
underscores how Svalbard serves as a crucial 
connection between Beijing and the Arctic 
since it remains one of few legal entries into 
the Arctic realm from the Chinese perspec-
tive.  
 
While China sees the Arctic as the heritage of 
all humankind and a global good,viii the Chi-
nese government has been reluctant to offi-
cially establish its position towards Svalbard. 
However, in recent years, scholars have out-
lined possible policy actions for China to take. 
It is within Chinese academia generally un-
derstood that the Communist Party has not 
fully utilized the potential of Svalbard yet. It 
has even been argued that Beijing should 
seek to focus on long-term interests and 
strengthen all-round research on politics, law, 
navigation, scientific research, and environ-
ment in the Arctic region.  Concerning Sval-
bard specifically, Arctic experts in China ar-
gue that China should make full use of the 
rights granted by the Treaty, including the 
rights to resource development, navigation 
and scientific research on the land and terri-
torial sea of the Archipelago.ix In short, Chi-
nese scholars seem to be aware of Svalbard 
being a possible component in the future of 
the ‘Arctic-game’. 
 
From a legal viewpoint, Chinese scholars con-
sider the Svalbard Treaty to be rather out-
dated whereby they argue that the wording 
of the Treaty should be translated into a 
modern perspective. Certain academics even 
argue that the Treaty is ‘adjustable in nature’ 
consequently meaning that the Svalbard 
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Treaty is open for further interpretation.x In 
that sense, China favours an evolutionary ap-
proach to the Treaty as opposed to Norway 
that follows a stricter and more narrow in-
terpretation of the original document.  
 
One major concern for the Chinese polar 
community is Norway’s strict interpretation 
of non-discriminatory rights. From the Chi-
nese side it has been argued that Norwegian 
sovereignty on Svalbard is limited due to the 
principle of non-discrimination stating that 
people from signatory states are entitled 
rights to residence on Svalbard and the rights 
to fish, hunt or undertake any kind of mari-
time, industrial, mining or trade-related ac-
tivity.xi 
 
The most important aspect of the Chinese 
strategy on Svalbard concerns scientific re-
search being conducted through the Arctic 
programme at the Yellow River Research Sta-
tion. Therefore, the scope of research should 
be expanded and not controlled as tight as 
the case is at the moment according to the 
Chinese perception. Additionally, Chinese ex-
perts find that the geographical limitations of 
the Svalbard Treaty should be expanded con-
currently under the United Nations Conven-
tion on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) provi-
sions. It should be noted however that China 
is just one of several countries sharing this 
position since both Spain, Iceland and the 
United Kingdom all assert that the rights of 
the Svalbard Treaty apply outside the territo-
rial waters.xii 
 
While China, historically, has played a low-
key role on Svalbard, recent behaviour in sci-
entific forums have highlighted the fact that 

China is becoming more assertive regarding 
Svalbard matters. During an exchange with 
Svalbard Science Forum in 2019, Chinese ex-
perts openly challenged Norwegian claims, 
arguing for greater scientific leeway on Sval-
bard.xiii While the claims were met with cri-
tique from Norwegian academics, xiv  afore-
mentioned actions may suggest a new rheto-
ric pattern in China’s Svalbard position. That 
being said, China still finds itself ‘learning-
process’ in which a stable political, economic 
and strategic environment is needed. Thus, a 
direct and open confrontation between Oslo 
and Beijing concerning Svalbard would not be 
considered beneficial for China at the  
moment.   
 
Norwegian concerns amid arising challenges 
to Svalbard 
For almost a century, Norway’s Svalbard-
policy consisted of a fine balance between 
managing national interests as well as those 
of the third parties, all while ensuring its sov-
ereignty across the archipe-lago. As the Arctic 
attract increased attention from a wide 
number of actors, the importance of Svalbard 
is likely to grow which likely will put the Nor-
wegian government to the test.  
 
When examining Norwegian responses to 
Chinese conduct in Svalbard, it is evident that 
Chinese actions are being carefully examined 
by the Norwegians. During a speech in 2019, 
State Secretary Audun Halvorsen emphasized 
that Norway is aware of the possibilities and 
implications of Belt and Road (BRI) ap-
proaches for the Arctic region. Halvorsen has 
since stated that Norway is not planning to 
engage in further BRI related agreements 
with China in the High North.xv The Norwe-
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gian intelligence service has further-more 
addressed Chinese investments as a possible 
threat to national security,xvi underlining the 
growing awareness concerning Chinese in-
vestments among Norwegian officials.  
 
Opposed to China, Norway thus upholds a 
strict interpretation of the Svalbard Treaty. 
From the Norwegian point of view, Norway 
shall exercise sovereignty over the islands 
while simultaneously securing the peaceful 
development of Svalbard through regulations. 
The rights of third state parties are, according 
to the Norwegian position, strictly limited to 
the activities mentioned in the original word-
ing of the Treaty – that being rights to hunt, 
fish or undertake commercial activities, i.e. 
coal mining.  
 
The strict interpretation is also evident in the 
case of maritime zones where former dis-
putes between Norway and third state par-
ties concerns whether Norway regularly can 
establish an EEZ around Svalbard. Since the 
Treaty only refers to “territorial waters”, 
some countries have argued that the extend-
ed maritime zones should be covered by its 
provisions which would allow member states 
a special access to offshore resources of 
Svalbard. To avoid a conflict, Norway estab-
lished a fisheries protection zone (FPZ) in 
1977, allowing member states to equal op-
portunity to fish within the 200-mile zone of 
Svalbard.  
Although Chinese officials are likely not going 
to challenge Norwegian legal claims on Sval-
bard in the same way Russia has done in the 
past, the views expressed by China Arctic 
scholars suggest that Beijing in the long run 
may not be satisfied with the current legal 

regime of Svalbard. As mentioned earlier, 
several states are sharing this perception 
whereby Oslo must rethink its Svalbard poli-
cies during a period of time where the Arctic 
is gaining attention in international politics.  
 
Examining Svalbard positions through the 
framework of power 
Examining the Chinese and Norwegian Sval-
bard-positions in the Arctic through the 
framework of power, it is evident that both 
countries are operating from different start-
ing points. In the case of China, Beijing lacks 
the power capabilities necessary for conduct-
ing a sustainable Arctic foreign policy. Ac-
cording to a public survey in 2011, China was 
considered the least attractive partner in 
dealing with Arctic issues by the Arctic Eight 
due to the growing assertive discourse on 
China’s rights in the Arctic.xvii With recent 
statements from China’s 2018 White Paper in 
mind, the scepticism is likely to continue 
among the Arctic nations.  
 
While China seeks to promote its Svalbard in-
terests through the notion of science diplo-
macy – which indeed can promote positive 
soft power outcomes – it can likewise be be-
lied by considerations of hard power that un-
derlie science and technology competition. 
With the aforementioned scepticism in mind, 
China will likely find it difficult to promote its 
science (and soft power) diplomacy in Sval-
bard, due to the growing distrust towards 
Chinese technology and investments. Beijing 
will hence find it difficult to influence the de-
velopment of research activities in Svalbard 
in the near future.  
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On the other hand, Norway has been a suc-
cessful soft power promoter in the Arctic. As 
such, they have the knowledge, the reputa-
tion and, obviously, the geographical location 
benefitting its position within Arctic govern-
ance. Most importantly, Norway has been 
able to set an agenda for Arctic research and 
cooperation, largely based on its success of 
promoting itself as leading Arctic state for re-
search on climate changes.  
Through the spectrum of power relations, it 
can be said that Norway has been able to 
successfully conduct its soft power diplomacy 
through norm-entrepreneurship and value 
creation of common values in the Arctic. Ad-
ditionally, financial contributions to inter-
regional institutions such as the Arctic Coun-
cil illustrates how the Norwegian approach 
can be understood as smart power in the way 
it has combined both soft power tools with 
strong financial contributions that, arguably, 
may cross the line of hard power conduct. As 
such, the Norwegian example emphasizes 
how smaller states can be smart in the way 
they utilize their power potential.  
 
Future implications for the Realm? 
Apart from Svalbard, China does not have 
any legal entrance into the Realm. Denmark, 
Greenland, and the Faroe Islands are there-
fore working from a different starting point 
than Norway. That being said, China con-
tends that the Arctic ocean should be consid-
ered an area of the high seas, the resources 
of which should be shared to a larger degree. 
To overcome this issue, several Chinese Arc-
tic scholars are advocating for a new Arctic 
treaty similar to the Antarctic Treaty.xviii This 
could in future have an impact on Greenland 
although Beijing has been reluctant to ad-

dress any specific changes regarding the cur-
rent legal system of the Arctic officially.  
 
Indeed, Greenland is interesting from the 
Chinese perspective. Previous bids on infra-
structural developments in Greenland, as 
well as ongoing mining projects – such as the 
Kvanefjeld rare earth project – underscores 
how resources and the geo-strategic position 
of Greenland are important for Chinese Arc-
tic aspirations. However, one should be care-
ful not to exaggerate Chinese intentions let 
alone its actions within the Realm. First of all, 
Chinese actions are being closely monitored 
by Denmark and the United States, with 
Washington D.C. showing a growing geo-
strategic as well as economic interest in 
Greenland.xix With the framework of power 
relations in mind, China will struggle to con-
vince Arctic nations – including Denmark – to 
process its soft power capabilities in the 
Realm, let alone hard power capabilities such 
as new technology. Indeed, the controversy 
of Huawei’s 5G bid on the Faroe Islands and 
the withdrawal of the Chinese airport-
projects in Greenland clearly illustrate this.   
 
While it cannot be ruled out that Beijing 
would favour bilateral agreements with Nuuk 
and Tórshavn, the geopolitical environment 
in the Arctic has in recent years thwarted 
Chinese intentions of playing a role “under-
the-radar” in the region. On the same note, it 
is not within Chinese interest to openly sup-
port Greenlandic or Faroese independence 
due to China’s firm stance on its sovereignty 
rights in regard to Hong Kong, Taiwan and 
even Tibet wherein Beijing strongly rejects 
any attempts at international interference.xx 
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As a consequence of the current geopolitical 
environment in the Arctic, recent years sug-
gest a change in Chinese Arctic-behaviour. In 
what some scholars see as a tactical restraint 
from the Arctic domain,xxi recent actions (or 
lack of) indicate that China’s Arctic aspira-
tions are being put on hold for a moment. 
The reason for this being other spheres of in-
terests, such as Hong Kong, Taiwan as well as 
the current COVID-19 situation and the 
acknowledgement of growing suspicion to-
wards Chinese activities in such parts of the 
world. Since Beijing wants to be perceived as 
a partner and not as a challenger in relation 
to Arctic governance, a tactical restraint may 
be perceived as a recognition of its lack of 
soft and hard power capabilities in the Arctic 
region which thus impede Beijing’s smart 
power capacity within the Arctic realm.  
 
However, the current scenario does not ease 
the Danish situation. Greenlandic officials 
have in recent years expressed a desire to es-
tablish consular relations with China which 
certainly will put Denmark in a different situ-
ation, with the growing US-Arctic agenda in 
mind. Denmark may therefore be facing a fu-
ture in which the scope of Greenlandic sov-
ereignty will be a recurring topic in political 
circles, whereby Denmark and Norway may 
be facing similar political and legal concerns 
in future in regard to their Arctic “backyard.” 
 
Conclusions 
As the relevance of the Arctic region is grow-
ing within great power politics, the geopoliti-
cal importance of the archipelago of Svalbard 
seems to grow concurrently. Being regulated 
by a treaty which has been disputed by sev-
eral member states throughout history, Nor-

way may soon be facing a new challenge as 
to how to interpret the Svalbard Treaty from 
a more contemporary perspective. While the 
Arctic has moved up on Beijing’s foreign poli-
cy agenda, Svalbard can be seen as a great 
starting point for China in learning and adapt-
ing to a new geopolitical domain, since it re-
mains one of few legal entries into the Arctic 
region. Moreover, this indeed challenges the 
current Norwegian position. 
 
Examining the Chinese Svalbard approach, it 
is clear that China is becoming more aware of 
its rights on the archipelago and Chinese 
scholars are – to a larger degree – proclaim-
ing that Beijing should make greater use of 
the rights granted by the Svalbard Treaty. In 
terms of scientific research, Chinese scholars 
are advocating for greater leeway as the cur-
rent system permits Norway to freely regu-
late the extent of research activities hence 
limiting China’s scientific room for maneuver.  
 
While it has been argued that China is chal-
lenging the Norwegian position to a greater 
degree, developments in recent years indi-
cate that China seems to be taking a step 
back from the Arctic domain. The same is ev-
ident in the case of the Arctic realm, in which 
China seems to be adjusting its priorities 
while stepping back from former investments 
in terms of mining and infrastructure-related 
projects.  
 
Thus, it could be argued that China, as of 
2020, has acknowledged its position within 
Arctic governance. In Nye’s terms, “smart 
public diplomacy requires an understanding 
of the role of credibility, self-criticism, and 
the role of civil society in generating soft 
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power.” In the Arctic region, China’s smart 
power capabilities are not likely to be benefi-
cial during a time where the relevance of the 
Arctic region, and Svalbard, is growing. Thus, 
for China to improve its position within Arctic 
governance, it must play a very well-balanced 
role of promoting itself as a valuable contrib-
utor to the peace and development of the 
Arctic while simultaneously strengthening its 
position within regional institutions such as 
the Arctic Council. Indeed, this may have a 
long-term dimension which – on the other 
hand – may suit China fine. 
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