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About the Arctic Initiative

The Arctic has become a crucible in which the fast-warming climate is generating cascading impacts both
within and beyond the region. It is compounding economic and social changes facing the region’s economies
and Indigenous and local cultures. And it is complicating governance within and among Arctic nations, as
well as relations among Arctic-interested countries more widely.

Launched in 2017, the Arctic Initiative seeks to contribute to the interdisciplinary, multidimensional, collabo-
rative analysis and responsive actions that this complex of problems and opportunities requires. Our team of
faculty, fellows, and staff works closely with officials and experts across the circumpolar region to advance
work in five focus areas: enhancing community resilience in a changing Arctic, developing responses to the
local and global impacts of permafrost thaw, addressing issues in Arctic Ocean management, charting a
course for future Arctic governance, and training the next generation of Arctic leaders.
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Introduction

China’s overtures have been met with suspicion in the Arctic states, where some analysts and commentators
read nefarious intent into Chinese actions and statements. China’s construction of critical infrastructure and
investments in the strategically located and resource-rich Arctic have raised concerns about national secu-
rity. This is particularly the case in the seven out of eight Arctic states (excluding Russia), all of whom are
now members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). What is more, questions abound about the
dual-use applicability of Chinese research activities in the region.
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Figure 1: Chinese Investments in the Arctic 2007 - 2025

The Arctic is a highly strategic location, and activities here are often framed in geopolitical terms. In an era
of intensifying great power competition between the United States and China, this suspicion has generated
several core narratives? about China’s Arctic interests and its engagement with and in the region.

1 Letter from U.S. House Select Committee on the Chinese Communist Party to Antony Blinken and Lloyd Austin, October 16, 2024, https://select-
committeeontheccp.house.gov/sites/evo-subsites/selectcommitteeontheccp.house.gov/files/evo-media-document/10.16.24 PRC%20dual%20use%20
research%20in%20the%20Arctic__.pdf

2  Whitney Lackenbauer and Adam Lajeunesse, “Selling the ‘Near-Arctic’ State,” Wilson Center, August 12, 2024.
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Xi Jinping launched China’s Belt and Road Initiative® (BRI) in 2013. The initiative envisages interconnectivity
across the Eurasian continent, primarily from China to Europe. Since then, the project has expanded to other
areas of the globe, including the Arctic region. The Arctic region was officially made a part of the Belt and
Road Initiative via the Maritime Cooperation Vision statement (“—#&—&” 258 &1E%48).4 Later, China
established the Polar Silk Road (7k 22432 #&) in its 2018 Arctic Policy White Paper® connecting Asia and
Europe through the Arctic Ocean.

In the 2018 White Paper, the State Council of the PRC refers to its country as a “Near-Arctic State,” a state-
ment that has remained highly controversial. While the White Paper emphasizes the Chinese government’s
commitment to peaceful cooperation in the region, as well as a desire to contribute to Arctic research, pro-
tection, and development in accordance with international law, it also articulates Beijing’s aim of increasing
its participation and influence in Arctic governance. It further iterates Beijing’s responsibility for maintaining
security and stability in the region as a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council. China
became an observer to the Arctic Council in 2013; since then it has contributed to scientific knowledge
through research stations and expeditions, invested in Arctic business and competence, engaged in infra-
structure projects, traded with Arctic states, and participated in multilateral international agreements such
as the Central Arctic Ocean Fisheries Agreement.®

Chinese Arctic ambitions and activities are contentious. Commentators in the seven Arctic states often
frame Chinese investments in an adversarial way, describing Chinese activity in alarmist language in terms
of scale, scope, and risk. Analysts have the tendency to mix proposed investments with actual investments.
For example, some analysts estimate that Chinese investments in the Arctic top $90 billion” and call this
level of investment “unconstrained.” According to one mainstream narrative, China will use this “inflow of
investments™ to increase its influence among Arctic nations by means of debt-trap diplomacy.”® Our research
finds that these numbers are highly exaggerated and often mobilized to support a narrative in which China is
successfully “buying up” the Arctic region, but that these inflated numbers include unsuccessful investment
projects and proposed projects that have not been implemented.

To facilitate informed debate and decision-making, this policy paper attempts to outline, although not to
summarize, the actual level and state of Chinese ownership in the Circumpolar Arctic. To help illustrate our
findings, we present a map displaying geographical locations of investment interests, containing two further
information layers. The first information layer displays the type of known Chinese interests in the Arctic, and
the second information layer indicates whether this interest materialized, is paused/in question, or has been
cancelled. For further description of our mapping methodology, see Appendix A.

3 State Council of the People’s Republic of China, “Vision for Maritime Cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative,” June 20, 2017, https://english.
www.gov.cn/archive/publications/2017/06/20/content_281475691873460.htm.

4 lbid.

5 State Council of the People’s Republic of China, “China’s Arctic Policy,” January 26, 2018, https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/white
paper/2018/01/26/content_281476026660336.htm.

6 “Agreement to Prevent Unregulated High Seas Fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean,” October 3, 2018, https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/international/doc-
uments/pdf/EN-CAQ.pdf.

7 U.S. House Committee on Foreign Affairs, “China Regional Snapshot: Arctic,” October 25, 2022, https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/
china-regional-snapshot-arctic/.

8 Mark Rosen and Cara Thuringer, “Unconstrained Foreign Direct Investment: An Emerging Challenge to Arctic Security,” CNA, November 2017, https://
www.cna.org/archive/CNA_Files/pdf/cop-2017-u-015944-1rev.pdf.

9 Anu Sharma, “China’s Polar Silk Road: Implications for the Arctic Region,” Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs, Air University Press, October 28, 2021,
https://www.960cyber.afrc.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/2821425/chinas-polar-silk-road-implications-for-the-arctic-region/.

10 U.S. Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation, “Senators Highlight Greenland’s Strategic Importance,
Untapped Resource Potential in Discussion About Acquisition,” February 12, 2025, https://www.commerce.senate.gov/2025/2/
senators-highlight-greenland-s-strategic-importance-untapped-resource-potential-in-discussion-about-acquisition.
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We use the term “investment” generously in this brief, including traditional foreign direct investment (FDI)
according to established definitions, but also other modes of Chinese economic engagements. We have relied
on open-source material in various languages to support our analysis, including Russian, Chinese, English,
Icelandic, Norwegian, Danish, and Swedish. For a detailed description of our methodology, see Appendix A.
This inclusiveness means that the amount of investments appears larger than with a more restrictive defini-
tion of FDI.

5 Cutting Through Narratives on Chinese Arctic Investments



Russia

Due to Western economic sanctions, Russia views China as a necessary economic partner to develop
its Arctic. While Russia and China have cooperated on large investments in oil and gas production and
infrastructure construction, several proposed projects have not panned out.

Chinese Investments in the
Russian Arctic 2007-2025
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Figure 2: Chinese Investments in the Russian Arctic 2007 - 2025

Russia and China have been increasing their cooperation in the Arctic. Days prior to Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine in February 2022, the two states signed a joint statement proclaiming that their relationship
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knew “no limits.”" This “limitless” relationship has since expanded to include a memorandum of understand-
ing on joint oversight of traffic? along the Northern Sea Route (NSR), joint naval and coast guard exercises'
in the Bering Sea, and joint air patrols near the coast of Alaska.™”

The two countries have had a troubled history™ characterized by conflicts along their borders and mutual sus-
picion, as well as cooperation. Russia was skeptical about allowing China to become a permanent observer to
the Arctic Council,’® for example. Only after the criteria for admitting observers were clarified to specifically
require recognition of the sovereignty and jurisdiction of the Arctic states in the region did Russia consent
to extending this status to China.” Following the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, Russia significantly
relied on China as a necessary partner to develop its Arctic and manage the challenges created by Western
sanctions.”® Various friction points'®2° remain in the Sino-Russian Arctic partnership that should not be over-
looked, even as the two countries strive to tighten their relationship.

Russia has by far the largest amount of Chinese Arctic investments of all the Arctic states. The most nota-
ble is the Yamal LNG (liquified natural gas) project which supplies European and Asian markets with gas by
Arctic-class LNG carrier ships. The project, worth 27 Bn USD,? is as of 2016 majority owned?? by the private
Russian company Novatek OAO, together with China National Petroleum Company (CNPC, 20%), French
oil company Total (20%), and the Chinese Silk Road Fund (9.9%). This investment also included a series of
loans??* from major Chinese financing institutions and serves as the primary example of Chinese investment
in the Arctic region. After President Putin opened the facilities,?® the project began to ship LNG from the Port

11 Executive Office of the President of Russia, “Joint Statement of the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China on the International
Relations Entering a New Era and the Global Sustainable Development,” February 4, 2022, http://en.kremlin.ru/supplement/5770.

12 Malte Humpert, “Putin and Xi Discuss Further Deepening of Arctic Partnership,” High North News, March 23, 2023, https://www.highnorthnews.com/
en/putin-and-xi-discuss-further-deepening-arctic-partnership.

13 Malte Humpert, “Chinese-Russian Naval Patrol Skirts U.S. Territorial Waters Off Alaska Coast,” gCaptain, October 7, 2024, https://gcaptain.com/
chinese-russian-naval-patrol-skirts-u-s-territorial-waters-off-alaska-coast/.

14 Matthew Adams, “Russian and Chinese Bombers Spotted Near Alaska,” Stars and Stripes, July 25, 2024, https://www.stripes.com/theaters/us/2024-
07-25/russian-chinese-aircraft-intercept-alaska-norad-14594112.html.

15  Swedish Defence Research Agency, “China and Russia — Friends or Enemies?”, November 8, 2022, https://www.foi.se/en/foi/news-and-pressroom/
news/2022-11-08-china-and-russia---friends-or-enemies.html.

16 Katarzyna Zysk, “Asian Interests in the Arctic: Risks and Gains for Russia,” Asia Policy, No. 18 (July 2014): pp. 30-38, https://www.jstor.org/
stable/24905273.

17 Yana Leksyutina, “Russia’s Cooperation with Asian Observers to the Arctic Council,” The Polar Journal, Vol. 11 (2021): pp. 136-159, https://www.tand-
fonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2154896X.2021.1892833.

18 Iselin Stensdal and Gerild Heggelund, China-Russia Relations in the Arctic: Friends in the Cold?, Palgrave Macmillan, 2024, https://link.springer.
com/book/10.1007/978-3-031-63087-3.

19 Adam Laleunesse, Whitney Lackenbauer, Sergey Sukhankin, and Troy Bouffard, “Friction Points in the Sino-Russian Arctic

Partnership,” Joint Force Quarterly, No. 111 (2023), https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/News-Article-View/Article/3571034/
friction-points-in-the-sino-russian-arctic-partnership/.

20 Marc Lanteigne and Whitney Lackenbauer, “’Cause It’s Always Been a Matter of Trust’: The Limits of the China-Russia Cooperation in the Arctic,”
NAADSN, February 23, 2024, https://www.naadsn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/24feb23-ML-PWL-limits-china-russia-cooperation-NAADSN.pdf.
21 “Novatek, Total Approve USD 27 Billion LNG Project,” Offshore Energy, December 18, 2013, https://www.offshore-energy.biz/
novatek-total-approve-usd-27-billion-Ing-project/.

22 “Novatek and China’s Silk Road Fund Conclude Selling 9.9% Stake in Yamal LNG,” Novatek, March 15, 2016, https://www.novatek.ru/en/press/
releases/index.php?id_4=1165.

23 “Yamal LNG Signed Loan Agreements with the Export-Import Bank of China and the China Development Bank,” Yamal LNG, April 29, 2016, https://
www.novatek.ru/common/upload/doc/2016 04 29 press_release Chinese banks FA (ENG).pdf.

24 “China Insurance Fund to Invest in Russia’s Yamal LNG,” Reuters, January 5, 2016, https://www.reuters.com/article/
china-insurance-investment-idUSL3N14P1JG20160105/.

25  “Putin Helps Launch $27 Billion LNG Plant With Russian, French, Chinese Partners,” Radio Free Europe, December 8, 2017, https://www.rferl.org/a/
russia-puitin-yamal-Ing-chinese-french-partners/28905542.html.
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of Sabetta to foreign markets, including Europe,?® despite economic sanctions following Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine. The Arctic LNG 2 project, a subsequent investment next to Yamal on the Gydan penin-
sula, is 20% owned by a Chinese company? and has met with challenges due to U.S. sanctions, culminating
in a force majeure® issued by the investing parties in late 2023.

Other examples of Chinese investments in Russia are the 4,188 km-long Eastern Siberia-Pacific Ocean
(ESPO) pipeline? which supplies Russian crude oil to the Asia-Pacific, and the 5,111 km-long Power of Siberia
pipeline®® which supplies natural gas from Russia to China. Negotiations over the Power of Siberia Il from the
Arctic to China are stalled due to disagreement over price,® with China insisting on what Moscow perceives
to be unrealistic price and supply levels.®?

Russia tried to attract Chinese investors in 2015 for the Vankor oil fields® in Eastern Siberia but failed to do
so. Chinese participation in the Payakha Oil and Gas Field project was, however, announced in 2019 following
the signing of a cooperation agreement** between China National Chemical Engineering Group Co., Ltd. and
the previous project owner Neftegazholding. The agreement involved the Chinese partner as a contractor
with responsibility for processing equipment, terminals, a pipeline and a power plant. The extensive project
was expected to take four years and be put into production in 2023.%° The field was sold to Rosneft in 2021,%¢
and is now under the auspices of the Vostok Oil Project. The current status of the Chinese involvement
remains unclear.

The Vostok Oil Project,*” developed by Rosneft, is a vast initiative envisioning the establishment of a new
oil region on the Taimyr Peninsula. The project serves as an umbrella for various projects at different stages
of development, including field, pipeline and port development. The project aims to develop four oil fields,
establish a connection between the fields and markets by constructing the Vankor-Payakha-Bukhta Sever
oil pipeline® and the Bukhta Sever port terminal for shipping along the NSR. Reports indicate that the pipe-
line was more than 25% constructed in 2023, and port construction started in 2024.%° The Russian Deputy

26 Malte Humpert, “EU Imports More Russian LNG in 2024 Than Ever Before, Mostly From Arctic,” High North News, January 6, 2025, https://www.
highnorthnews.com/en/eu-imports-more-russian-Ing-2024-ever-mostly-arctic.

27 Malte Humpert, “China Acquires 20 Percent Stake in Novatek’s Latest Arctic LNG Project,” High North News, April 29, 2019, https://www.highnorth-
news.com/en/china-acquires-20-percent-stake-novateks-latest-arctic-Ing-project.

28 Chen Aizhu and Marwa Rashad, “Exclusive: Russia’s Novatek Issues Force Majeure Notices Over Arctic LNG 2 Project,” Reuters, December 21, 2023,
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/russias-novatek-issues-force-majeure-notices-over-arctic-Ing-2-project-sources-2023-12-21/.

29 “The ESPO Oil Pipeline, Siberia, Russia,” Offshore Technology, January 19, 2015, https://www.offshore-technology.com/projects/espopipeline/.

30 “China Completes Full Pipeline for Power-of-Siberia Gas,” Reuters, December 2, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/
china-completes-full-pipeline-power-of-siberia-gas-2024-12-02/.

31 Erica Downs, Akos Losz, and Tatiana Mitrova, “The Future of the Power of Siberia 2 Pipeline,” Center on Global Energy Policy, Columbia SIPA, May 15,
2024, https://www.energypolicy.columbia.edu/publications/the-future-of-the-power-of-siberia-2-pipeline/.

32 “Russia-China Gas Pipeline Deal Stalls Over Beijing’s Price Demands, Financial Times Reports,” Reuters, June 2, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/
business/energy/russia-china-gas-pipeline-deal-stalls-over-beijings-price-demands-ft-2024-06-02/.

33 “Russia’s Huge Oil Offer to China Is Truly Remarkable,” Reuters, April 8, 2015, https://www.businessinsider.
com/r-learning-mandarin-in-the-tundra---russia-invites-china-into-oil-business-2015-4.

34  State Council of the People’s Republic of China, “ARE{Y F TIZELIH T HitH I I RS I E S EY,” June 8, 2019, http://www.sasac.
gov.cn/n2588025/n2588124/c11445784 /content.html.

35 Ibid.

36 Anna Podlinova, “«PocHedTb» Ha3Bana cymmy ciefiku no nokyrnke Maiisixckoro mectopoxperus,” Vedomosti, February 12, 2021, https://www.vedomosti.
ru/business/articles/2021/02/12/857802-rosneft-zaplatila-za-paiyahskoe-mestorozhdenie-96-mlrd-i-hvostovimi-aktivami.

37 “Vostok Oil,” Neftegaz.RU, May 17, 2020, https://neftegaz.ru/tech-library/mestorozhdeniya/680427-vostok-oyl/.

38  “KuTato npefctaBuimn poccuiickiuil HedTsiHO npoekT ‘Boctok Onn’,” Interfax, December 19, 2023, https://www.interfax.ru/russia/1030978.

39 “CTpouTenbcTBo HebTeHanMBHOMO Npryana CTapToBano Ha TepmuHane «MopT 6yxta CeBep» npoekTa «Boctok Oiin»,” Port News, March 19, 2024, https://
portnews.ru/news/360882/.
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Minister invited China*® to participate in the Vostok project the year before, after foreign partners had pulled
out of the project. Nevertheless, China has yet not been willing to invest in the overall project.”

China has also engaged in other infrastructure projects along the Polar Silk Road or NSR. The Belkomur rail-
way, an oft-discussed example of Chinese-Russian partnership, proposes to link the Russian internal Urals
with the ports of Indiga and Arkhangelsk.*? Although there is a will and need for this rail connectivity, there is
not enough money for the project at present.*® In 2017, China’s Poly International showed interest** in invest-
ing in Lavna Coal Terminal in Murmansk. Although the investments were proclaimed,* Chinese investors
were not listed among the investors in the project.*4” Another unsuccessful endeavor started in 2013, with
China’s CNPC signing an agreement*® with Rosneft to explore the Barents and Pechora Seas for oil. CNPC
later assessed too many risks*® in the project and terminated its involvement.

In 2023, China Communications and Construction Company entered into discussions with Russian Titanium
Resources (Rustitan) to develop the Pizhemskoye mining project in the Komi Republic.®® The project also
relates to the expansion of the deepwater port of Indiga® as well as construction of a railway connection for
Sosnogorsk-Indiga. The project is projected to begin in 2026, and would supply the Chinese market with tita-
nium and various minerals.52®3 As it stands, however, the project has not been implemented.

China and Russia initiated discussions of a subsea cable called ROTACS that would link China, Japan, Russia,
and the UK via the Arctic Ocean.?* Russia later abandoned this project.%®
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The Nordics

Out of the seven like-minded Arctic States, the Nordic countries (Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Iceland)
have been most prominently engaged with China. Although China has been involved in investments,
energy projects, and scientific research in the Nordic Arctic, many projects have stalled or failed in

recent years.
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Figure 3: Chinese Investments in the Nordic Arctic 2007 - 2025

The Nordic countries have a tradition and history of being open to trading with the world and of support-
ing strong institutional frameworks of international law. Norway, Iceland, Sweden, and Finland have dif-
ferent trade and investment circumstances that shape their economic relations with China. Sweden and
Finland belong to the agreement frameworks of the European Union (EU). Norway and Iceland, on the other
hand, navigate more independently but are associated with the EU through the European Economic Area and

European Free Trade Association.
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Iceland was one of the first countries to recognize Chinese market economy status in 2005, and in 2013 was
the first country in Europe to sign a free-trade agreement with China. Norway was in a tight race with Iceland
to negotiate such an agreement, but the awarding of the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize to Chinese dissident Liu
Xiaobo®® caused China to freeze relations with Norway for six years until the two countries normalized bilat-
eral relations.5"%8

Several Nordic companies have attracted Chinese investment. According to the Global Investment Tracker,
from 2005 to 2024, a total FDI amount of 7.78Bn USD was invented in Norway, 16.94Bn USD in Sweden and
17.35Bn USD in Finland.®® Many of these investments were made in the southern parts of these countries, and
thus are not relevant to our discussion. The Global Investment Tracker does not consider Iceland to have any
Chinese FDI, although our research suggests otherwise.

Finland and China started discussions to build the Arctic Connect Subsea Cable, a 10,500 km-long fiber
optic cable via the Arctic Ocean, in 2017.%° The project would have been implemented by Cinia Group, a
Finnish government-owned communications and technology firm that was open to partnering with China
Telecom. The project was later halted,® and Finland launched discussions for the Far North Fiber cable with
the United States instead.®?

In 2011, Chinese property developer Huang Nubo bid to buy Grimsstadir & Fj6llum, a large section of land in
northeastern Iceland, for tourism purposes.®® The initiative caused controversy owing to general concerns
about foreigners owning Icelandic land rather than questions of security per se.®*% Proponents argued that
the project would provide economic opportunities to a remote region,®® while others worried that the Chinese
state was using this project to secure a foothold for access and influence in the Arctic. The Icelandic govern-
ment ultimately rejected Huang’s bid.®”

The same investor subsequently attempted to buy a square kilometer of property for tourism development
in Lyngen, Norway in 2014.%8 There is no indication that the purchase was approved. Huang was unable to
buy land in Austre Adventfjord in Svalbard in 2014, with the Norwegian government purchasing it instead

56 “Liu Xiaobo - Facts,” NobelPrize.org, https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2010/xiacbo/facts/.
57 Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Kingdom of Norway, “2010 Nobel Peace Prize a Disgrace,” October 13, 2010, http://no.china-em-
bassy.gov.cn/eng/zjsg_0/sgyw_134107/202309/t20230905_11138223.htm.

58 “Statement of the Government of the People’s Republic of China and the Government of the Kingdom of Norway on the Normalization of Bilateral
Relations,” https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/ud/vedlegg/statement_kina.pdf.

59 “China Global Investment Tracker,” American Enterprise Institute,” https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker/.
60 Xie Zhenqi, “China’s 10,000-km Fiber Cable to Reach the Warming Arctic,” CGTN, December 14, 2017, https://news.cgtn.com/news/
7949444d32637a6333566d54/index.html.

61 Thomas Nilsen, “New Trans-Arctic Pathway for Asia-Bound Subsea Cable,” The Barents Observer, December 21, 2021, https://www.thebarentsob-
server.com/industry-and-energy/new-transarctic-pathway-for-asiabound-subsea-cable/141661.

62 “Far North Fiber,” Far North Fiber Inc., https://www.farnorthfiber.com/.
63 Malte Humpert, “Iceland For Sale: Chinese Tycoon Seeks to Purchase 300 km2 of Wilderness,” The Arctic Institute, September 2, 2011, https://www.
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Internasjonal Politikk, Vol 78 Nr. 1 (2020), https://doi.org/10.23865/intpol.v78.2075.
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two years later.?® When the last privately held property in Svalbard, Sere Fagerfjord, was put up for sale in
2024,° the Norwegian Security Services and authorities warned against a sale to China, and the Norwegian
Government retains the right to veto any such action.”

From 2014-2018, the third largest national oil company in China, China National Offshore Qil Corporation
(CNOOQC), received licenses and entered into partnerships with Eykon Energy and Petoro for exploring for
oil and gas on the Dreki field on the Icelandic continental shelf’ This venture was eventually halted.” The
Finnafjordur harbor project in Northeastern Iceland has often been named in connection to the Dreki oil
field exploration.®® In 2011 and 2012, Iceland’s then Minister for Foreign Affairs said Iceland and China were
discussing the possibility of cooperating on the project, but also named other nations’ interests, including
Singapore and Dubai.”” Icelandic diplomats visited China to discuss the project in 2012.” Locals are still inter-
ested in developing the project and see it as having tremendous economic potential.”® The project never took
off with Chinese partners, however, but the German company Bremenports has signed an MoU with Icelandic
partners to construct the harbor and remains interested in developing the port.&°

In Narvik, Norway, the Chinese infrastructure construction company Sichuan Road and Bridge won the con-
tract for the Halogaland Bridge in 2013,%' which the company saw as an entry ticket to the European market.
The bridge was constructed by predominantly Chinese workers with Chinese building materials, and was
opened by Prime Minister Erna Solberg in 2018.8% During construction and after completion of the bridge,
delays® and issues with building materials® have generated contractual disputes. Despite the challenges,
the Chinese media touts the bridge as a significant link for the region and a foundation for further exploring
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the European market.%¢

The only investment defined as a foreign direct investment (FDI) in Iceland was the 2015 Geely Group invest-
ment of US $45.5 million in the industrial/technological company Carbon Recycling International.®” In 2024,
CRI commissioned_a third facility in China using its proprietary Emissions to Liquids technology.® Indirectly,
a FDI investment was made when Chinese Bluestar purchased the Norwegian industrial/technological sil-
icone producer Elkem in 2011, reportedly acquiring 100% ownership for about 2 Bn USD. The investment
provides ownership over plants, mines, and offices around the world®: one in Iceland and 14 locations in
Norway.®® The northern sites are marked on the map, with this one investment constituting the majority of
the green markers in Norway, giving the impression that there are many Chinese investments in Norway con-
nected to the Arctic. Elkem was later relisted on the Oslo Stock Exchange as Elkem ASA in 2018, with Chinese
Bluestar retaining 61.8% ownership.”'

Other Chinese investments in Norway are headquartered outside of the Arctic but run operations within the
Arctic. For example, in 2016 a state-owned Chinese company purchased 40% of the fast ferry construction
and technology firm Bradrene AA.*? Furthermore, the Hong Kong-based investment firm China Everbright
Limited owned Norwegian transportation company Boreal, which operates buses and boats in the Arctic,
from 2018-2021.%2

In October 2023, the signing of cooperation agreements between the Chinese state-owned company COSL
with oil and gas majors Equinor® and Var Energi® for exploration for oil on the Norwegian shelf caused polit-
ical controversy, with the Norwegian Progress Party demanding that the government disclose the control
mechanisms that ensure adherence with the Security Act.®® In December 2024, COSL found up to 52 million
barrels of oil in the Barents Sea for Var Energi, and this cooperation seems to be proceeding.’”

Six Chinese companies have reportedly shown a keen interest in Kirkenes, Norway, including a prospective
textile factory, car factory, technology business, investment fund, construction fund, and shipping compa-
ny.%® The Chinese shipping giant COSCO has also convened discussions and meetings regarding port facility
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development in Kirkenes. These plans faced push back from the Norwegian Minister of Justice which, in
2024, insisted that investment plans must be coordinated with the Norwegian Security Services and can be
stopped on security grounds.®® Former mayor Rune Rafaelsen (in office until 2021) dedicated considerable
effort to attracting Chinese FDI to the region™ and locals resented this potential opportunity being closed
off by distant political and security concerns by Norwegian authorities.”® Furthermore, the port plans in
Kirkenes related to ambitions to connect the Northern Sea Route to the Finnish city of Rovaniemi by railway,
enabling transportation of goods to European markets.'®> These railway plans sparked interest from Chinese
actors'® but were later been rejected by the Regional Council of Lapland due to concerns about impacts on
Sami culture.’**

Chinese organizations have built various research facilities in the Nordics and have signaled their
desire for more. Some of these projects have caused controversy, and several have been halted. Dual-
use potential of these facilities, technologies and data, appears to be a primary source of concern.

China has scientific interests in the Nordic countries. Some of these research installations have been dis-
cussed in terms of dual-use capabilities, notably in a letter from the U.S. Congress select committee on the
Chinese Communist Party to the U.S. Secretaries of State and Defense which expressed worries that installa-
tions in the Arctic may have functions that exceed intended peaceful research purposes.’® In the Norwegian
archipelago Svalbard, the Polar Research Institute of China (PRIC) opened its Yellow River Research Station
in Ny-Alesund in 2004.°¢ The China Research Institute of Radiowave Propagation joined the non-profit
EISCAT Scientific Association in 2007, operating seven sites above the Arctic Circle in Sweden, Finland and
Norway."®® In 2014, with diplomatic tensions flaring between the two countries, Oslo rejected China’s request
to fund and build radar antenna at the Svalbard EISCAT site in Adventdalen, outside of Longyearbyen.!%®

Beyond EISCAT, the Finnish Meteorological Institute (FMI) in Sodankyl also signed an agreement in 2018 to
establish a research unit and provide satellite services to the Chinese Academy of Sciences."® The statements
linked these services to ambitions under the Chinese Polar Silk Road and space-based Arctic Monitoring
and surveillance of shipping lanes. Furthermore, the Polar Research Institute of China proposed a purchase
or lease to further develop an airport in Kemijarvi, Finland, for Arctic research flights. The research unit and
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airport proposals were blocked by Finnish authorities on security grounds.""""2

China has enjoyed long-term access to space installments in Sweden. The Sweden Space Corporation (SSC)
allowed access to its satellite communication antennas in Esrange in 2011, but then decided in 2020 not to
renew these agreements." Also, the China Remote Sensing Satellite North Polar Ground Station in Kiruna
was put into operation in 2016.""* The facility has also spurred discussions about the use of data for non-ci-
vilian purposes."

Iceland hoped for positive effects from cooperation with China in the wake of the financial crisis in 2008. The
China Iceland Arctic Research Observatory (CIAQ) at Karhdll in northeastern Iceland was launched in 2012,
in part to facilitate free trade negotiations (which culminated in a Free Trade Agreement between the two
countries signed in 2013)."” The CIAO research station and land are owned by the Icelandic non-profit orga-
nization Aurora Observatory (AO) and leased and operated by the PRIC for 99 years. Despite having officially
started gathering data in 2013, the facilities remain under construction. This is partly due to the effects of the
Covid-19 pandemic as well as disagreement over covering the remaining costs of construction,” leaving CIAO
closed to the public. While some commentators see the project as an example of science diplomacy,"® given
that it involves seven official research partners on the Icelandic side,” the research station has also elic-
ited suspicion, with some critics conceptualizing Iceland as a Chinese Trojan horse in Europe™ _and others
pointing to the station’s possible dual civil-military purpose.’ In March 2025, the head of the National Police
Commissioner in Iceland declared that the facility has dual-use purposes and might be used for espionage.?®
The Chinese embassy called the accusations “groundless” and declared that the Icelandic police should “put
down its arrogance and prejudice.”?*
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North America

This section discusses Chinese investment interests in North America, inclusive of the United States,
Canada, and Greenland (which, while part of the Kingdom of Denmark, is geographically located in the North
American Arctic).

it UV = i e

Chinese Investments in the North
American Arctic 2007-2025

A ’
Aevkjanes Rigge

= \ \ ° K\\/»/\\\‘i ,7 /'\/”‘u )J o1
S 0o o2 S
Legend o
@ Research T Greenland ﬁ//)
4 Mining 7
A

Land Purchase
Infrastructure Project

Industrial / Technological
Company

+ Energy Project
* Subsea Cable *

[ ] Sealce

-=== Northern Sea Route
-=-== Northwest Passage
-=== Transpolar Route

*o>n

Current Status of Chinese
Involvement:

I Cancelled

Bl Active
[ ] InQuestion/Paused

Alaska O Canada

Authored by Tessa Varvares

*Subsea Cables are represented as a
3 single data point near the country
9 = associated with the investment

GEBCO. NOAA

l 4 2,000 4,000 Kilometers
L

Figure 4: Chinese Investments in the North American Arctic 2007 - 2025

16 Cutting Through Narratives on Chinese Arctic Investments



United States: While the United States receives more Chinese foreign direct investment than any other
country in the world, Chinese investments in Alaska remain very limited.

According to the Global Investment Tracker, Chinese companies have invested a total of 196.42 Bn USD of
FDI in the United States, making it the country with the most Chinese FDI in the world.”” Alaska has received
very little Chinese investment attention, despite efforts by the first Trump administration to strike deals with
China. The Chinese fund, China Investment Corp (CIC), has a roughly 10 percent stake in the Canadian mining
company Teck Resources Ltd,'”” which operates the Red Dog mine in Alaska. During a state visit to China in
2017, the U.S. government announced that Chinese companies had agreed to help develop the Alaska LNG
project and invest up to 42 Bn USD."” Supporters of the project hoped to create American jobs and reduce
the negative U.S. trade balance with China. During Trump’s first term, the project was abandoned. The current
U.S. attitude towards Chinese Arctic activities is colored by great power rivalry, culminating in Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo’s rebuttal of Chinese Arctic ambitions at the 2019 Arctic Council Ministerial meeting in
Rovaniemi.”® The Biden administration continued to warn against increasing Chinese interest in the Arctic in
the U.S. National Strategy for the Arctic Region.?®

Greenland: Chinese companies, interested in Greenland’s mineral, oil, and gas resources, engaged with
Greenland in the 2010s, most proposed investments have failed.

Most discussions, however, have focused on widespread Chinese interest, investment, and activity in
Greenland.®™® The map above illustrates primary locations of Chinese interest in specific projects.

Chinese companies sought to engage in offshore oil and gas exploration, as well as in the construction
of airport infrastructure in llulissat and Nuuk. The Greenlandic authorities have subsequently banned
future offshore oil and gas exploration in their jurisdiction.”® Furthermore, the Chinese state-owned China
Communications Construction Company (CCCC) withdrew its bid for the airport construction contracts
worth a total of 3.6 Bn Danish crowns in 2019,%? after Greenland picked Denmark over Beijing to finance the
planned projects the year before.

Chinese companies have had ownership, financing, and construction interests primarily in four mines
(Citronen, Kvanefjeld, Isua and Wegener Halvg) related to iron, rare earths, uranium, lead, zinc and copper.
Due to operator inactivity, Greenland withdrew the license of the Hong-Kong-based General Nice Group for
the Isua iron mine in 2021." In connection with the Isua iron mine, the Chinese company had also intended
in 2016 to buy the abandoned Kangilinnguit naval base from the Danish Armed Forces, but the Danish
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government blocked this purchase on security grounds,"** possibly following U.S. intervention.'®

Chinese funding for the Citronen Fjord mine was replaced with U.S. funding in 20216 (under the U.S. govern-
ment’s 402A program' that lends money to companies so that they can compete with China). The Australian
project owner Ironbark Zinc has subsequently also reached a non-binding MoU with the Norwegian contrac-
tor Leonhard Nilsen & Senner AS.*® The status of the competing and non-binding construction contract®®
with China Nonferrous Metal Mining Group remains unknown.

Leshan Shenghe Rare Earths entered into a partnership with Greenland Minerals in 2016 for the Kuannersuit/
Kvanefjeld project, and currently holds a 12.5% stake'?; Shenghe announced to the Chinese stock exchange
that is has contractual rights to increase its stake to 60%, but this claim was repudiated by Greenland’s
Ministry of Mineral Resources. Because the Kvanefjeld field contains high concentrations of uranium in addi-
tion to the rare earths and valuable minerals, the Greenlandic government’s 2021 decision to ban mining of
uranium' makes the future of this potential mine highly improbable. Investment interests in the copper mine
Wegener Halve were held by a conglomerate of ownership interests named Jiangxi Union Mining,*? until the
Chinese companies gave up on the project and the license expired in January 2019.

In terms of research cooperation and stations, the State Oceanic Administration of China and the Greenlandic
Ministry of Education, Culture, Research and the Church of Greenland signed a MoU in 2016 which opened
space for joint research efforts, sharing data and consideration on cooperation on research stations in
Greenland.*® On May 30, 2017, Cheng Xiao, Dean of the Global Institute of Beijing Normal University; Karl
Zinglersen, Researcher of the Greenland Institute of Natural Resources; Flemming Enemark, Director of
TELE-POST (the largest telecommunications service provider in Greenland); and domestic representatives
officially launched plans for a remote sensing satellite ground station and research project in Greenland."*
Journalists noted that this project had been announced without the knowledge of the Greenlandic authorities
empowered to approve such plans.*® Accordingly, there are no signs that the plans have been enacted, and
the project appears to have halted.
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Canada: With the exception of one nickel mining project, all Chinese investments in the Canadian
Arctic have either failed or have been in abeyance for many years.

The Canadian government continues to weigh the threats and opportunities that China’s Arctic interests and
investments pose. Shandong Mining’s 2020 attempt to purchase northern gold mining firm TMAC, owner of
the Hope Bay Gold Mine, attracted extensive Canadian national media coverage. The national security review
from the Government of Canada that rejected the offer under the Investment Canada Act (ICA) reinforced
concerns about pernicious Chinese influence in the region,"“® which weigh heavily on Canadian regulators.

China currently has a small footprint in northern Canada, its companies owning only one mine and
two advanced development projects there (defined as north of 60° and Inuit Nunangat). The only operating
Chinese-owned mine in the Canadian North is the Nunavik Nickel project on the Raglan Peninsula in
northern Quebec, which produces nickel, copper, platinum, and palladium and is owned by Canadian
Royalties Inc., a subsidiary of Zhongze Holding Group Co., Ltd. (ZHG). In 2014, Jilin Jien Nickel Industry Co.
(part of ZHG) spent $735 million building the mine and the accompanying infrastructure,*® and the
first mineral shipment was sent to China through the Northwest Passage that same year.

Chinese companies also own two major development properties. The Selwyn Lead and Zinc Project in the
Yukon — one of the largest undeveloped zinc-lead deposits in the world — is owned by Yunnan Chihong Zinc
and Germanium Co., a state-owned firm, and managed by Selwyn Chihong Mining Ltd, a Canadian subsidi-
ary.”*® Low resource prices slowed development, and no significant progress has been made since 2015. The
larger Izok Lake project in Nunavut, owned by Chinese state-owned MMG, includes plans for a copper and
zinc mine and mill."®® Ambitious plans for extensive infrastructure, including a port, were halted in 2013 in
the face of declining resource prices. There is no guarantee that the Grays Bay Road™ will be built, or that it
will lower costs sufficiently to enable MMG to bring its projects into production.

China’s investment record in the Canadian North is not strong, and Chinese companies have also seen sig-
nificant failures. The Wolverine mine in Yukon is a prime example. Purchased by state-owned Jinduicheng

Molybdenum Group Co., Ltd. for $113 million in 2008, the zinc, copper, and lead concentrate mine went into
production in 2012 and closed in 2015.52 Called an “irresponsible mining venture” by one Yukon judge,® the
assets were taken over by the Yukon in 2018 after the Yukon Zinc Corporation declared bankruptcy and trans-
ferred from its Chinese parent to MinQuest, an American holding Company. The Lac Otelnuk iron ore project
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in northern Quebec was also funded by Wuhan Iron and Steel through a joint venture from 2012 to 2015,'®*
but the project failed and was placed in care and maintenance in 2016. Thus, with the exception of Jilin Jien
Nickel Industry’s investment in the Nunavik Nickel project, all Chinese investments in the Canadian Arctic
have either failed or have been in stasis for many years. It is no surprise, therefore, that the trend in Chinese
investment has slowed since 2016.

1564  “Lac Otelnuk Iron Projet, Quebec,” Mining Technology, August 15, 2016, https://www.mining-technology.com/projects/
lac-otelnuk-iron-project-quebec/.
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Conclusion

This policy brief has mapped cases of circumpolar Chinese economic activity, as well as research stations,
infrastructure construction and ownership, energy projects, and mining. Some cases can be labelled as FDI
according to traditional definitions, while others must be defined differently. We have not included portfolio
investments, which we consider to be less strategic in nature, in this brief.

The Chinese government, companies, and organizations have communicated their ambitions and plans for
investments in the Arctic region, but only a small portion of these have been realized. The reason is not
entirely due to Chinese investors and economic foundations. We observe a range of complex reasons that
have hindered their realization, including geopolitical and domestic political obstacles, security concerns,
environmental concerns, as well as restrictions on the mining of ore containing uranium.

Accordingly, we find the following:

¢ Chinese interests have invested in the Arctic region and some of these projects are econom-
ically significant for their host countries. Most business investments have been completed in
Russia, followed by Norway and Iceland. It would be erroneous to suggest that “nothing” is going on
in the region with respect to Chinese investment.

* The scale and scope of actual Chinese investments are often exaggerated in media and public
debate, and unsuccessful proposals are often taken into consideration when presenting the
total amount of Chinese investment. The difference between the number of green indicators versus
stalled or failed projects is striking. Most investments were concluded several years ago. Recent
Chinese investment initiatives have increasingly met with headwinds in Arctic countries except for
Russia. Greenland, as part of the Kingdom of Denmark, may be the best example of this. Despite
Greenland receiving intensive attention in the debate about Chinese investments and influence in
the Arctic, it is apparent that most of this anxiety is about what might be, not what has actually
happened.

* Valuable analytical nuance is lost by discussing numbers only. The number and value of Chinese
investments have become talking points for some commentators to prove the risk that China poses to
the region, but the economic value and strategic value of a given asset are not always the same. We
acknowledge that current debates may benefit from evaluating investments on a case-to-case basis
and interrogating the strategic significance of projects through multiple lenses. For example, the
amount of money that China invests in Arctic research stations and operating facilities (as shown on
the map) is likely disconnected from the potential strategic value of these assets and the associated
benefits to the host countries and a wider research community.

* Distinguishing between investments that pose a security risk, and those that are benign and
desirable, remains challenging and can be a source of debate and division. Sometimes Chinese
companies may be the only actors with the capital, competence, interest, and willingness to make
an economic investment that would otherwise not be realized. Arctic states should continue to bal-
ance considerations of national interest connected to potential risk, potential economic benefits,
and societal support before deciding to allow, limit, or reject investments.

In conducting this research, we recognize there is need for further comparative analyses with other countries
to demonstrate the extent of these investments. We are currently working on furthering our analysis and wel-
come other expert contributions to this discussion.
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Appendix A: Mapping Chinese Investments in the Arctic
Region

By means of infographic maps, this brief provides an overview of proposed initiatives and stated interests,
and the progress of their implementation. We have categorized Chinese investment interests according to
investment type and project status as following:

« Active (Green color): Successfully initiated or implemented investments.

- In Question/Paused (Yellow color): Proposed investments which have stalled due to considerable
challenges or status remains in question.

. Cancelled (Red color): Investments which were unsuccessful.

Listed interests are ownership of companies, land purchases, involvement in energy projects, infrastructure
construction and research station ownership, partnerships, and operations. In the second map, the colors
green, yellow and red are used to indicate project success. If a project is fully implemented as planned, or
runs along a steady development plan, the project is marked as green on the map. If the project has encoun-
tered sizing down or uncertain future development, the project is marked as yellow on the map. Third, if the
investment process has been halted or project implementation appears unlikely, the project is marked as red
on the map.

In locating the investments, we found that some were geographically difficult to pinpoint to a single location,
such as pipelines and submarine cables that span a long distance. In such instances, the investments were
pinpointed to a single location, near the country associated with the investment.

To depict investments visually, we present a map of investment interests that displays two further layers
of information. The first information layer displays the type of projects which Chinese organizations have
expressed investment interests, irrespective of ownership shares or whether the projects were successfully
implemented. The second information layer indicates by relevant color coding whether the projects are being
concluded as planned, or whether they have met with challenges.

To discuss investments in various sections of the Arctic, we made map extractions based on geographical
location. The first map extraction depicts Russia, due to its size and the number of investments. The second
map extraction depicts the Nordic countries, including Svalbard. The third map extraction depicts North
America and Greenland. North America and Greenland are discussed together due to geographical location
and types of investment interests. In the text commenting on the investments in the Arctic region, we provide
more details on the projects, as well as details on the economic involvement with the countries in general.

Mapping Chinese investments in the Arctic remains an ongoing project. In reading open-source materials,
including research articles, reports, and news articles, related to Chinese overtures over the last decade,
we have noted projects relevant to the overview that we have presented here. We made our utmost efforts
to gather various sources in different languages, including Russian, Chinese, English, Icelandic, Norwegian,
Danish, and Swedish.

Given our focus on investments with relevance in an Arctic context, we omitted investments in southern
regions of the Arctic countries which have no direct Arctic footprint. How far south in each country individual
investment interests should be depicted and discussed remains open to interpretation and debate, and we
are open to feedback about Chinese investments further south that might be included.
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This brief provides a circumpolar overview of investments but does not purport to be exhaustive. Accordingly,
we welcome readers to contribute additional investment projects or details that we should incorporate into
this work going forward.
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