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Introduction

The notion of Arcticness is on the rise and increasingly influences 
strategic considerations of global and regional actors. During the last few 
decades the interests of many international actors in the Arctic region 
have significantly increased. However, not only Arctic countries are in-
terested in the region. Countries without direct access to the Arctic, such 
as Sweden and Finland, are permanent members of the Arctic Council. 
Other European countries such as Germany, France, the Netherlands, 
Poland, the United Kingdom and even Spain, have become permanent 
observer states in the institution. Meanwhile, Latvia being distant both 
geographically and mentally, has been rather non-reactive than proactive 
when defining its interests in the High North. 

Size and distance matter. Taking into account the long distance be-
tween the Arctic and Latvia, it might seem the Arctic is too far for Latvi-
an entrepreneurs with any business activities in the region. Second, it 
might also seem too far for any political risks, as well as opportunities 

and financial expense for the Baltic Sea area. Moreover, Arctic economic 
activities might be seen in the light of competition, since for instance, 
transport and logistics services going from Lithuania to Asia, and mainly 
China, by land would be prioritised over thawing and navigable Arctic 
lanes. Limited resources and benefits is expected to lead to a pragmatic 
and narrow minded approach in allocating current resources to niches of 
cooperation like science, environment, and the like. 

Recommending anything for the field which can be considered as a 
tabula rasa in Lithuanian politics or for the economy is easy, but can be 
difficult. On the one hand, a theatre of polar geopolitics and geo-eco-
nomics delivers new opportunities which, given sufficient resources and 
capacities, would enable any country to find its role no matter how sig-
nificant in the North. On the other, the present capabilities of Lithuania 
dictate a rational approach for a short-term perspective towards the High 
North. Strategically, Vilnius will not want to mess with the power of the 
US or push for a unilateral agenda within the EU – it is highly unlikely 
they would. Actors involved in low politics such as environment, ener-
gy, transport and logistics, communication, science and mining, rescue 
and safety, either public or private, should keep their eyes open and nail 
down lucrative deals along the logic of pragmatism, as Arctic politics is 
definitely beyond Lithuanian reach even on an intermediary level. Small 
scale involvement now might boost Lithuania’s collaborative status and 
the idea of a ‘global Lithuania’ would acquire a detectable shape in the 
future.

The increasing interdependence and importance of Nordic-Baltic re-
gionalism, and the  Europeanisation of foreign policy and security con-
cerns, will most likely make Lithuania keep a low profile regarding the 
Arctic, and ‘help’ escape support for any conflicting positions among 
Western partners in the Arctic-5. In general Lithuania's interest in the 
higher role of NATO and the EU would be welcomed due to enhanced 
scope and opportunities for contributing in the key hard and security 
bodies Lithuania adheres to. All in all, the High North for Lithuania re-
mains a metaphysical black cat – it is out there, not here, yet.
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es, 3) to strengthen ties with Latvian citizens living outside the country. 
According to the Annual Report by the Minister of Foreign Affairs on 
activities performed, and planned, in national foreign policy and Euro-
pean Union matters1 the main priorities of Latvia’s foreign policy vary 
from defending national interests at an EU level, EU external relations, 
Latvia’s involvement in Central Asia, transatlantic dialogue, Latvia’s 
support for common EU approaches toward Russia, NATO’s presence 
in the region, and cooperation with allies as well as enabling links with 
diaspora. At the same time Arctic related issues have been in the back-
ground rather than the foreground of Latvia’s foreign policy agenda. The 
Arctic has been too far both geographically and mentally for Latvia’s 
foreign policy makers, environmentalists, and entrepreneurs. Opposite 
to the other sub-Arctic counties like Poland, Iceland, Finland, and Ger-
many who are analysed in this publication, there has been no official 
strategy developed so far by any recent Latvian governments. However, 
the increasing activities - economic and political - taking place in the 
High North, have contributed to discussions of the potential Arctic role 
in Latvia’s foreign policy. Several stakeholders from private businesses, 
NGO’s, to politics have promoted some sort of awareness of Arcticness 
in Latvia.

Both the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Regional De-
velopment (MEPRD) and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Repub-
lic of Latvia (MFA) have been dealing with issues related to the High 
North. MEPRD, who is dealing with environmental issues, has led the 
processes of the adoption of the EU and UN conventions related to the 
protection of nature and the environment in the High North. MEPRD 
has also supported the European Commission policy that suggests EU 
Member States and EU institutions operate mainly across three objec-
tives: 1) due to its population, protect and preserve the Arctic 2) ensure 
sustainable usage of resources 3) contribute to the multilateral govern-

1 Annual Report by the Minister of Foreign Affairs on activities performed and 

planned in national foreign policy and European Union matters, http://www.mfa.gov.

lv/data/21012014_arlietu%20ministra%20zinojums-en.pdf.

for Latvia. After all, it might lead to an assumption that small sub-Arctic 
countries like Latvia are not interested in the Arctic region because of 
its location and lack of resources. But isn’t it a misleading assumption? Is 
Latvia really too far to use the opportunities and to be influenced by the 
processes taking place in the Arctic region? Is Latvia too small to have 
an impact in the Arctic region’s environment? What are the risks and 
opportunities for Latvia in the Arctic region? Finally, is there a necessity 
to develop a comprehensive approach of Latvian foreign policy toward 
the Arctic region? 

In order to provide answers to above set questions this chapter is 
structured as follows. The first part of the chapter looks at Latvia’s main 
foreign policy priorities, stakeholders, and the Arctic element in Latvia’s 
foreign policy discourse. The second part aims to assess Latvia’s poten-
tial to become more involved with the Arctic issues related to science, 
transport and energy. In the third chapter the role of military activi-
ties in the Arctic region within the context of Nordic-Baltic military 
cooperation has been assessed. Fourth chapter provides an overwiev 
of Latvia’s involvement in the Arctic within multinational frameworks. 
Finally, some recommendations and suggestions are offered at the end 
of the chapter.

Arcticness in latvia’s foreign and domestic policy: 
discourse and stakeholders

Latvia’s foreign policy priorities after joining the EU and NATO in 
previous years have been formed and influenced by a variety of trends 
and factors. The focus of Latvia’s foreign policy has been based mainly 
on three aims: 1) to improve economic relations with other international 
actors and promote a favourable environment for cooperation and busi-
ness opportunities with national entrepreneurs around the world, 2) to 
ensure a military presence of strategic partners in the Baltic Sea region 
and cooperate with allies in order to face common threats and challeng-
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agreed the most efficient involvement of the Baltic States in the Arctic 
region could be reached within the framework of Nordic Baltic coopera-
tion (NB8). Meanwhile, one of the most detailed analysis on global warm-
ing and ice-melting has been provided in the publication “The Change of 
Climate and Global Warming”7. At the same time Latvian environmen-
talist Edīte Sarva in her publication “What happens in the Arctic?”8 has 
provided an overview of  EU co-financed expedition in the Arctic region 
illustrating the challenges that face scientists who are working in the 
Arctic region and the main conclusions made by expeditors.

In recent years cooperation with Nordic countries has become a mod-
ern trend in Latvia’s foreign policy debates. Although no Members of 
Parliament (MP) in their speeches have ever made a direct reference 
to the Arctic region during annual foreign policy debates9 many of them 
have emphasized the role of Nordic–Baltic (Latvian) cooperation. In their 
address MPs have argued that 1) Nordic-Baltic cooperation is important 
in order to improve cooperation in the prevention, management, and res-
olution of financial crisis10, 2) Nordic-Baltic cooperation matters in the 
context of transport corridors and energy11, 3) Nordic countries are an 
utmost important aspect of regional security12 and finally 4) Latvia has 

7 Edited by Andris Andrušaitis and Māris Kļaviņš, Available: http://www.ibook.lv/

BD_klimata-mainiba-un-globala-sasilsana-andris.aspx?BID=a8bc05e9-27a9-458b-

8031-724db2644fb2.
8 Edīta Sarva, Kas notiek Arktikā?, http://m.lu.lv/fileadmin/user_upload/lu_portal/

terra/2010/feb-mar/edite_raxc_01.pdf.
9 11. Saeimas sēžu stenogrammas un skaņu faili, http://www.saeima.lv/lv/tran-

scripts/category/17.
10 Speech by R. Vejonis (Union of Greens and Farmers), Saeimas 2012.gada 

26.janvāra sēdes pulksten 12.00 stenogramma, https://www.vestnesis.lv/index.

php?menu=doc&id=243713.
11 Speech by E. Rinkevics (Reform party), Saeimas 2012.gada 26.janvāra 

sēdes pulksten 12.00 stenogramma, https://www.vestnesis.lv/index.

php?menu=doc&id=243713.
12 Speech by A. Pabriks (Unity), Saeimas 2012.gada 26.janvāra sēdes pulksten 

ance of the Arctic.2 Meanwhile, MFA has been the main actor who 
represents Latvia’s policy in bilateral and multilateral frameworks. 

Although Latvia lacks a comprehensive Arctic strategy, issues related 
to the High North have been discussed in several foreign and security 
policy documents. References to issues related to the High North illus-
trate interests and opportunities indicated by Latvia’s authorities. First, 
it is clearly defined by the MFA that climate change increasingly affects 
the security situation in the world and has become a key long-term global 
challenge that intensifies current threats and creates new ones. Climate 
change has also increased the strategic significance of the Arctic.3  Sec-
ond, according to the Annual Report by the Minister of Foreign Affairs 
“access to energy resources and transport routes provides new oppor-
tunities in the [Arctic] region, but also increases dangerous competition 
among interested states.”4 Clearly security, energy, and transport routes 
have been prioritised, among other challenges and opportunities dis-
cussed in the context of the Arctic.  Issues related to the Arctic region 
have also been raised by several NGO’s and domestic environmental-
ists. For instance, in 2012 one of the panels at the annual Riga Confer-
ence5 was devoted to the Arctic region. During the discussion panellists6 

2 Vides aizsardzības un reģionālās attīstības ministrija, Informatīvais ziņojums par 

Latvijas nacionālajām pozīcijām Eiropas Savienības Vides ministru padomes 2008. 

gada 4.-5. decembra sanāksmē izskatāmajos jautājumos, http://www.varam.gov.lv/

lat/es_vides_informacija/?doc=8060.
3 Latvijas Republikas Ārlietu ministrija, Latvijas dalība Eiropas Savienībā – pamat-

principi, mērķis, prioritātes un darbība 2007.-2013., http://www.mfa.gov.lv/lv/Ar-

politika/eu/Prioritates/strategija/zinojums/.
4 Annual Report by the Minister of Foreign Affairs on activities performed and 

planned in national foreign policy and European Union matters, http://www.mfa.gov.

lv/data/21012014_arlietu%20ministra%20zinojums-en.pdf.
5 The Rīga Conference - one of the leading foreign and security policy forums in 

Northern Europe, more at: http://www.rigaconference.lv/. 
6 The full list of experts is available at: http://www.rigaconference.lv/2012/agenda/

agenda/.
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tance of Arctic related issues in the context of the EU’s, and particularly 
Latvia’s, foreign policy. She argues that the main opportunities for Latvia 
are related to energy, transport routes, and science. The importance, 
challenges, and opportunities of all three aspects will be analysed in the 
next chapters.

Energy, shipping, science: 
too optimistic way of thinking?

Latvia is one of those countries strongly dependent on imported en-
ergy resources.  Solid fuel, oil products, and electricity are imported 
from several countries and supply regions, but there is only one supplier 
for natural gas – Russia. The split of energy flows shows the relatively 
high dependence from energy imports – only 33.1 percent of total energy 
consumption is covered by local energy resources.18 There have been 
various discussions domestically and among Baltic States on how to di-
versify competition within the field of natural resources. Discussion has 
varied from establishing a liquefied natural gas (LNG) terminal either 
in the Baltic States or Finland, to a Nuclear Power Plant in Lithuania. 
As was mentioned earlier, the Arctic at some point has been perceived 
as a window of opportunity for the diversification of energy supplies. 
Obviously, ice-melting in the Arctic region has played a significant role 
in facilitating access to it. However, exploration and development in the 
Arctic requires expensive, tailored technologies as well as safeguards 
adapted to the extreme climatic conditions. Countries are allocating a 
significant amount of money to projects related to obtaining energy in 
the Arctic. It is believed an estimated $100 billion could be invested in 
the Arctic during the next decade. The Arctic contains vast oil and natu-

18 Ministry of Economics of the Republic of Latvia, Latvian Energy in Figures, 

http://www.em.gov.lv/images/modules/items/Brosura_Latvijas_energetika_skait-

los_2013%281%29.pdf.

to find resources to develop energy interconnections with Nordic coun-
tries.13 At the same time, among the leading political parties in Latvia, 
the most North-oriented are “Unity” and “National Alliance”. In Unity’s 
recent political programme four out of 13 foreign policy priorities are 
related to the Nordic region: 1) to promote Baltic unity and closer co-
operation with Nordic countries dealing with regionally important and 
strategic issues, 2) to integrate into Nordic institutional cooperation or-
ganizations, 3) to promote an integration of Baltic energy system within 
the Nordic countries, and 4) to actively engage in multilateral initiatives 
within the Northern Dimension.14 Meanwhile, National Alliance in its 
programme has even referred to Russian military activities in the High 
North arguing for an increased NATO role in the region.15

Not one of the previous three Cabinets of Ministers of the Republic 
of Latvia in their cooperation agreement have made a direct reference to 
the Arctic or High North. Meanwhile, all of them indicated a necessity to 
establish deeper cultural, economic, and security integration with Nor-
dic countries.16 The only politician who has publicly provided analysis of 
issues related to the Arctic region is the Member of European Parlia-
ment Inese Vaidere who is also a representative of the leading political 
party Unity. In her public blog entry17 Inese Vaidere assesses the impor-

12.00 stenogramma, https://www.vestnesis.lv/index.php?menu=doc&id=243713
13 Speech by I. Lidaka (Union of Greens and Farmers), Saeimas 2011.gada 

27.janvāra sēdes pulksten 9.00 stenogramma, https://www.vestnesis.lv/index.

php?menu=doc&id=225126.
14 Vienotība, Ārpolitika, http://www.vienotiba.lv/plani-un-paveiktais/programma/

arpolitika/.
15 Nacionālā Apvienība, Plašā programma, http://www.nacionalaapvieniba.lv/pro-

gramma/plasa-programma/.
16 Deklarācija par Valda Dombrovska vadītā Ministru kabineta iecerēto darbību, 

http://vienotiba.lv/par-mums/valdibas-deklaracija/, and Deklarācija par Laimdotas 

Straujumas vadītā Ministru kabineta iecerēto darbību.
17 Inese Vaidere, Arktikas iespējas un stratēģijas, http://www.diena.lv/sabiedriba/

politika/arktikas-iespejas-un-strategija-762843.
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energy resources. A distant approach has been taken due to the following 
reasons: 1) Nordic-Baltic energy connections have already been estab-
lished23, 2) Diversification of gas supplies requires new pipelines. And 
although a recently approved project “Balticconnector”24 connecting Es-
tonian and Finnish gas grids will increase Finnish import capacities by 
providing access to Latvia’s natural gas storage in Inčukalns, it is not re-
lated to energy resources obtained in the Arctic region because Finland 
isn’t among those countries with direct access to resources in the High 
North, 3) Latvia lacks possibilities to recycle crude oil.25

Meanwhile, science similar to energy is often mentioned as an op-
portunity for Arctic and sub-Arctic countries. In recent years the High 
North has become a “Mecca” of international scientists. Participation 
in scientific projects conducted at the Arctic have been perceived as 
an important way of understanding the influence of global warming in 
the region.26  So far, most of the research taking place are aimed at un-
derstanding how the Arctic ecosystem works. However, there are still 
many unknowns. Latvia, as opposed to other countries discussed in this 
publication but similar to Lithuania, has not been actively involved in 
science projects related to the issues of the High North. However, two 
Latvian institutes (the Latvian Institute of Aquatic Ecology and Augusts 
Kirhenšteins Institute of Microbiology and Virology of Rīga Stradiņš 
University) out of 42 specialize in the research of issues related to the 
Arctic.27 The one field of expertise where both institutes are related is 
the research of microflora in the Arctic region. However, neither has 

23 Please see, for instance, Nord Pool Spot connection.
24 A natural gas pipeline between Finland and Estonia. Please see more at: http://

www.gasum.com/Yritystietoa/Investments/Balticconnector/.
25 Interview with Rota Šņuka, Director of Energy Departament of Ministry of 

Economics of the Republic of Latvia, 21.03.2014.
26 Edīta Sarva, Kas notiek Arktikā?, http://m.lu.lv/fileadmin/user_upload/lu_por-

tal/terra/2010/feb-mar/edite_raxc_01.pdf.
27 Interview with Aivis Klavinskis, Third Secretary of Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

of the Republic of Latvia, 04.11.2013.

ral gas reserves - the US Geological Survey estimates the Arctic could 
contain 1,670 trillion cubic feet of natural gas and 90 billion barrels of 
oil, or 30 percent of the world’s undiscovered gas and 13 percent of oil.19 
Europe is a major destination for Arctic resources. Around 25% of Arctic 
oil and gas output is planned to be destined for Europe.20 Therefore, it is 
of utmost interest EU member states strengthen their energy positions 
for acquiring Arctic resources. 

The importance of acquiring Arctic energy resources has also been 
discussed in this publication. As it is reported, Poland and Germany per-
ceive an increasing availability of Arctic resources as a window of oppor-
tunity of diversification, of their energy supplies. Opposite to Poland and 
Germany, Latvia has not actively promoted a need for deeper involve-
ment in issues related to Arctic energy resources. In recent years the 
main focus on diversification of energy supplies was devoted to finding 
the balance between natural gas and other energy resources. The use of 
coal and the development of nuclear power in the Baltic States has been 
prioritized among other ways of diversification.21 Obviously, the diversi-
fication of energy supplies is not an issue of short or medium term pe-
riod. It takes decades. According to the “Latvia’s energy strategy 2030” 
in the long term perspective one of the main goal is to deepen an integra-
tion of Baltic States with Nordic countries.22 However, representatives of 
the Ministry of Economics of the Republic of Latvia are rather reserved 
when arguing about any direct impact regarding distribution of Arctic 

19 Eurasia Group report for The Wilson Center, Opportunities and Challenges for 

Arctic Oil and Gas Development, http://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/

Artic%20Report_F2.pdf, p. 3.
20 Juha Käpylä, Harri Mikkola, The Growing Arctic Interests of Russia, China, 

The United States and the European Union, http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-Library/

Articles/Detail/?lng=en&id=172671.
21 Ekonomikas ministrija, Par Enerģētikas attīstības pamatnostādnēs 2007. – 2016.

gadam noteikto uzdevumu izpildi, http://em.gov.lv/em/2nd/?cat=30943.
22 Ekonomikas ministrija, Latvijas Enerģētikas ilgtermiņa stratēģija 2030 – 

konkurētspējīga enerģētika sabiedrībai, http://em.gov.lv/em/2nd/?cat=30943.
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pated in research projects financially supported by the EU and related 
to the Arctic region. Second, the Arctic might not become a top Latvian 
research and science priority but it could give additional stimulus to 
some Latvian scientists and institutions. The Arctic could contribute to 
establishing interconnections between scientists of other countries.  As 
is discussed in this publication, Germany and Poland have been very 
actively involved in scientific projects in the High North. Both countries 
are allocating a significant amount of money in order to stimulate scien-
tists who are experts on issues related to the Arctic region. Therefore, 
here in Latvia an increased role should be played by official institutions 
like MFA and MEPRD first, providing information about EU financial 
instruments related to the research projects in the Arctic region and 
second, to indicate our willingness to co-operate on joint expeditions in 
the Arctic region within bilateral and multilateral frameworks.

New shipping routes: possibilities or challenges for Latvia?
By becoming more accessible, the Arctic Ocean will be increasingly 

used for the transportation of cargoes from Northern Europe to Asia; 
mainly China and Japan. The Northern Sea Route (NSR) is a shipping 
lane running along the Russian coast from Murmansk to the Bering 
Strait, the length of which is approximately 2,600 miles. It decreases 
shipping distance between, for instance Rotterdam and Yokohoma, more 
than 40 percent from the current distance (through the Suez Canal); 
from 11,200 nautical miles down to 6,500.30 Although the availability 
of the route is only four to six months, it is still treacherous which fuels 
concerns about spills and other accidents. The use of the NSR has been 
increasing every year. In 2010, just 10 ships were sent via that route, in 
2011 the number was 41, while by mid-2013 the number increased to 
232 ships.31 In Latvia, like elsewhere in the world, transport plays an 

30 Oliver Mõru, Overview of the Arctic, International Centre for Defence Studies, 

14.06.2013., http://icds.ee/fileadmin/failid/Oliver%20M%F5ru%20-%20Over-

view%20of%20the%20Arctic-1.pdf, p. 7.
31 Philly.com, With Arctic ice melt, ships now ply the Northern Sea Route, http://

ever participated in any scientific research project conducted in the Arc-
tic region.

According to the Latvian Institute of Aquatic Ecology one of the main 
reason why the institute is not able to participate in scientific projects 
in High North is related to the limited financial resources. The budget 
of the Latvian Institute of Aquatic Ecology in 2013 was €140,000. Ob-
viously, this amount of funding is insufficient in order to implement a 
real scientific project in the Arctic. In recent years Latvia has devoted 
very limited resources to science institutions. According to the Minis-
try of Science and Education of the Republic of Latvia, the total amount 
of funding directed to science institutions (in total 42) in 2013 was 7.9 
million LVL (approximately €13.4 million)28. So the average funding per 
institute in 2013 was €321,000 – that amount of money could cover at 
best the costs of one or two science expeditions conducted in the Arctic 
region. However, it should be noted it is not argued here that Latvia 
should switch resources from existing science projects towards the High 
North. The aim is to identify possible ways of involvement, taking into 
account the lack of resources.

First of all, there are several EU instruments that allocate funding for 
research projects conducted in the Arctic region. According to “Com-
munication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the 
Council: The European Union and the Arctic” the EU via Community 
Framework Programmes (FP5 and FP6) has provided support to more 
than 50 polar-related projects, including DAMOCLES (Developing Arc-
tic Modelling and Observing Capabilities for Long-term Environmental 
Studies), the largest contribution to the International Polar Year.29 The 
2012 Communication claims that €200 million of EU money has gone to 
Arctic research since 2002. No Latvian scientific institutes have partici-

28 Latvijas Republikas zinātnes un izglītības ministrija, Zinātnes bāzes finansējuma 

apmērs, http://izm.izm.gov.lv/upload_file/Zinatne/2013/BF_2013.pdf.
29 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the 

Council: The European Union and the Arctic, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/

LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:DKEY=483680:EN:NOT.
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ranked accordingly as 33rd and 36th.36 Main export goods vis-à-vis China 
and Japan have been metals while the main import goods are technolo-
gies. Primary hindrances in the context of economic relations between 
China and Japan were the following two aspects: 1) the economic connec-
tion between Asian countries and Latvia has been “long”, in terms of dis-
tance and time, and 2) the price for transportation via railway, air, or sea 
routes through the Suez Canal have been very expensive.37 By becoming 
more available, the NSR in a long term perspective could contribute to 
diminishing both those aspects. 

Second, the NSR could also give additional stimulus to the Rail Baltic 
project. Rail Baltica38 is the Trans-European railway, linking Helsinki – 
Tallinn – Riga – Kaunas – Warsaw and continuing on to Berlin. It is aim-
ing to support the wider EU goals of parity of access to services and 
infrastructure of EU Member States, and the development of sustainable 
modes of transportation, improved balance and interoperability between 
different means of transportation, and the establishment of links with 
the rest of the EU rail network. Economic integration of the Baltic States 
and Poland, with Western Europe and Finland, can lead to growing trade 
and traffic. Well-furnished and sustainable transportation links therefore 
could promote economic growth and integration. While cross-sea ferry 
traffic in the Baltic Sea Region is growing fast, coast-parallel transport 
on rail is stagnating in contrast to rapidly growing road transport. There 
are no passenger railway services from Latvia to Central/Western Eu-
rope and Finland. Railway investments concentrate on East-West corri-
dors and neglect the wanted integration within the widened EU. A more 
accessible Arctic could first, increase transportation of goods from the 
High North to Central Europe through the Baltic States, and second, it 

politika/divpusejas-attiecibas/Kina/#eknomika.
36 Latvijas un Japānas attiecības, http://www.mfa.gov.lv/lv/Arpolitika/divpusejas-

attiecibas/Japana/#ekonomika.
37 Interview with Zane Vargulie, representative of the Investment and Develop-

ment Agency of Latvia.
38 http://www.rail-baltica.com/pub/.

important role in the country’s economy and ensuring the availability of 
trade connections. In recent years transport has contributed to the GDP 
of Latvia by approximately 10 percent, while the industry employs about 
9 percent of the population.32 It is of utmost importance for Latvia to 
make optimal use of its advantageous geographical position and already 
established sea routes and railway networks, in order to promote its eco-
nomic growth. Here the NSR could be perceived both as an opportunity 
and challenge to Latvia’s transport policy.  The amount of transshipped 
cargoes in Latvian ports during 2007-2013 has annually increased by 
20.4 percent, reaching 75.19 million tonnes. Meanwhile, the amount of 
transshipped cargo in the ports of Tallinn and Klaipeda during the same 
period has decreased.33 Moreover, cargo transported by Latvian railway 
has increased by 10 percent, and generally shipped 60.6 million tons of 
cargo annually. At the same time through competing transit corridors in 
Lithuania and Estonia, the amount of transported cargo has decreased by 
5 percent and 14 percent respectively.34 Picture Nr.1. illustrates existing 
and planned increases of transshipped and transported cargoes through 
Latvian ports and railway connections.

One of the main arguments in favour of the NSR is related to the 
potential window of opportunity to strengthen economic ties with Asian 
countries. The development of new routes in the North could stimulate 
exports and imports among Japan and China. In 2012, for instance, China 
was 28th on the list of Latvia’s main export destinations and 10th in 
the list of countries from which Latvia imports goods35, while Japan was 

www.philly.com/philly/blogs/greenliving/With-Arctic-ice-melt-ships-now-ply-the-

Northern-Sea-Route.html.
32 Transporta attīstības pamatnostādnes 2014. – 2022.gadam, available: http://

ej.uz/or7u.
33 Transporta attīstības pamatnostādnes 2014. – 2022.gadam, available: http://

ej.uz/or7u.
34 Transporta attīstības pamatnostādnes 2014. – 2022.gadam, available: http://

ej.uz/or7u.
35 Latvijas un Ķīnas Tautas Republikas attiecības, http://www.mfa.gov.lv/lv/Ar-
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minished in the long term perspective. Compared with sea transport, 
railways are more expensive and take a longer time. 

Military activities in the Arctic – 
a reason for closer cooperation

The Arctic is not shielded from global dynamics in general, and po-
litical crises in particular. The crisis in Ukraine may potentially have 
profound direct and indirect effects on Arctic cooperation and develop-
ment.44 The Arctic, for last few decades, has been a place for the great 
military and economic powers’ geopolitical interests. Among others, 
Russia has been one of the most active players in the region. Russia has 
officially set the goal of deploying a combined-arms force in the Arctic 
region including military, border, and coast guard units by 2020, to pro-
tect its political and economic interests in the Arctic and boost Russia’s 
military security. Deputy Prime Minister of Russia, Dmitry Rogozin’s 
strong statement that Russian oil and gas facilities in the Arctic could 
become the target of sabotage on the part of other countries, is just an-
other example of Russia’s interests in the region and tensions existing 
between countries, when there is a discussion on the agenda about the 
distribution of Arctic resources.45 Also Vladimir Putin has expressed 
his ambitions and plans in the Arctic region. In meetings with high Rus-
sian military representatives he has claimed the need for additional air 
and naval bases in Northern Russia.46 In 2001 Russia applied to the 

44 Harri Mikkola, The Return of Realpolitik? The deepening crisis in Ukraine may 
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01.07.2013., http://english.pravda.ru/world/europe/01-07-2013/124989-arctic-0/.
46 bbc.co.uk, Putin orders Russian military to boost Arctic presence, http://www.

bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-25331156.

could facilitate travelling to the High North. It could also serve as a pre-
condition to new tourism routes and business.

However, the NSR could also raise several challenges to established 
transport corridors involving Latvian ports and railway connections. 
Picture Nr. 2. illustrates existing and planned railway connections, sea 
transport corridors, and the line of the NSR with the main ports involved. 
The main ports of destination for the NSR in Central and Northern Eu-
rope are Rotterdam (Netherlands), Hammerfest (Norway), and Porvoo 
(Finland). These three ports have been used as main destinations sev-
eral times during the last three years. For instance, Rotterdam has been 
chosen as the main destination of transit through the NSR once in 201139 
and 201240, and three times in 201341. Not one vessel shipping through 
the NSR has ever stopped in any of the Baltic States ports. The closest 
port of destination within the NSR transit was in 2013, in Szczecin, Po-
land, when the vessel “Mikhail Dudin” (travelling 15 days from Vietnam 
to Poland) transported 150,000 tonnes of cargo to the port.42

There are two main challenges related to the NSR from Latvia’s per-
spective. First, the infrastructure of Latvian ports have been underde-
veloped. In most of the ports the depth of the water is insufficient and 
access roads and railways are inadequate43. In other words, the existing 
infrastructure around Latvian ports cannot ensure the admission of big 
vessels carrying out large amount of cargo. Second, the need for us-
ing Latvian ports and railway connections that have been an important 
element in the Northern Distribution Network and Silk Road, could di-

39 Transit of NSR in 2011, http://www.arctic-lio.com/docs/nsr/transits/Tran-
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42 Ibid.
43 Transporta attīstības pamatnostādnes 2014. – 2022.gadam, available: http://
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Anders Fogh Rasmussen has officially announced there will be no major 
change in the alliance’s strategic position in the High North.50 Undoubt-
edly, Nordic States are one of the main international partners for Latvia. 
Therefore, it is of utmost importance if countries have a common mili-
tary threat assessment. 

latvia in the Arctic within multilateral frameworks

The Baltic Sea Region today is one of the most dynamic in Europe, 
with high economic and political potential, the strategic significance of 
which has also been increased by the EU and NATO’s enlargement. Since 
regaining independence, Latvia has actively engaged not only in bilat-
eral, but also multilateral cooperation in the region in such frameworks 
as, for example, the Baltic Assembly, the Baltic Council of Ministers, the 
Baltic and Nordic cooperation fora, the Council of the Baltic Sea States 
(CBSS), the Northern Dimension (ND), the Baltic Development Forum 
and E-Pine.51 Cooperation among the partners of the Baltic Sea Region 
is regarded as an important instrument in forging common EU Arctic 
policy. An approach of MFA towards the Arctic region in all multilateral 
frameworks has been based mainly on two pillars: 1) Latvia supports an 
active and coordinated EU involvement in the Arctic region, including 
deeper cooperation with the Arctic Council; and 2) the EU’s expertise 
should focus on the protection of the environment and sustainable usage 
of natural resources.52

The main institutional body dealing with High North issues is the 

50 NATO Rejects Direct Arctic Presence, NATO Rejects Direct Arctic Presence, 
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Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf47 to consider the 
underwater Lomonosov Ridge that passes under the eternal ice of the 
North Pole as a continuation of the Siberian continental platform. The 
same applies to the Mendeleev Ridge, located to the east. Legally, this 
means the requested areas located at the “continental shelf” are owned 
by Russia.

In the last few years most European states have reduced their military 
expenditures and the US has pivoted towards the Asia/Pacific regions, 
increasing the possibility of an emerging security vacuum in Europe. 
Meanwhile Russia, in contrast to European countries, has significantly 
increased its military expenditures – since 2000 Russia’s defence spend-
ing has almost tripled.48 In recent years Russia has been using different 
forms and methods in order to strengthen its positions in Europe. The 
Baltic States have always been active in pointing out Russia’s military 
developments and their implications towards NATO security. Though, 
the Baltic States have not always been “heard”. However, according to 
the Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Latvia, the Arctic has con-
tributed to common Nordic–Baltic military threat assessments. Russia’s 
military build-up and activities in the Arctic region has forced Nordic 
countries to assess their regional security and moreover, to deepen mili-
tary cooperation with Baltic States.49 For instance, Russia’s recent mili-
tary activities “Zapad-2013” in the Arctic region have raised concerns 
in Norway. Norway in recent years has been one of the strongest re-
questers of NATO’s presence in the region despite the abstention policy 
implemented by NATO authorities. However, NATO Secretary-General 

47 Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS) Outer limits of the 
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tion has not been made uniform: a proposal for the ND Foreign Min-
isters’ decision on institutional arrangements for each partnership is 
drafted by a special ad hoc preparation group. Latvia has been involved 
in several ad hoc preparation groups. Three of Latvia’s universities 
(the University of Daugavpils, the University of Latvia, and Riga Inter-
national School of Economics and Business Administration) have been 
members of Northern Dimension Institutes (NDI). NDI is an academic 
partner in the Northern Dimension (ND) structures. The main mission 
of NDI is to generate, gather, and disseminate Northern Dimension 
related information by organising workshops and conducting research 
relevant to the Northern Dimension, and producing tailor-made re-
search for ND decision-makers.56 The active involvement of domestic 
universities within the NDI enables connections with academics and 
practitioners abroad: for academics it provides opportunities for inter-
esting assignments on topical themes, and for practitioners it offers 
independent academic research and advice. Meanwhile, in 2010, the 
Latvian Transit Business Association has expressed interest in joining 
the NDBC Logistics Working Group.57 Last but not least, in 2011 the 
Northern Dimension Environmental Partnership (NDEP) carried out 
an assessment of the environmental benefits of its current projects. 
It has been assessed the projects will result in the corporate develop-
ment of clients e.g. utility companies, and will improve quality of life for 
the local population with cleaner water and improved district heating 
networks. NDEP has recognised the importance of waste-water treat-
ment projects in Belarus which will result in significant cross-border 
benefits for Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, Russia and the whole of the Bal-
tic Sea.58

56 Northern Dimension Institute, http://www.ndinstitute.org/.
57 Northern Dimension, http://www.mfa.gov.lv/en/policy/4595/northern-dimen-
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Arctic Council. Most sub-Arctic countries have been actively working on 
gaining observer status in the institution. The benefits of being an ob-
server to the Arctic Council are primarily that observers have the possi-
bility to follow the Arctic Council’s policy making. Observers are always 
invited to Senior Arctic Officials meetings and Ministerial and Council 
activities, however, their role is limited. Observers may participate in 
limited delegations and participate primarily as an audience during SAO, 
and ministerial meetings.53 Nevertheless, the aim of the MFA of Latvia 
is to strengthen the role of the EU in the Arctic Council. Although Latvia 
complies with all the principles set out in the Declaration on the Estab-
lishment of the Arctic Council, and is governed by the Arctic Council 
Rules of Procedure for admitting observers, Latvia has to “bring to the 
table something useful in order to become a permanent observer”. 

One direction in the foreign policy of Latvia is promoting competi-
tiveness of the Baltic Sea Region, which also includes support for the 
EU ND policy, through participation in producing and implementing 
the new ND political framework document.54 The ND Policy frame-
work document stipulates the ND covers a broad geographic area 
which includes the European Arctic and sub-Arctic areas from North-
West Russia in the east, to Iceland and Greenland in the west. The 
ND Ministerial noted the untapped potential of the ND Arctic Window 
and instructed the Steering Group to consider further ways of address-
ing relevant Arctic issues in close cooperation with the Arctic Council 
and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, in order to search for synergies 
without duplicating work within the mandate of these organisations.55 
ND cooperation mainly takes place within partnerships. Their func-
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Conclusions

Obviously, the ambitions and interests to obtain access to a larger 
segment of the “Arctic pie” has motivated most Arctic countries to be 
active, politically and institutionally. This has already demonstrated both 
the cooperative efforts, and conflicts, over perceived national interests 
and rights among adjacent countries in the region. The international 
competition has gone hand in hand with an increasing domestic aware-
ness of Arcticness and societal expectations of efficient strategies by re-
spective national governments. However, it is not only Arctic countries 
interested in the region. This case study of Latvia’s approach towards 
the Arctic has indicated that the military, economic, and political proc-
esses taking place in the region, influence not only the Arctic but also 
sub-Arctic countries. 

Although Latvia lacks a comprehensive, official Arctic strategy, there 
are several stakeholders dealing with issues related to the High North, 
therefore increasing the awareness of Arcticness to the wider public. 
In recent years strong and deeper cooperation with Nordic countries 
has been one of Latvia’s main foreign policy directions. Most political 
parties in their official programmes and statements have emphasised 
that Nordic countries matter in the context of Latvia’s economy and 
security. Likewise, several NGOs and scientists have contributed to 
the discourse of the Arctic in Latvia. There are several scientists and 
even science institutions dealing with issues related to the High North. 
Some of them have prepared a comprehensive assessment on how the 
processes taking place in the Arctic region affect Latvia. At the same 
time, Latvia has been actively involved in various multilateral formats 
dealing with the issues of the High North. Within the frameworks of 
E-PINE, CBSS and ND, Latvia has been actively involved in order to 
defend its interests in the Arctic region. However, there is a challenge 
to exclude the overlapping of various country’s involvement in frame-
works dealing with issues related to the Arctic. At the end of the day, 
Latvia should contribute to a strong and common EU policy towards 
the Arctic. 

Another important format for enabling cooperation regarding the is-
sues of the High North is CBSS. Latvia took over the presidency of the 
CBSS in 2007-2008. During its presidency Latvia proposed as its key 
priorities: a) co-operation on energy, b) education, and c) civil security 
matters. One of the main tasks of the Latvian presidency was to draw up 
a plan for a reform of the CBSS, enabling the organisation to add greater 
value in the development of the region.59 At the same time it was seen 
as necessary to redefine the organisation’s priorities and, possibly, to 
narrow the range of its functions, so that it would not be doubling up 
on the work of other regional and international institutions. Meanwhile, 
at the end of Latvia’s presidency, the Heads of Government of CBSS 
welcomed the continuation of regular coordinated meetings between the 
CBSS and the Arctic Council, the Barents Euro-Arctic Council and the 
Nordic Council of Ministers.60 

The Enhanced Partnership in Northern Europe (E-PINE) can also 
serve as a platform for deeper cooperation on ‘northern’ topics. The 
role of NB-8 is increasing in the global perspective. Since 2003, E-
PINE has been active as a framework for consultations between NB-8 
and the United States. The E-PINE format for meetings is put into 
practice through organising regular gatherings for 8+1 Foreign Min-
istry political directors and foreign policy experts who discuss topics 
of current regional and international importance. Latvia, at several 
meeting within the frameworks of E-PINE, has emphasised it highly 
values Nordic, Baltic and US cooperation in the e-PINE format which 
has proved itself successful, based on the shared values and principles 
of its member countries, and is essential for dealing with transatlantic 
challenges.61
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At the end of the day, it seems the Arctic in a mid-term perspec-
tive still won’t play a significant role in Latvia’s foreign policy. Eastern 
partnership, neighbourhood policy, transatlantic links, and EU issues are 
likely to remain key foreign policy priorities for Latvia. Obviously, these 
questions at this point have a stronger impact on the country’s inter-
nal and external politics. However, taking into account the upcoming 
Latvian EU presidency, it is of utmost importance to develop a compre-
hensive policy towards the Arctic. Discussions on the Arctic within the 
EU are intensifying. Therefore, in 2015 during the Latvian presidency of 
the Council of EU, Latvia will have to make a concrete position about the 
Arctic in order to lead discussions at an EU level.

It has become clear that what happens in the High North doesn’t stay 
in the High North. It directly and indirectly affects countries far beyond 
the region. Taking into account recent developments with increased 
accessibility to the Arctic, influenced by ice-melting, Latvia could be 
affected positively (with opportunities) and negatively (by facing the 
challenges). Analysis on NSR and its impact on Latvia in this chapter 
have clearly illustrated how “close” the Arctic really is. The importance 
of Latvian ports and railway connections that currently contribute a sig-
nificant amount of money to the country’s economy will be affected by 
new sea routes in the High North. In order to retain its transit positions 
in Eastern Europe, Latvia should adopt its infrastructure to take on new 
challenges.

However, the analysis of Latvia’s potential benefits from increased 
participation in the Arctic region has illustrated a too optimistic way of 
thinking and too high expectations. Energy and science have been com-
monly used (also in this publication) as strong arguments for a more ac-
tive country involvement in the Arctic region. But energy and science 
require a significant amount of investments. Taking into account the pri-
orities and aims of existing energy and science policies and strategies, 
the Arctic in the short and mid-term perspective won’t play a significant 
role. However, it does not exclude an active role played by Latvia’s offi-
cial institutions providing information on EU funding, and facilitating an 
established cooperation within bilateral and multilateral frameworks.

As analysed, it becomes evident the Arctic region is not a closed sys-
tem, but one big political theatre among others where a contemporary 
game among major powers is played out. The military activities in the 
Arctic region has intertwined the security of Nordic-Baltic countries. 
The perception of Russia’s military aims within the Nordic countries 
has been changed. Taking into account the lack of transparency and con-
fidence building measures, Russia’s military activities and build-up in 
the High North raise tensions among Northern countries. It has been 
intensified in the context of the ongoing crises in Ukraine. Meanwhile, 
Latvia in close cooperation with its  Allies and partners, have commonly 
assessed the implications to security.


