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Tagline: India’s Arctic policy is regarded as the first step towards developing a 

whole-of-government approach on India’s engagement with the region. The 

policy seems to be inclusive and participative wherein India offers its readiness 

to “play its part and contribute to the global good”. 
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Summary: India’s recently released Arctic Policyfulfils a longstanding need for 

a clear articulation on a rapidly transforming Arctic, which is warming three 

times faster than the rest of the world. This is leading to major transformation of 

global shipping routes and an increased availability of mineral and hydrocarbon 

resources, both of which are likely to have an immense impact on the 

geopolitical and resources landscape worldwide, including India, in the coming 

years. The Policy can have a multiplier effect towards enhancing India’s 

engagement in all the relevant aspects of the Arctic, viz.,scientific research, 

climate change and environment;economic and human resources; and 

geopolitical and strategic. The Policy is deftly dovetailed with the broader 

policy framework of the Government of India. Above all, it is inclusive and 

participative and in keeping with India’s civilizational ethos.  

Introduction 

 This Background Brief examines the need for an Arctic Policy for India, 

looks into the gaps in India’s present engagement in the Arctic, and analysesthe 

features of the recently released Policy1.  

What is the Arctic? 

 The Arctic and Antarctic are home to the North and the South poles 

respectively and are the largest source of fresh water in the world. Even though 

Arctic and Antarctica are frequently clubbed together; but despite being ice-

capped, they are quite different.  The Arctic is an ocean surrounded by land 



while Antarctica is an entire continent surrounded by the Southern Ocean. 

Compared to Antarctica—where governance is institutionalised  by the 

AntarcticaTreaty, there is no such legal framework for the Arctic. The Arctic is 

mostly under sovereign control with defined maritime boundaries of individual 

states.It is populated, not isolated geographically, has an ice-free coastal zone in 

the summers, and is home to rich animal and plant diversity. 

Geography and Climate 

 The Arctic has been defined and understood in multiple ways.2It is 

commonly defined as the region above the Arctic Circle, north of latitude 66° 

34' N. Above this latitude, the sun does not set on the summer solstice (22 

June), and does not rise on the winter solstice (22 December).  Much of the 

Arctic Ocean falls within the jurisdiction of five Arctic coastal states – Canada, 

Denmark (Greenland under Danish monarchy), Norway, Russia and the US 

(Alaska) referred to as the Arctic Five. In addition, three other countries, 

Finland, Sweden and Iceland, have their territories with the Arctic Circle.  

The area within the Arctic Circle is over 20 million square kilometres, about 4 

per cent of world’s surface. It is characterised by the Tundra (treeless barrens) 

ecosystem and is almost entirely covered by Permafrost (up to 1000 m). 

 Mean monthly temperatures range from -320C to 100C. About 4 million 

people, or about 0.05 per cent of the world’s population, live in the Arctic, of 

which roughly half (roughly 2 million) live in Russian part of the Arctic.  Other 

than Iceland, all Arctic nations house approximately 400,000 Indigenous 

Peoples, who are said to beinhabit the region for thousands of years.They have 

also developed highly specialized cultures and economies based on the physical 

and biological conditions of the region.  

The Arctic Council  

 The Arctic Council is the primary multilateral mechanism dealing with 

the affairs of the region including cooperation, coordination and interaction 

among the eight Arctic States3, Arctic Indigenous peoples and other Arctic 



inhabitants on common Arctic issues, in particular on sustainable development 

and environmental protection in the Arctic4. It was formally established in 1996 

and is a consensus-based inter-governmental forum comprising six Working 

Groups5. Apart from the eight Arctic States, the membership of the Arctic 

Council includes six Indigenous permanent participant organizations. In 

addition, the Arctic Council has more than thirty-five observer states and 

organizations.6 

Climate Change-Induced Arctic melt   

 From 1971 to 2019, the annual average Arctic air temperature increased 

by 3.1°C, three times faster than the global average.7 In the same period,the 

extent of the Arctic’s snow cover has declined by 21 percent, the extent of 

Arctic sea ice has declined by 43 percent and all regions of the Arctic 

experienced net loss of land ice.8 In March 2022, temperatures in the Arctic 

were 30 degrees Celsius above normal levels for the time of year.9 Scientists 

have predicted the Arctic to be ice-free in late summers within the next fifteen 

to twenty years.  

 The Arctic plays an important role in the earth’s ecosystem.  The ocean 

and sea-ice in the Arctic are a crucial part of the global climate cycle, 

influencing atmospheric and oceanographic events, and bio-geochemical cycles 

well beyond the region. Climate change-induced melting in the Arctic produces 

an influx of freshwater, thereby lowering salinity levels in seawater and 

influencing ocean currents.This disruption, leading to an increase in the 

temperature differential between the landmass and oceans in tropical regions, 

could affect monsoonal circulation. Rising temperatures are also likely to cause 

drying of sub-tropical areas and increase in precipitation at higher latitudes. 

 

Not all of climate change-induced warming in the Arctic is bad. Ninety percent 

of global commerce by volume is undertaken through the oceans. The Arctic’s 

ice meltdown and its geographical location ensuring the shortest sea distance 



between the US, Europe and Northeast Asia, is likely to transform global 

maritime commerce, presently conducted through the traditional East–West 

route through the Malacca Strait and the Suez Canal. The melt also opens up 

possibilities of extraction of potential oil and gas resources, and expanded 

fishing and tourism. 

 Sailing in Arctic waters poses a number of risks, including unpredictable 

and extreme weather conditions, long periods of darkness, and the remoteness 

of the shipping routes from infrastructure and emergency response services. In 

the event of an accident, such as grounding or fire, the cost of salvage and 

environmental impact could be considerably higher than in non-Arctic waters. 

In addition, there is currently a lack of good data on Arctic shipping, in 

particular detailed navigational charts and hydrography.10 

Arctic Shipping and Environment  

 The increased shipping through the Arctic is accelerating ice melt in this 

sensitive region due to “black carbon” (BC), an air pollutant formed by the 

incomplete combustion of fossil fuels11.According to an estimate, the particles, 

which form part of the short-lived climate pollutants (SLCP) and exacerbate 

respiratory and cardiovascular illnesses, represent emissions equivalent to more 

than 20 per cent of carbon dioxide from ships.12 When black carbon, or soot, 

lands on snow and ice, it dramatically speeds up melting.13 It also accelerates 

the loss of reflectivity – the albedo effect – that creates a feedback loop that 

further exacerbates local and global heating.14 

 Heavy Fuel Oil (HFO), leftover from the oil refining process is often the 

shipping industry’s preferred fuel because it is less expensive than cleaner 

alternatives, such as marine gas oil (MGO). Its low quality and viscosity permit 

its usage only on ships than any other mode of transport. HFO was the most 

commonly carried and used fuel in the Arctic between 2015 and 2019,15 its 

carriage and usage increasing by 19 percent and 75 percent respectively.  



During this time, BC emissions from HFO-fuelled ships grew by 72 per cent, 

and BC emissions from the entire Arctic fleet increased by 85 per cent.16 

Need for an Arctic Policy by India  

 India has been closely following developments in the Arctic region, 

particularly with respect to the new opportunities and challenges created by 

global warming-induced melting of the Arctic’s ice cap. These are in the fields 

of scientific research, climatology, energy security, sourcing of strategic 

minerals, navigation, and engagement with indigenous Arctic communities 

amongst others. India is also a stakeholder in the region because of its long 

association with Polar Regions through scientific research, as a participant in 

governance structures, and because of its growing salience in international 

affairs. Today India’s interests in the Arctic region are scientific, environmental, 

commercial as well as strategic.17 

 The relevance of Arctic for India can be broadly explained under three 

categories: Scientific Research, Climate Change and Environment; Economic 

and Human Resources; and Geopolitical and Strategic.  

Scientific Research, Climate Change and Environment 

Monsoons:The changes occurring in the Arctic are yet to be understood fully, 

but it is clear that they have been affecting global weather, climate and 

ecosystems including the monsoons in India.18During the monsoons, India 

receives over 70 per cent of its annual precipitation. India’s agriculture, which is 

the primary source of livelihood for about 58 per cent of India’s population and 

contributes around 20 per cent to the GDP,19 is directly dependent on the 

monsoons. It is therefore not surprising that one of the thrust areas of the Indian 

Arctic Programme is to conduct long-term monitoring of the Arctic fjords and 

the coastal waters to understand the impact of climate and its further tele-

connection with processes like the Indian monsoons.20 

Rising Sea Level: Greenland is the largest regional source of land-ice loss, 

accounting for 51 percent of the Arctic’s total. This land ice loss in the Arctic is 



a major contributor to rising sea levels globally.21 It can have a significant 

impact on India’s 1,300 island territories and maritime features and the welfare 

of 1.3 billion Indians.22 

Himalayas: The Arctic and the Himalayas, though geographically distant, are 

interconnected and share similar concerns. The Arctic meltdown is helping the 

scientific community to better understand the glacial melt in the Himalayas, 

which has often been referred to as the ‘third pole’ and has the largest 

freshwater reserves after the North and South Poles. They are also the source of 

the main rivers in India, including the Ganga and Brahmaputra, the basins of 

which support a population of about 600 million and 177 million respectively23 

and generate over 40 per cent of India’s GDP.24 The study of the Arctic is 

therefore critical to Indian scientists. 

Economic and Human Resources 

Mineral Resources and Hydrocarbons: TheArctic region has rich deposits of 

coal, gypsum and diamonds and substantial reserves of zinc, lead, placer gold 

and quartz.25 Greenland alone possesses about a quarter of world’s rare-earth 

reserves.26 The Arctic also contains a wealth of hydrocarbon resources. A US 

Geological Survey (USGS) appraisal of the Arctic estimated that the region 

“may constitute the geographically largest unexplored prospective area for 

petroleum remaining on Earth”27 amounting to 30 per cent of the world’s 

undiscovered natural gas and 13 per cent of the world’s undiscovered oil.28 With 

the increasing ice-melt, these resources are becoming more accessible and 

feasible for extraction.   

India is the third-largest energy-consuming country in the world, the 

third-largest oil importer (83 per cent) and the fourth-largest importer of gas that 

caters to almost half of the total gas consumption.29India’s gas mix in the energy 

basket amounts to only 6 per cent, which is among the lowest in the world, 

compared to the world average of 24 per cent.30 This is targeted to be scaled up 

to 15 per cent by 2030.31The Arctic can therefore potentially address India’s 



energy security needs and cater to the deficiency of strategic and rare-earth 

minerals. 

Geopolitical and Strategic 

The US:The US maintains six military bases in the Arctic. One of them is in 

Greenland and the other five32 in Alaska33. The Arctic and sub-Arctic are 

important to USstrategic aims due to rising tensions and competition with 

Russia and China, and partly due to the opening up of shipping lanes and access 

to the region’s oil and other resources, increasing interest and traffic in the 

region.34 The US Department  of Defense also sees “the Arctic is a potential 

vector for an attack on the U.S. homeland, a region where Russia and China are 

operating more freely, and a strategic corridor for DoD forces between the Indo-

Pacific and Europe,” the report notes35. 

China:The melting Arctic ice is also raising the geopolitical temperatures to 

levels not seen since the Cold War. In January 2018, China’s White Paper on 

Arctic Policy called itself a ‘Near-Arctic State’.  It also referred to trans-Arctic 

shipping routes as the Polar Silk Road, identifying it as a third transportation 

corridor for the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).36 China’s assertion has been 

highly contested by the US,37 which has demolished China’s locus standi in the 

Arctic declaring that, “there are only Arctic States and Non-Arctic States. No third 

category exists, and claiming otherwise entitles China to exactly nothing”.38China 

has made significant investments in the Arctic, primarily in infrastructure and 

energy sectors, to the tune of US$ 90 billion, between 2012 and 2017.39It is the 

only country apart from Russia, to be constructing nuclear icebreakers.  

Russia: Russia accounts for almost half of the Arctic in terms of area, coastline, 

population, mineral wealth and hydrocarbons. Even though the Russian Arctic 

houses just 1.5 per cent of Russia’s population, its contribution to the country’s 

GDP is 15 per cent, and 20 per cent to its exports.40Russia is said to have the 

most at stake in the Arctic in absolute terms. Facing sanctions, Russia is 

soliciting funding and collaboration for developing infrastructure in the Arctic 



and the Northern Sea Route (NSR). Russia considers parts of NSR to be internal 

waters, regulates transit of merchant ships and restricts passage of foreign 

warships, which is opposed by the US.  

 The opening of the shipping routes and possibilities of increased resource 

extraction is leading to the big three—US, China and Russia—and NATO, 

jockeying for position and influence in the region.  Although the Arctic has 

been militarizing for years, the current crisis is accelerating that trend.41In 2018, 

Russia and NATO conducted Exercise Vostok42and Trident 

Juncture43respectively, their largest since the Cold War.  While the former 

witnessed participation by China, the latter comprised all 29 NATO members 

(at that time) and the recent contenders for NATO membership – Sweden and 

Finland – and included the first deployment of a US Navy aircraft carrier above 

the Arctic Circle since 1991.44In May 2018, the US re-established the Second 

Fleet, which was created in 1950 (and decommissioned in September 201145) 

for countering Soviet naval forces in the North Atlantic.46 In 2021, Russia’s 

Umka-2021 Exercise saw three ballistic missiles with nuclear submarines 

surfacing through Arctic ice for the first time. The NATO’s Exercise Cold 

Responsein 202247 led by Norway,  focussing on air and sea defences witnessed 

an impressive participation. Moscow considers the NATO exercise a serious 

threat as it seeks to remain the only military power in the Arctic.48 

Russia’s Special Military Operations in Ukraine:On 3 March 2022, for the first 

time since the formation of the Arctic Council (AC) in 1996, seven of its eight 

members announced a historic suspension of participation in all AC activities in 

protest against Russia’s special military operations in Ukraine49. Russia is the 

current Chair of the AC for 2021-23. In a joint statement on 12 May2022, the 

Finnish President and Prime Minister stated that NATO membership would 

strengthen the country’s security and Finland should apply for it immediately50. 

Following Finland, Sweden also announced its decision to apply for NATO 

membership.Apart from substantially bolstering NATO’s naval presence in the 



Baltic Sea, Finland and Sweden joining NATO is also likely to fundamentally 

alter the military situation in the Arctic and lead to an increased military 

presence and greater contestation in the coming years.  

Boundary Disputes: Apart from the strategic contestation, there are 

unresolved boundaries issues between the Arctic States.51 For instance, the US 

has a Continental Shelf overlap with Canada and Russia, while Russia and 

Canada themselves have differing Continental Shelf claims.52The US and 

Canada have not yet delimited their maritime boundaries and they also have 

differences over the North West Passage, part of which Canada considers (like 

Russia for NSR) as its internal waters.53In addition, Canada and Denmark have 

a dispute over Hans Island54which they have now decided to settle after almost 

50 years55. 

India’s Engagement in the Arctic 

 India launched its first scientific expedition to the Arctic in 200756 when a 

team of five scientists visited the International Arctic Research Facilities at Ny-

Ålesund in Svalbard, to initiate studies in the fields of Arctic microbiology, 

atmospheric sciences and geology57. Subsequently, the Indian research station 

Himadri at Ny-Ålesund was dedicated to the nation in 2008, making India the 

only developing nation apart from China to have an Arctic research base. 

Thirteen Indian expeditions have been sent to the Arctic since then. Himadriis 

presently manned for about 180 days in a year and over 300 Indian researchers 

have worked at the station.58 

India and Arctic Council  

 India was one among the five Asian nations along with China, Japan, 

South Korea and Singapore, to be granted observer status in the Arctic Council 

in 2013.59  India has active projects with the Working Groups of Arctic Council, 

is also a member of the Ny-Ålesund Science Managers Committee (NySMAC) 

and the International Arctic Science Committee (IASC)60. India was inducted to 

the University of Arctic in 201961. Thiswill give greater opportunities for Indian 



researchers to participate in several thematic courses and research networks 

related to the Arctic.62 

Gaps in India’s Approach 

Lack of an Articulated Policy: Even though the Ministry of External Affairs 

(MEA) has listed India’s interests in the Arctic to be “scientific, environmental, 

commercial as well as strategic”63, till recently, India was one among the four of 

the 13 observer nations of the Arctic Council that did not have a nationally 

articulated Arctic Policy.  

Scientific Orientation:India needs to go beyond the purely scientific approach in 

the Arctic. In keeping with its growing stature and consequent say in world 

affairs, India ought to be better equipped to understand the dynamics of the 

Arctic’s geopolitics and governance.  

Inadequate Funding: Presently, India’s polar research, for Antarctica, the 

Arctic, Southern Ocean and the Himalayas, is budgeted under the umbrella 

Polar Science and Cryosphere (PACER) programme of the Ministry of Earth 

Sciences (MoES).6465 The total financial allocation (BE) under the PACER 

programme for the financial years 2018–19, 2019–20 and 2020–21 was Rs 365 

crores.66 Considering that India’s Antarcticaprogramme is about five times 

bigger67 than its Arctic programme, it is estimated that allocations for the Arctic 

are nearing Rs 10–15 crores per year.  

 

Polar Research Vessel (PRV): The lack of a dedicated PRV is a serious 

impediment in the growth of India’s polar activities. On 29 October 2014, 

India’s Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairshad approved the acquisition of 

a PRV at a cost of Rs 1,051.13 crore within 34 months.68The vessel is yet to be 

procured.69 

 The strategic importance of India’s presence in the Arctic, and the impact 

of scientific research carried on there for the nation, has been acknowledged by 

the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Science and Technology, 



Environment, Forests and Climate, in 2021.70 It also noted China’s investment 

in these regions71 and asked the MoES to “prepare a realistic plan for its 

expansion in the next five years, including capital expenditure for the 

acquisition of polar research vessel”.72 

Whole-of-Government Focus: Presently, the National Centre for Polar and 

Ocean Research (NCPOR), under the MoES, is the nodal agency for India’s 

polar research programme, which includes Arctic studies. The MEA provides 

the external interface to the Arctic Council through the United Nations 

Economic & Social (UNES) Division. However, the eight countries of the 

Arctic Council are divided between the Americas, Eurasia and Central Europe 

Divisions73, possibly preventing a region-wide focus to the fast-changing geo-

physical and geopolitical Arctic landscape. Further, there is no nodal body to 

coordinate all the activities of the Government of India relating to the Arctic 

region.  

Awareness and Capacity: TheArctic has largely been ignored in India on the 

ground that it is far away and does not have a direct impact on India. This has 

resulted in a lack of national capacity on Arctic issues.  As the Arctic opens up, 

India needs to expand domestic capability and capacity by building a wide-

ranging institutional base on maritime, legal, environmental, social, policy and 

governance issues related to the Arctic. This can only happen through the 

introduction of Arctic-related curriculum in our education system at all levels. 

India’s engagement with the Arctic needs to be built on sound augmentation of 

its domestic capacity. 

India’s Arctic Policy 

 India’s Arctic policy titled “India’s Arctic Policy– Building a Partnership 

for Sustainable Development” follows the draft that was released for public 

feedback on 31 December 2020.74Comprisingtwenty-four pages, the Policy is 

divided into eight chapters based on six pillars. A Hindi version of the Policy 

was also released simultaneously, which will ensure wider reach and 



dissemination of India’s Arctic intentions.  The six pillars of the Policy75 are as 

follows.  

 Science and Research  

 Climate and Environmental Protection 

 Economic and Human Development Cooperation 

 Transportation and Connectivity 

 Governance and International Cooperation  

 National Capacity-Building  

Science and Research 

 India’s Arctic Policy declares that India will further strengthen its 

capabilities in scientific research and build partnerships across the globe76. The 

prominent objectives include strengthening the existing research base Himadri,  

acquiring a dedicated ice-class Polar Research Vessel, setting up dedicated 

institutional funding support for Arctic research including creation of funding 

channels for private-public sector joint projects, enhancing engagement with the 

Arctic Council’s Working Groups and Task Forces and expanding cooperation 

with international research institutions working in the Arctic77. It is hoped that 

with the release of India’s Arctic Policy, budgetary support to India’s scientific 

Arctic endeavours will be substantially augmented.     

Remote Sensing and Space78: India has a robust satellite-based Earth 

Observation System, for land and water, ocean and atmosphere, environment 

and eco-system, urban and rural applications and disaster risk reduction. The 

Policy intends to offer India’s substantial expertise in the space sector for the 

development of the Arctic region. Towards this, India’s Arctic Policy offers to 

expand remote-sensing capability to the Arctic and engage with Arctic nations 

for mutually advantageous data-sharing for land and water management. It also 

envisions to develop facilities for establishing services in the Arctic related to 

telecommunications and connectivity, maritime safety and navigation, search 

and rescue, hydrographic surveys, climate modelling, environmental monitoring 

and surveillance, mapping and sustainable management of marine resources.  



Due to its extreme north latitude, the Arctic is the ideal location to set up ground 

station antennas for polar orbiting satellites since they enable more frequent and 

timely access to the Earth Observation satellites compared to ground stations in 

lower latitudes. Accordingly, India’s Arctic Policy seeks to establish satellite 

ground stations in the Arctic for optimal exploitation of Indian satellites placed 

in polar orbits. 

Climate change and Environment  

 Climate change and Environment isthe second pillar of India’s Arctic 

Policy. The Policy declares that India is at the centre of global efforts to fight 

climate change and is one of the few countries in the world, on track to exceed 

its commitments and the targets from the Paris Agreement79. Policy objectives 

are to enhance the quality of India’s engagement with the Arctic region on 

fulfilling United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDG), to engage 

with partners to support global weather and climate predictions, and participate 

in research to preserve Arctic biodiversity and microbial diversity.80 The Policy 

also intends to contribute towards environmental management in the Arctic, 

engage with Arctic Council Working Groups to contribute towards 

environmental emergencies, search and rescue, natural and manmade disasters 

and accidents in the Arctic, and promote exchange of knowledge based on 

nature-based solutions and circular economy81. The Policy also promises to 

promote the use of high environmental standards by Indian enterprises while 

engaging in scientific and economic activities in the region.82 

 In 2015, the Arctic Council adoptedthe  “Enhanced Black Carbon and 

Methane Emissions Reductions: An Arctic Council Framework for Action”83, 

prompted by the impact on climate of black carbon and methane emissions. The 

Framework requires Arctic States – including observer States –to take 

“enhanced, ambitious, national and collective action to accelerate the decline in 

our overall black carbon emissions and to significantly reduce our overall 

methane emissions” and “submit biennial national reports on existing and 

http://hdl.handle.net/11374/610
http://hdl.handle.net/11374/610


planned actions to reduce black carbon and methane, national inventories of 

these pollutants and, if available, projections of future emissions’’84.  

 Black Carbon, falls under the category of Short-lived Climate Pollutants 

(SLCP)85. The impact of these emissions, as the name suggests, decreases with 

distance as they drift to the ground. While India's overall black carbon 

emissions may be large in absolute terms, their impact on Arctic melt needs to 

be properly evaluated and seen in the context of all other contributory factors 

leading to warming of the Arctic such as CO2 emissions, which happen to be the 

most potent and long-lived GHG emissions. India needs to be careful that its 

Black Carbon emissions are not used to divert attention from the more potent 

CO2 emissions by the developed countries.   

Economic and Human Development Cooperation      

 In this third pillar,while highlighting the opportunities arising out of 

increased availability of resources in the Arctic, India’s Policy flags the dangers   

posed to the fragile Arctic environment due to increased economic activity.86 It 

therefore seeks to engage in economic cooperation in a sustainable manner that 

provides value to Arctic residents, including indigenous communities.87In its 

economic engagement, India seeks to promote traditional indigenous and local 

knowledge and best practices.88 This is rational and well understood. Socio-

economic conditions of local communities in the Arctic and Himalayas bear 

similarities in terms of unique ecosystems and biodiversity, economic 

development pressures, challenges arising from remoteness and connectivity.89. 

Both, in the Arctic as well as in the Himalayan region, there are traditional 

knowledge systems that exist in the local communities.  

 India is home to 705 indigenous communities numbering 104.5 million 

inhabitants representing almost 9 percent of the total population and spread 

across the length and breadth of the country90. Through a dedicated Ministry for 

their welfare, India is striving to achieve an inclusive and sustainable growth of 

these communities. India has gained considerable expertise in the economic, 



educational and social development of these communities by way of various 

developmental interventions in critical sectors through specially tailored 

schemes. India’s Arctic Policy therefore recognises these overlaps with the 

Arctic and seeks exchange of knowledge and best practices for mutual benefits 

tthrough cultural and educational exchanges between the indigenous 

communities of the Himalayas and the Arctic.  

 India’s vision for the economic development of the Arctic region is 

guided by the UN SDG and supports sustainable business development in the 

Arctic91. For resource exploration in the Arctic, India seeks to collaborate with 

Arctic States to strengthen partnerships92. India also proposes to establish digital 

partnerships with Arctic nations for promoting e-commerce in the region and is 

seeks to identify opportunities for investment in Arctic infrastructure in areas 

such as offshore exploration/mining, ports, railways, Information 

Communication Technology and airports93. India’s Arctic Policy also envisages 

enhanced participation by Indian public and private sector entities with 

investment in the Arctic, through public-private partnerships94. As the pharmacy 

of the world, India also offers to provide healthcare services and technological 

solutions in the Arctic, for exploring collaboration in traditional systems of 

medicine including Ayurveda, Sidha and Unani and encouraging Indian 

participation in sustainable tourism in the Arctic95. 

 

Transportation and Connectivity 

 Transportation and Connectivity is the fourth pillar of India’s Arctic 

Policy. The opening up of Arctic shipping routes will result in huge savings of 

cost and time, with the major gainers being the Northeast  Asian ports of Japan, 

South Korea and China. It would also mitigate China’s Malaccadilemma largely 

and would need a re-evaluation of India’s resultant strategic maritime 

advantage, to cut off Chinese shipping supplies through the Indian Ocean, in 

times of a conflict.    



India’s Arctic Policy targets linking of the International North South Transport 

Corridor (INSTC) withRussia’s Unified Deep-Water System (UDWS) and its 

further extension to the Arctic.96 This, it points out, may result in lowering 

shipping costs and overall development of the hinterland and of indigenous 

communities, more than East–West connectivity.97 It bears mention that China 

has referred to trans-Arctic shipping routes as the Polar Silk Roadas part of 

BRI.98 

 The intent of connecting the INSTC with the UDWS 99 is commendable, 

and is likely to unlock trade potential of over US$ 250 billion and bring much-

needed progress, prosperity, stability and peace in the areas of the region that it 

traverses. This will also open up new vistas of cooperation with Russia on 

connectivity. The development of INSTC has found mention in several India–

Russia joint statements100 and has been mentioned, both by Prime Minister 

Modi as well as President Putin, on several occasions.101. A study by the 

Federation of Freight Forwarders Association in India (FFFAI) estimates that 

INSTC is 30 per cent cheaper and 40 per cent shorter than the current traditional 

route102 and has the potential to move 30 to 50 million tons of goods per year.  

 India has also proposed the inclusion of Chabahar Port in the INSTC and 

is seeking to expand membership of this project.103 More recently, the Delhi 

Declaration issued after the summit between India and the five Central Asian 

countries on 27 January 2022, supported India’s proposal to include Chabahar 

Port, called upon the other Central Asian countries to consider joining INSTC 

and noted Turkmenistan’s proposal to include the Turkmenbashi Port within the 

framework of INSTC.104 

Governance and International Cooperation  

 Governance and International Cooperationis the fifth pillar of India’s 

Arctic Policy.Governance mechanismsin the Arctic comprise eight States with 

their sovereign jurisdiction, bilateral and multilateral treaties and conventions, 

and customary laws for the indigenous peoples105. Only the IMO’s Polar Code 



applies specifically to the Arctic. Other overarching frameworks include the 

UNCLOS, UN SDG, international environmental treaties, oil and gas liability 

regimes and the international human rights instruments106. At the regional level, 

the 1920 Svalbard Treaty, the 1973 Agreement on the Conservation of Polar 

Bears, the 2011 Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime 

Search and Rescue, the 2013 Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil 

Pollution Preparedness and Response, the 2017 Agreement on Enhancing 

International Arctic Scientific Cooperation107and regional fisheries agreements 

including the Central Arctic Ocean Fisheries Agreement (2018) are relevant. 

Thenthere is Arctic Council, the primary high-level intergovernmental forum 

for Arctic cooperation, and fora such as the Barents Euro-Arctic Council 

(BEAC), the Nordic Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO), Arctic Coast Guard 

Forum (ACGF) and Arctic Economic Council (AEC), an independent forum 

facilitating business-to-business activities. Apart from being an observer the 

Arctic Council, India has ratified almost all the international treaties and is a 

member of international organizations that are also relevant to the Arctic. 

The notable objectives of this pillar are to engage in cooperation and 

partnerships with all stakeholders in the region; uphold the rights and freedoms 

contained in international law and in particular UNCLOS; actively participate in 

international climate change and environmental treaty frameworks relating to 

the Arctic; develop greater understanding of Arctic-related national and sub-

national legislation; and promote exchanges with Arctic nations and expert 

bodies and organisations.108 

India’s enhanced engagement with the Arctic would need a greater 

understanding of the complex mechanisms of governance and interaction at 

national, sub-regional and regional levels. The growing geopolitical 

contestations in the Arctic would also require greater interaction by India with 

the different stakeholders. India, China, Japan and South Korea – observers in 

the Arctic Council, even though outsiders – carry sufficient leverage to 



safeguard the interests of the rest of the world and ensure that the Arctic does 

not become a closed club of a few. Towards that, India could take the lead in 

organising the observer States into a collective body for greater say and stakes 

in the affairs of the Arctic.  

National Capacity-Building 

National Capacity-Building is the sixth pillar of India’s Arctic Policy. It 

purposes to enhance India’s capacities by development of a robust human, 

institutional and financial base109. This is sought to be achieved by 

strengthening the NCPOR and other relevant academic and scientific 

institutions in the country, identifying nodal institutes and promoting 

partnerships among institutions and agencies110. The Policy also intends to 

promote research capacities in Indian universities in fields related to the 

Arctic111; widen the pool of experts in sectors such as mineral, oil and gas 

exploration, blue-bio economy and tourism relevant to the Arctic112; strengthen 

training institutions for training seafarers in Polar/ice navigation and build 

region-specific hydrographic capacity and skills necessary to undertake Arctic 

transits113; create indigenous capacity in building ships of ice-class standards, 

expand India’s trained manpower in maritime sectors114 and build wide-ranging 

institutional capacity on the study of Arctic-related maritime, legal, 

environmental, social, policy and governance issues115.  

 

Does India’s Arctic Policy Address the Gaps? 

Scientific Orientation  

 India’s Arctic Policy has gone beyond the hithertofore purely scientific 

approach.  While the primary focus is still scientific, the six pillars address all 

the aspects of the Arctic relevant to India, including climate change and 

environment, economic and human resources and geopolitical and strategic 

aspects. This would likely make India’s engagement with the Arctic more 

broad-based and enable a holistic approach.   



Funding  

 The Policy declares that its implementation will be based on allocation of 

requisite resources.  With the enhancement of a multidisciplinary approach to 

the Arctic, it is hoped that budgetary support to India’s scientific Arctic 

endeavours will be substantially augmented.     

Polar Research Vessel 

 The intent articulated in the Arctic Policy of acquiring a dedicated ice-

class Polar Research Vessel, will hasten the process and provide impetus to 

India’s Arctic programme.  

Whole-of-Government Focus 

 The objectives outlined in India’s Arctic Policy are to be implemented 

through an Action Plan and a governance and review mechanism consisting of 

an inter-ministerial Empowered Arctic Policy Group (EAPG). The Policy 

further states that implementation will be based on timelines and prioritisation 

of activities, involving all stakeholders including academia, the research 

community, business and industry.  This mechanism is likely to enable better 

analysis, prediction and a coordinated approach in the Government of India, 

lend policy coherence to the region and result in better realisation of India’s 

strategic, military and economic interests.  

 

Awareness and Capacity  

 In India’s engagement with the Arctic, the Policy declares the intention to 

develop a robust human, institutional and financial base in keeping with the 

philosophy of ‘Atmanirbhar Bharat’. In the maritime domain, the Policy aims to 

strengthen training of seafarers in polar/ice navigation, build region-specific 

hydrographic capacity, build indigenous shipbuilding capacity of ice-class 

standards, and expand India’s trained manpower in maritime insurance, 

chartering, arbitration and brokerage.  It also targets building of wide-ranging 

institutional capacity on the study of Arctic maritime, legal, environmental, 



social, policy and governance issues, including application of UNCLOS (United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea) and other Treaties governing the 

Arctic region. It is hoped that India’s Arctic Policy will promote a larger pool of 

experts in the Government as well as academia and lead to better awareness of 

the Arctic in India. 

Recommendations  

 India’s interests in the Arctic will be better served through a coordinated 

and a whole-of-government approach within the Government of India. While 

the Arctic Policy will be implemented through the EAPG within the 

Government of India, it would be desirable that the Group has participation 

from academia as well as industry, so as to have a well-rounded perspective.  

 To start with, India could consider promulgation of an Arctic Research 

Plan with annual, five- and ten-year timelines. The coordination for this could 

be undertaken by MoES and proposals from various scientific ministries, 

departments, and academic institutions could be invited, filtered, vetted, 

budgeted, sanctioned and approved by the EAPG. The Plan could also include 

foreign scientific research collaboration between Indian and foreign scientists. 

This will provide direction and clarity to India’s scientific research in the 

region.   

 

All the Arctic Council Member States and most of the observers have a 

designated Arctic Ambassador/Point of Contact. In the Indian system, the 

MEA’s UNES Division is the Point of Contact with the Arctic Council. A 

specially-designated Envoy for Arctic Affairs could be considered. This does 

not need to be an additional appointment but an existing, suitable serving 

individual could be named, co-terminus with his/her present appointment. A 

permanent secretariat to coordinate the Government of India’s engagement with 

the region could be set up, under the EAPG. 



 India could consider hosting Arctic-related events to enhance awareness 

about the Arctic in the country. The year 2023, is the tenth anniversary of 

India’s observer status in the Arctic Council; a Senior Arctic Official (SAO) 

event could be planned in the country. Additionally, India could consider a 

summit with the Arctic Council States on the lines of summits with the African, 

ASEAN and Central Asian countries.  

Conclusion  

 India’s association with Arctic is over 100 years old, having been one of 

the original High Contracting Parties to the Svalbard (formerly Spitsbergen) 

Treaty in February 1920.116 Even today, the Treaty provides the right of visa-

free access and conduct of economic and commercial activities to the citizens of 

India in Svalbard.117The Indian research station Himadri at Ny-Ålesund was 

dedicated to the nation in 2008, making India the only developing country apart 

from China to have an Arctic research base. 

 India’s Arctic Policy is timely and is likely to provide a direction to 

India’s policy-makers on the contours of India’s engagement with the region. It 

is the first step towards developing a whole-of-government approach on India’s 

engagement with the region. The Policy is likely to have a multiplier effect 

towards more synergised and focused scientific research, including an enhanced 

understanding of linkages between monsoons and climate change in the Arctic, 

and between polar studies and the Himalayas. The economic agenda of the 

Policy is likely to help Indian industries establish a toe-hold in the region, as 

also gain access to clean and environmentally sustainable technologies. India’s 

expertise in the e-commerce and space sectors can bridge the great physical 

distances and bring the far-fledged communities in the Arctic closer. The 

development of indigenous capacities on the Arctic will lead to a greater and 

multi-faceted cooperation with the Arctic region. The Policy is also likely to 

raise awareness about the Arctic within India and vice-versa through conduct of 

programmes, seminars and events in India and in the Arctic. It will also create 



capacities for research in the country on Arctic governance and geopolitics and 

also serve the role of signalling India’s interest in the Arctic to the world.  

 Despite the Arctic emerging as an arena of great power rivalry and 

competition, India’s Arctic Policy has rightly underplayed this aspect and 

instead focused on the mutually beneficial aspects. This is in stark contrast to 

China’s self-declaration as a Near Arctic State, which raised the hackles of all 

Arctic States and threw light on China’s designs towards the region.        

 India’s Arctic Policy is deftly enmeshed and is in synergy with the 

broader policy framework of the Government of India. Most importantly, in 

keeping with India’s civilizational ethos of VasudhaivaKutumbakam—the world 

is but one family – India’s Arctic Policy is inclusive and participative, wherein 

India offers its readiness to “play its part and contribute to the global good”. 

The release of India’s Arctic Policy, therefore, augurs well for India’s Arctic 

endeavours and those of the world at large.  
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