Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit

How Arctic Transport Infrastructure and Critical Minerals Can Shape Lapland’s

Geopolitical Leverage

By: Garvey Goulbourne, Fardosa Hassan, and Michael Bilica

Elliott School of

LAPLAND International Affairs
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE THE GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY


https://arcg.is/1Xn4yO1

Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit 1

Table of Contents

g 1 T 17 2
Methodology ..uovvivssississsisssssissssssssssssssssssssssssss s ———————————vvies 14
LIt@FATUTE REVICW .uvsvrvessssisessssssssisessssssissssssssssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssussssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 5
Critical Minerals DEVEIOPIMENL ....cuuueruierreserrsseesssesssesssseessssssssssssssssssssssssessssesssssss s ssssssssssssssssssssssassssssssssssssssassssans 5
Defining Geopolitical Leverage in the Finnish CONtEXt ... ssssssssssssssssssssssssssass 8
Transport Infrastructure, Nordic Connectivity, and the Emerging Transport-Security NeXus ... 9
Dual-Use, Cross-Border, and the Strategic Framing of Transport Infrastructure ...........oeneeenmeeesmeessseenees 13
Maritime Logistics and ATCHC SHIPPING .cuuuureurereesimressmessseessessssssssssssessssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssssssens 18
U.S. Arctic Aims: The Trajectory U.S. ATctiC POLICY .. ssssssssssssssssssssssssessssens 21
Washington’s Frantic Game of CatCh-Up ... sssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssens 24
The U.S. “Catch-Up” IN ACLOMN ...vuvureriereeseeessessseesssssssessssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssens 27
ASSESSING the TOOIKIL ..vuvvvevesesssssnsisssnsssnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 32
Tool 1 — The Wrench: Dual-Use and Cross-Border (DUCB) Transport Infrastructure ............... 32
1) 8T 1 R 32

W EAKIIESSES ..vvusrrsssesssssssessssssssesssssss bbb SRR RS S R R S R R S R R S R R S R e S R S R 35
Outlook: DUCB Transport Infrastructure as a Strategic GUAraNtee .......rmersessissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssess 37
Tool 2 — The Screw: Critical Minerals and Lapland’s Arctic Strategic Leverage ........ousimiinsnnns 40
The Strategic Urgency of Lapland’s Critical MINETaLS .....uicriiererisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssness 40

Why Critical Minerals Are Geopolitically SignifiCant. ... 41
1) 8T 1 R 41

W EAKIIESSES ..vvurrrsssensusssssessssssssessssss s b s bR 43
Outlook: Structural Forces That Will Determine Whether Finland's Leverage Materializes .......cnernsiesinens 44

Surveying the Landscape: U.S. Political Considerations for Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit. 45
RECOMMENAAIIONS c.vvrvssiseseisssssssssssssssssssssssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnsssssssssssss 49

Limitations of StUdY......cccvvvvsssssssnsssnsssnissnisisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 51

GW LAPLAND

Elliott School of CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

International Affairs



Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit 2

Introduction

As climate change continues to make the Arctic more accessible, the region is rapidly
emerging as a key arena for global strategic competition. The melting of sea ice has opened up
new maritime routes, which can significantly reduce travel time and shipping costs between
Europe and Asia. Untapped mineral and fossil fuel deposits may now be within reach. The
geopolitical landscape of northern Europe has also undergone a structural shift. In addition to
new climate realities, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 represented a fracture of the
status quo and a pivot towards a new balance of power; the war has shattered long-standing
perceptions of European and global security and forced nations to re-examine their defense
postures. Finland and Sweden joined NATO in 2023, bringing the last Nordic nations into the
NATO fold and marking a major turning point in the alliance. For Finland, the move also ended

decades of cautious foreign policy shaped by its unique relationship with Russia.

The benefits of increased Arctic accessibility have so far been captured primarily by
Russia and China, who have gained a competitive edge through their early engagement in Arctic
resource exploration, shipping lane and transport infrastructure development, and military
posturing. Meanwhile, Western engagement has been hindered by political uncertainty, the
paralysis of the Arctic Council following the war in Ukraine, local opposition to Arctic
development projects, and the absence of a coherent U.S. Arctic policy. Amid these shifts,
Finland is set to play a pivotal role in shaping the future of Arctic connectivity, resource
extraction, and geopolitics; Finland’s northernmost region, Lapland, finds itself at the center of

these conversations.
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Despite lacking an Arctic coastline, Lapland’s connections to the Arctic via Norwegian
ports make it a crucial gateway to the region. Its potential to extend regional logistics capabilities
through cross-border transport infrastructure can not only provide Finland with Arctic coastal
access, but it can play a pivotal role in deepening regional integration and strengthening trade
and defense cooperation with North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and European Union
(EU) partners. Lapland’s rich deposits of critical minerals provide another timely strategic asset
as the global energy transition and supply chain diversification are reshaping geopolitics.
Lapland has significant deposits of nickel, cobalt, platinum, copper, and rare earth elements, with
several mines already active and more projects under development. Lapland’s potential to
become a major critical minerals producer could constitute one of its strongest means of
influence in Arctic and transatlantic relations. The demand for critical raw materials is expected
to grow exponentially as Europe and the United States seek to “de-risk™ their supply chains from
Chinese dominance; this creates space for Finland to establish itself as a secure and responsible
source of critical minerals, but more research is needed to ensure that these resources can be

exploited sustainably while minimizing the risk of conflict between Arctic stakeholders.

The Lapland Chamber of Commerce, as a key regional stakeholder, stands at the
intersection of these developments. On behalf of the Chamber, our research will explore how
Lapland should be able to leverage its transport infrastructure and substantial critical minerals
potential to navigate and shape the evolving Arctic geopolitical order. Collectively, these assets
can be represented as a “toolkit” at Lapland’s disposal, enabling Lapland, and Finland more
broadly, to wield geopolitical influence on the Arctic stage. This project has conducted research

to answer a fundamental question, being: How will emerging Arctic maritime routes and cross-
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border infrastructure, critical minerals developments, and shifting U.S. Arctic Policy shapes

Finland’s opportunities for geopolitical leverage in the region?

Methodology

The first phase of this project involved a comprehensive literature review covering U.S.,
EU, and Nordic Arctic policy documents, with particular attention to developments following
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine; the Finnish mining sector with an emphasis on critical minerals;
and the development of Arctic dual-use, cross-border, and maritime transport infrastructure. This
review will help identify institutional gaps, persisting challenges, and emerging policy
frameworks relevant to Lapland’s positioning and application of its strategic assets. Interviews
and consultations with various stakeholders over the course of our research, including the
Regional Council of Lapland, The Economic Development Center of Lapland, Goldsky
Resources, and The University of Lapland, significantly deepened our findings and provided
further evidence to support the “toolkit” framing of Lapland’s geopolitical assets. The
researchers traveled to Lapland to hold interviews, meetings, and site visits with these

stakeholders in-person.

ArcGIS software was used to conduct geospatial analysis and visualize findings in an
interactive online format accessible to a broader audience. Researchers collected data about
critical minerals and mining, transport infrastructure, and maritime logistics from the Arctic
Council Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) Working Group’s Arctic
Shipping Traffic Data (ASTD) Portal, the Geological Survey of Finland, the National Land
Survey of Finland, the Finnish Environment Institute, the U.S. Geological Survey, and the

National Geospatial Intelligence Agency. Factoring in findings derived from the literature
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review, interviews, site visits, and geospatial analysis, the researchers identified “hotspots”
indicating high-risk or high-value strategic areas with implications for any potential conflict. The
online, interactive map will enable stakeholders to identify areas of opportunity and risk, while

also allowing a broader audience to explore the data at a self-guided pace.

The final deliverables will include a comprehensive report analyzing Finland’s position
and options for geopolitical leverage in the evolving Arctic policy landscape, a briefing offering
targeted recommendations for the Lapland Chamber of Commerce, and an interactive map
illustrating Finland’s logistics corridors, mineral resources, and connections to emerging Arctic
Sea routes. This research aims to provide the Lapland Chamber of Commerce with evidence-
based insights on how Finland can leverage its geography, infrastructure, and mineral wealth to
strengthen its geopolitical position in the Arctic. By analyzing Lapland’s geopolitical toolkit and
its operating environment, and subsequently offering evidence-based, targeted recommendations
for the Lapland Chamber of Commerce, this project will equip the client and its members with

actionable knowledge to navigate emerging challenges and opportunities.

Literature Review

Critical Minerals Development

Critical minerals emergence has attracted the attention of international relations
scholarship as the aims of energy transition are more and more intertwined with the resurgence of
the great-power rivalry. The question of who controls the extraction, processing, and supply of
minerals essential to the defense system, clean energy infrastructure, and advanced manufacturing

has moved from the margins of political economy to the core of security studies. By focusing on
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the development of critical minerals in Lapland, the review consolidates studies in security studies,
international political economy, and resource governance to explain why Lapland has become
strategically relevant despite its small size. In this way, the review analyzes the ongoing debate
surrounding mineral endowment and processing capacity of Finland as well as its regulatory
system as a source of conditional geopolitical advantage in continental European and transatlantic
contexts and specifies areas of disagreement and unexplored contradictions in the existing
literature. What distinguishes Finland from other mineral rich states is not simply what lies beneath
its Arctic soil, but that it holds a position that no other European Union member state can claim,
an integrated battery value chain that spans extractions, refining, processing, and manufacturing
within a single national and regulatory framework. Most European states hold one or two links in
this chain and remain dependent on external actors, overwhelmingly China, for the rest. Finland
holds the sequencing in its entirety. This integrated capacity, concentrated in and around the
Lapland corridor, constitutes what this review treated as a potential tool in Lapland’s geopolitical
toolkit: a set of materials and institutional assets that under the right conditions, translate mineral

endowment into strategic leverage at both the European and transatlantic level.

In their larger survey of critical raw materials and supply risk, Montana et al mentioned
nickel, cobalt, lithium, copper, and graphite, which are considered by both the United States and
the European Union to be essential on account of their impact on energy technologies, as well as
their vulnerability to supply shocks. Although Finland is not often cited as a leading producer of
rare earths, both Montana et al. and Konnunaho et al. highlight its growing role as a processor and

refiner in the European value chain'. This difference is the key one in the studies of political

! Montana, Francesco, Maurizio Cellura, Maria Luisa Di Silvestre, Sonia Longo, Le Quyen Luu, Eleonora Riva
Sanseverino, and Giuseppe Sciume. "Assessing Critical Raw Materials and Their Supply Risk in Energy
Technologies—A Literature Review." Energies 18, no. 1 (2024): 86. https://doi.org/10.3390/en18010086
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economy, which hold that refining capacity and technological integration may create more
strategic pressure than extraction volumes alone. It is widely accepted that critical minerals have
become more geopolitically crucial due to their dual-use nature. Montana et al. place minerals,
including cobalt, nickel, lithium, and graphite, in the context of electric cars, renewable energy
operations, and grid actors, highlighting their potential role in defense and high technologies. This
dual-use framing is consistent with widely-held EU security views, which hold that supply

disruption is a strategic weakness rather than short-term market volatility.

Supply-chain concentration issues also increase the geopolitical relevance of the affected
minerals. According to Montana et al., processing and refining are concentrated far more in China
and pose systemic risks to states that strive to achieve decarbonization and technological
competitiveness.? Although limited to key European economies, Kohnert's analysis of EU imports
of rare earths produced in Russia adds to the overall argument that the EU is susceptible to coercion
due to its reliance on politically unstable suppliers®. These studies place Finland in a broader
Western context of supply chain diversification, lessening strategic reliance, despite a limited
ability to counterbalance global imbalances alone. Raisanen et al. develop this argument by
examining the battery cluster in Finland as a governance and coordination center for mining,

processing, research, and sustainability systems®*. Their effort places Finland as a technological

2 Montana, Francesco, Maurizio Cellura, Maria Luisa Di Silvestre, Sonia Longo, Le Quyen Luu, Eleonora Riva
Sanseverino, and Giuseppe Sciume. "Assessing Critical Raw Materials and Their Supply Risk in Energy
Technologies—A Literature Review." Energies 18, no. 1 (2024): 86. https://doi.org/10.3390/en18010086

3 Kohnert, Dirk. "Prospects and challenges for EU rare earth imports from Russia: The case of Germany, France and
Italy." (2024). https://hdl.handle.net/10419/300882

4 Réisdnen, Helmi, Emma Hakala, Jussi Ahokas, Roope Kaaronen, Mikael A. Manninen, Tuuli Parviainen, Tero
Toivanen, Tere Vaden, and Jussi T. Eronen. "Supply chain imaginaries of the green transition: Resource governance
in the Finnish battery cluster." Futures (2025): 103668. https://doi.org/10.1016/].futures.2025.103668
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and institutional center in European supply chains, which makes the idea that Finland is used

because it is part of networks, rather than resources, seem much more credible.

Wong and van der Heijden consider the possibilities of symbolic commitments and
bureaucratic credibility in reinforcing sustainability institutions, using Finland as a comparative
case®. Based on their findings, they strengthen the argument that the effective governance structure
in Finland promotes the trust and resilience of institutions, which may be translated into
reputational power. However, Raeisanen et al. complicate this story by pointing out differences
between sustainability imaginaries and strategic urgency in the field of the battery cluster in
Finland. This contradiction identifies a potential gap in current knowledge about whether a strict

environmental rule would improve or worsen Finland's geopolitical position.

Defining Geopolitical Leverage in the Finnish Context

The coercive power of Finland's critical minerals materializes in three main forms of
leverage: structural, relational and reputational leverage. Structural power arises from Finland's
involvement in the European supply-chain architecture, especially its processing and refining
capacity, as described by Konnunaho et al. Network centrality is emphasized by Raisanen et al.,
who characterize the Finnish battery cluster as an interface that connects extraction, technology,

regulation, and sustainability governance.

5 Wong, Ryan, and Jeroen van der Heijden. "How does symbolic commitment strengthen the resilience of
sustainability institutions? Exploring the role of bureaucrats in Germany, Finland, and the UK." Sustainable
Development 30, no. 1 (2022): 10-22. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.2225Digital Object Identifier (DOI)

¢ Konnunaho, Jukka, Pasi Eilu, Tuomo Términen, Tuomo Karinen, Jukka-Pekka Ranta, Kalevi Rasilainen, Vesa
Nykaénen, Jussi Pokki, and Quentin Dehaine. "A mining industry overview of cobalt in Finland: exploration,
deposits and utilization." Geoenergy 1, no. 1 (2023): geoenergy2023-016. https://doi.org/10.1144/geoenergy2023-
016
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In their analysis, Wong and van der Heijden point out that reputational power supports
Finland's position as a trusted supplier through transparency and regulatory credibility. The
agenda-setting power comes into play in legal and institutional studies, and Korkea-aho shows
how the regulatory frameworks in the EU allow smaller states to influence norms and policy
debates even without dominant political power. The combination of these views creates the
impression that Finland's leverage is conditional and requires institutional alignment rather than

unilateral control.

In the context of the United States, current scholarship situates Finnish mineral and battery
initiatives within the U.S. renewed interest in Arctic security and supply-chain strength. As
Raisaenen et al. mention, these projects are seen as a potential center of U.S. investment,
technology collaboration, and transatlantic integration. This framing would imply that Finland's
leverage vis-a-vis the United States is mainly based on bargaining and partnership, and on shared

strategic goals rather than on controlling its resources.

Transport Infrastructure, Nordic Connectivity, and the Emerging Transport-Security Nexus

Despite having far fewer rail and road connections than Finland’s southern regions,
Lapland is increasingly the focus of regional transport infrastructure conversations. Across
Lapland’s regional authorities, the Finnish government, the EU, and NATO, Russia’s war in
Ukraine has highlighted Lapland — which now constitutes the largest portion of the NATO-EU
border with Russia — as essential for improving strategic connectivity across the Nordic region.
Characterized by a wave of planning and investment in military mobility and security of supply
initiatives, several efforts are underway to enhance Nordic dual-use and cross-border (DUCB)
transport infrastructure; these efforts include planned upgrades to roads and railways,

development of priority corridors, and strengthening of Arctic port connections. While the
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history of Lapland’s transport infrastructure shows that Arctic road and rail connectivity
ambitions in the region date back over a century, the implications of Arctic coastal access for
Finland via Lapland, and High North connectivity more broadly, have been elevated and re-
shaped by the geopolitical context. There is a significant body of literature exploring these
dynamics, and a thorough analysis shines light on an Arctic “Transport-Security” nexus taking

shape, with Finnish Lapland right at the center.

The ambitions for railways and roads across Lapland connecting Finland to the Arctic
coast and facilitating broader regional integration are not new, and find roots far deeper than the
region’s current geopolitical fault lines. Maps dating back to the early 1920s already showed
plans for rail connections between Rovaniemi and Petsamo, Finland’s briefly-held Arctic coastal
territory that it was forced to cede to the Soviet Union after WWIL” The Soviet Union also
forced Finland to build a railway connection into Soviet territory via Salla — a connection that is
now out of service, although the infrastructure itself remains.® Kdhkonen adds that plans for an
Arctic railway are centuries old, despite the current northernmost rail connections ending at

Kemijérvi and Kolari.’

The same applies for past conceptions of Lapland’s roads; Finnish Petsamo featured the
531km Arctic Ocean Highway, which at the time, connected Finland to its new (and only), ice-

free Arctic port of Liinahamari.'® More recently, the hotly contested 2018 Arctic Corridor

" Nordic Investment Bank. “The Arctic Railway Project: Connecting the Baltic to the Barents Sea - Nordic
Investment Bank,” April 30, 2018. https://www.nib.int/articles/the-arctic-railway-project-connecting-the-baltic-to-
the-barents-sea.

8 “International Boundary Study.” U.S. Department of State - Bureau of Intelligence and Research, February 1,
1967. https://library.law.fsu.edu/Digital-Collections/LimitsinSeas/pdf/ibs074.pdf.

® Juho Kihkénen, and Soili Nysten-Haarala. “The Arctic Railway Project: A Socio- Legal Review of the
Encroachment of the Homeland of the Indigenous Sami,” January 1, 2024.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0231866e.

10 Arktikum. “Finland on the Coast of the Arctic Ocean - Exhibitions - Arktikum,” July 18, 2025.
https://arktikum.fi/en/exhibitions/finland-on-the-coast-of-the-arctic-ocean/.
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Project championed under Finland’s chairmanship of the Arctic Council, aimed to build a rail
connection from Rovaniemi to the Norwegian port of Kirkenes.!! However, the project was
abandoned due to commercial unviability as cargo volumes were deemed insufficient to justify
the cost,'? and due to local resistance by the indigenous Sami, who are protected under the
Finnish constitution, have their own parliament, and are the only indigenous people recognized

by Finland and by the EU."?

The terms of the infrastructure debate in Lapland fundamentally changed with Russia's
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 and Finland's subsequent accession to NATO in
April 2023. Before the invasion, a blend of economic and environmental concerns largely
deterred substantive expansion of transport infrastructure in Lapland and deeper into the Arctic.
For instance, infrastructure expansion northward has historically been at odds with Sami
interests, which primarily revolve around reindeer herding and land rights issues;" artificial
boundaries such as private property, roads, and railways inhibit herding routes, divide pastures,
and prevent the Sami from easily transporting their herds across the region.!* However, the
shifting geopolitical reality has altered Finland’s strategic calculus, along with its transport
infrastructure needs and priorities. Infrastructure ambitions that had previously been assessed

primarily through a socio-economic lens began to be assessed through a security lens, and

' Quinn, Eilis. “The Arctic Railway: Building a Future... or Destroying a Culture?” Newsinteractives.cbc.ca.
www.cbc.ca, September 22, 2019. https://newsinteractives.cbc.ca/longform/the-arctic-railway/.

12 Finnish Government. “Report on the Arctic Railway Completed.” Finnish Government, February 11, 2019.
https://valtioneuvosto.fi/en/-/jaameren-radan-selvitys-on-valmistunut.

13 Gladun, Elena, Soili Nysten-Haarala, and Svetlana Tulaeva. “Indigenous Economies in the Arctic.” Elementa:
Science of the Anthropocene 9, no. 1 (July 14, 2021). https://doi.org/10.1525/elementa.2019.00088.

14 Kelman, Ilan, and Marius Warg Ness. “Climate Change and Displacement for Indigenous Communities in Arctic
Scandinavia.” Brookings, January 30, 2013. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/climate-change-and-displacement-
for-indigenous-communities-in-arctic-scandinavia/.
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projects that could not have been justified in the past are now being justified through security

considerations.

The primacy of security logic and its impact on transport infrastructure planning is on
display at a regional and multilateral level. “Military mobility" has become a sort of rallying cry
for DUCB connections across the EU, and EU financing for military mobility projects has grown
exponentially since the invasion of Ukraine. Before the war, the EU's 2021-2027 budget
allocated approximately €1.737 billion to the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) for military
mobility.!> The war substantially elevated the priority of this funding stream, and European
infrastructure planning — which had for decades focused primarily on east-west connectivity,
including toward Russian and Asian markets — has pivoted to prioritize strengthening north-south
connectivity along NATO's eastern flank.'¢ In December 2025, the EU Energy Council adopted a
partial general approach to the proposed CEF for 2028-2034, which aims to develop trans-
European transport and energy networks and allocates €45.75 billion for transport investments.
The transport allocation includes €15.75 billion for military mobility — a near-tenfold increase
from the current CEF.!” The recognition of security logic’s primacy in transport infrastructure
planning underpins the clear focus on dual-use infrastructure, as well as the explicit “military
mobility” framing of transport infrastructure projects by the EU authorities and Finnish

authorities.

15 Daly, John C. K. “Finland, Sweden, and Norway to Build a Railway to Transport Troops and Weaponry to
Russian Border - Jamestown.” Jamestown.org, May 27, 2025. https://jamestown.org/finland-sweden-and-norway-to-
build-a-railway-to-transport-troops-and-weaponry-to-russian-border/.

16 Nordic Defense Review. “Ripping up the Rails of Empire: Baltic and Finnish Railways Turn Westward - Nordic
Defence Review.” Nordic Defence Review, May 17, 2025. https://nordicdefencereview.com/ripping-up-the-rails-of-
empire-baltic-and-finnish-railways-turn-westward/.

17 Ministry of Transport and Communications. “EU Energy Council Adopts Partial General Approach on Regulation
Establishing the Connecting Europe Facility.” Finnish Government, December 16, 2025.
https://valtioneuvosto.fi/en/-/1410829/eu-energy-council-adopts-partial-general-approach-on-regulation-
establishing-the-connecting-europe-facility.
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Dual-Use, Cross-Border, and the Strategic Framing of Transport Infrastructure

In Lapland, the most notable military mobility project to date has been “Rail Nordica” —a
series of planned railway upgrades stretching from Finland to the Norwegian port city of Narvik
through northern Sweden.!® Finland approved and began the planning phase in April 2025 with
an allocation of €20 million.!” The first phase of planning, involving a rail gauge extension at
Haparanda-Tornio and connection to Kemi, is expected to run until 2029 with construction
beginning in the early 2030s and continuing well into the decade.?’ The EU committed to
financing up to 50% of planning costs and approximately 30% of construction costs."> The
project makes use of the existing Malmbanan — the Iron Ore Line — which connects Lulea on
Sweden's Bothnian coast to Narvik through the mining town of Kiruna."' In addition to the
Haparanda-Tornio crossing, Finnish segments of the project will include upgrades to existing
railways to Oulu and potentially Rovaniemi.'® There are also plans for a new connection from
Kolari to Svappavarra,?! which would link the Finnish rail to the Svappavarra-Kiruna freight line
and ultimately connect with the Malmbanan to provide the second Finland-Sweden border

crossing along Rail Nordica."

The project addresses Finland’s need to transition from Russian rail gauge to the EU rail

gauge. Finland's over 5,900 kilometers of track use the 1,524-millimeter broad gauge inherited

18 Vlad Litnarovych. “Finland Greenlights Billion-Euro NATO Rail Link to Arctic Port for Countering Russia.”
UNITED24 Media, April 25, 2025. https://united24media.com/latest-news/finland-greenlights-billion-euro-nato-
rail-link-to-arctic-port-for-countering-russia-7867.

19 Ministry of Transport and Communications. “Spending Limits Session Makes Historic Decision to Launch Rail
Nordica Planning Project.” Finnish Government, April 24, 2025. https://valtioneuvosto.fi/en/-/1410829/spending-
limits-session-makes-historic-decision-to-launch-rail-nordica-planning-project.

20 Bye, Hilde-Gunn, and Birgitte Annie Hansen. “Finland Invests in Future Railway to Norway and Sweden.”
Highnorthnews.com. highnorthnews-en, May 6, 2025. https://en.highnorthnews.com/business/finland-invests-in-
future-railway-to-norway-and-sweden/178488.

2! Ministry of Transport and Communications. “Study by the Finnish Transport Infrastructure Agency: Shift to
European Track Gauge Would Improve Military Mobility,” June 11, 2025. https://lvm.fi/en/-/study-by-the-finnish-
transport-infrastructure-agency-shift-to-european-track-gauge-would-improve-military-mobility.
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from the Russian Empire, in use since 1862, which is incompatible with the standard European
gauge of 1,435 millimeters used across most of NATO and the EU.'® This reality presents
Finland with several vulnerabilities. After being offloaded at the port of Narvik, cargo moving
along the Narvik-Haparanda-Tornio rail corridor into Finland must be transferred from the EU
gauge to the Russian gauge the Finnish rail track at the Haparanda-Tornio border crossing
point.'® This bottleneck has been highlighted through Finland’s participation in recent NATO
exercises, including the 2024 Nordic Response and Immediate Response exercises, and the
March 2026 Cold Response exercise.'> 2> Both Immediate Response and Cold Response used the
Narvik-Haparanda-Tornio railway connection (Cold Response also made use of the rail

connection to Kiruna), transferring equipment and personnel at the Haparanda-Tornio crossing.'

22

In addition to highlighting the limitations of the existing rail infrastructure, the exercises
highlighted the corridor as the main way to move military assets west across the Nordic Arctic,
further elevating the urgency of addressing the logistical vulnerabilities presented by the
difference in rail gauges. NATO’s use of the Narvik-Haparanda-Tornio rail corridor
demonstrates how Lapland has become indispensable in NATO’s High North strategy. This
recognition is further evidenced by the selection of Rovaniemi as NATO's Forward Land Forces
headquarters in February 2026, a move set to establish a permanent multinational military
presence in Finnish Lapland that will depend on reliable, high-capacity supply lines to the west,

and the ability to project offensive and defensive capabilities to the east.?®

22 Fouche, Gwladys. “In Norwegian Arctic, Civilian Doctors, Volunteer ‘Casualties’ Rehearse for War.” Reuters,
March 12, 2026. https://www.reuters.com/business/acrospace-defense/norwegian-arctic-civilian-doctors-volunteer-
casualties-rehearse-war-2026-03-12/.

B YLE News. “Rovaniemi in Arctic Finland Chosen for NATO’s Forward Land Forces HQ.”
Thebarentsobserver.com. thebarentsobserver, February 19, 2026.
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Another vulnerability presented by Finland’s use of Russian rail gauge is more directly
associated with potential Russian actions. The over security dimensions of Rail Nordica, and the
project’s essential function of facilitating the military movement along NATO’s new eastern
border, have piqued the interest of the Kremlin; observing these developments, Russia has been
actively building new railway lines along its borders with Finland, Norway, and Estonia, and
expanding existing lines."® Rail Nordica’s criticality for defense posturing becomes apparent; the
Nordic Defense Review notes that a single military train of 40 wagons can carry as much heavy
equipment as a 7-kilometre convoy of trucks — and NATO has observed that a train can be the
equivalent of 40 kilometers of road convoy, dramatically reducing exposure to air or drone
strikes.'® Switching to the EU gauge will also deny Russia the ability to use Finnish railways in

the event of an attack, which has already been observed in Ukraine."

Finland is moving swiftly to address these vulnerabilities. In May 2025, Finland
announced a strategy to begin the rail gauge conversion north of Oulu and work southward over
decades.'® Then in June 2025, the Finnish Transport Infrastructure Agency estimated that
“...changing the track gauge of the entire area in northern Finland...including the loading points
and depots” would cost 3.2 billion euros, and added that “If the new Kolari-Svappavaara
connection is added to the project, the price is estimated to be about EUR 4.8 billion.”*! The
section running from the Swedish border to Oulu and Rovaniemi is estimated to cost more than
1.5 billion euros alone. The study also found that building a parallel European-gauge track

alongside the existing Russian-gauge track would be the best way to implement the plans.”!

https://www.thebarentsobserver.com/security/rovaniemi-in-arctic-finland-chosen-for-natos-forward-land-forces-
hq/445494.
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Alongside participating in NATO’s

Cold Response exercise, Finland, Sweden, and

Norway released the Joint Nordic Strategy for
TEN-T Railways
== Core ’
== Comprehensive
TEN-T Roads
w— Core
. . —— Comprehensive
2026, at a meeting of Nordic transport BT rpors
4 Comprehensive
. . . . TEN-T Ports
ministers in Rovaniemi.?* Developed © core

Pt
® Comprehensive

Transport System Preparedness on March 11,

collaboratively between the Nordic countries,

the strategy articulates a shared vision for a

Nordic transport network capable of Y EZJ\>
. N e Figure 1: Priority Dual-Use Corridors
supporting both civilian and military needs Source: Joint Nordic Strategy for Transport System
Preparedness

across all security situations. It identifies four

priority dual-use transport corridors, including the Géteborg-Haparanda-Tornio-Oulu-Rovaniemi
axis that forms the backbone of the Rail Nordica project. For Finland specifically, the strategy
identifies five key development needs, including: the planning of European-gauge rail
connections on the Haparanda-Tornio-Kemi and Tornio-Oulu-Rovaniemi routes, improvement
of the E8 road from Tornio to Kilpisjirvi, development of cross-border connections,
improvement of sea lines to sea ports, and renewal of the icebreaker fleet — several of which are
already underway, including the gauge change planning, the E8 road improvement, and the

icebreaker fleet renewal.* The strategy further demonstrates the emerging security-transport

24 Ministry of Transport and Communications. “Joint Nordic Strategy for Transport System Preparedness Published
— Closer Cooperation for Stronger Critical Connectivity.” Finnish Government, March 11, 2026.
https://valtioneuvosto.fi/en/-/1410829/joint-nordic-strategy-for-transport-system-preparedness-published-closer-
cooperation-for-stronger-critical-connectivity.
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nexus and the importance of this convergence to Nordic governments, and helps deepen the trend

of security-driven infrastructure planning across region.

EU and Finnish officials’ repeated framing of Rail Nordica as explicitly intended to
improve military mobility constitutes a significant shift in how transport infrastructure projects
have been promoted. The 2018 Arctic Corridor proposal had largely aimed to enhance regional
and EU economic integration and boost Europe-Russia-China trade flows;'! that framing has
undergone a complete reorientation since the Russian invasion of Ukraine, as evidenced by the
explicit security positioning of Rail Nordica.?> On the one hand, Finland remains largely and
publicly aligned with the EU’s military mobility priorities; Finnish officials have emphasized
“that [CEF] funding should be more strongly directed towards strengthening defense and
security.”?¢ On the other hand, Finnish officials have also been careful to frame Rail Nordica and
other dual-use infrastructure projects as having utility beyond the military domain, describing the
rail gauge conversion as a boost to "growth and employment" in the north, not merely a defense

move.'*

This move is designed to maintain public support by broadening the project's
constituency, but it is important that economic or social objections still fail to supersede the
security motivations, regardless; Finland is forging ahead with its gauge extension plans despite
the June 2025 study finding that “in civilian transport the costs of the new track gauge would not

be proportionate to the benefits to be gained from it.”?! Finland has also been sure to continue

25 Juho Kidhkonen. “Finnish Plans for an Arctic Railway — Geopolitics Are Intervening.” Modern Diplomacy, June
24, 2022. https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2022/06/24/finnish-plans-for-an-arctic-railway-geopolitics-are-intervening/.
26 Ministry of Transport and Communications. “Finnish Government: Funding for the EU’s Connecting Europe
Facility Should Be Directed towards Security.” Finnish Government, November 13, 2025.
https://valtioneuvosto.fi/en/-/1410829/finnish-government-funding-for-the-eu-s-connecting-europe-facility-should-
be-directed-towards-security.

LAPLAND
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE


https://nordicdefencereview.com/ripping-up-the-rails-of-empire-baltic-and-finnish-railways-turn-westward/
https://nordicdefencereview.com/ripping-up-the-rails-of-empire-baltic-and-finnish-railways-turn-westward/
https://nordicdefencereview.com/ripping-up-the-rails-of-empire-baltic-and-finnish-railways-turn-westward/
https://lvm.fi/en/-/study-by-the-finnish-transport-infrastructure-agency-shift-to-european-track-gauge-would-improve-military-mobility
https://lvm.fi/en/-/study-by-the-finnish-transport-infrastructure-agency-shift-to-european-track-gauge-would-improve-military-mobility

Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit 18

referencing military mobility for infrastructure projects to ensure their eligibility for EU funding.
Still, the dual narrative mirrors the dual-use logic of the physical infrastructure itself; the same
tracks that move military equipment in wartime can carry commercial freight and passengers in

peacetime.

Maritime Logistics and Arctic Shipping

As discussed, the war in Ukraine has raised the stakes and changed the implications of
Finland’s Arctic coastal access ambitions. Alongside military mobility, “security of supply” has
also been emphasized as a primary objective of DUCB infrastructure enhancements. Lapland’s
role in strengthening security of supply has largely focused on the region’s importance for
developing alternatives to conducting trade via the Baltic Sea. More than 90% of Finland’s
foreign trade passes through the Baltic Sea including roughly 90% of its defense imports.* '*
Given the string of incidents involving suspected Russian sabotage of Baltic undersea cables and
other infrastructure since the invasion, Finland is now being forced to confront its reliance on the
Baltic and consider scenarios in which Baltic Sea traffic is interrupted.?’ The Rail Nordica route
is one alternative, and the sweeping rail gauge changes are crucial to ensuring that any

alternative route can maximize its capacity to substitute Baltic cargo flows — but other routes

have been examined in the past, and there are also connections to the Norwegian coast via road.

27 Kauranen, Anne. “Finland Hopes to Prevent Cable Damage with New Surveillance Centre.” Reuters, (26 Jan.
2026): www.reuters.com/world/finland-teams-up-with-eu-baltic-sea-states-enhance-undersea-infrastructure-2026-
01-26/.
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The Norwegian Arctic coastline is dotted with several ports of various sizes, capacities
and specialties. The port of Narvik has superior container capacity and is specifically oriented
towards dry-bulk cargos, such as iron ore, while the port of Tromse, although large, primarily
serves the fishing and tourism industries.?® Finland connects to Norway by road via both the
National Road 21, which runs along the Swedish border and forms a stretch of EU route E8
Turku to Tromse crossing the border at Kilpisjarvi, and National Road 4, forming a stretch of EU

route 75 and running from Keminmaa to the border at Utsjoki.>>?° Both roads are part of the

EU’s Trans-European Transport
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receiving renewed attention due to

the war in Ukraine; Kdhkonen has noted that renovating this route would be the quickest and

most realistic path to Arctic access instead of building a new railway.” In 2024, Finland

28 Menon, Ajay. “12 Major Ports of Norway.” Marine Insight, October 8, 2021.
https://www.marineinsight.com/ports-of-norway/.

29 Ministry of Transport and Communications. “Map of Trans-European Transport Network in Finland Published.”
Finnish Government, April 10, 2024. https://valtioneuvosto.fi/en/-/1410829/map-of-trans-european-transport-
network-in-finland-published.
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announced plans to address bring Road 21 fully up to standard with the rest of the E8 route,

t29

addressing a key infrastructure gap and expanding the TEN-T Network’s High North footprin

Despite Road 21°’s inclusion in the TEN-T Network, the improvements remain ongoing
and road conditions remain poor, highlighting the long-recognized limitations of road transport
in the region. This recognition, in conjunction with the broader economic and regional
connectivity implications of expanding Finland’s Arctic coastal access, heavily informed the
2018 Arctic Corridor project. The assertion of the project as a missing link for EU economic
integration and full Europe-Asia cargo showed how, far from being an isolated railroad, it was
seen as a transformative piece of European and global logistics infrastructure. Combined with the
long-envisioned Helsinki-Tallinn undersea tunnel and the proposed Rail Baltica, the Arctic
Corridor aspired to effectively connect the EU by rail from the Mediterranean to the Arctic."
Although insufficient cargo volumes was the main reason for the project’s abandonment, the
assessment criteria for such projects have since shifted from a focus on the socio-economic

dimensions to a focus on the security dimensions.

The primary Arctic shipping route for Finland would be the Northeast Passage, or the
Northern Sea Route (NSR). This route is also very strategically and commercially relevant to
both the US and the EU. It’s an established commercial seaway that played an important
economic role for the Soviet Union. Now, the route has also been opening up more due to
climate change, allowing it to become a decent sea route.® This route is the shortest route
between East Asia and Europe, allowing for quicker passage compared to the Suez Canal routes,

and is also easier to navigate, since it doesn’t pass through the politically volatile Middle East.

30 Arctic Portal - The Arctic Gateway. “Northeast Passage / Northern Sea Route (NSR).”
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There are risks to this specific route, however. Russia has been developing in the region rapidly,
developing icebreakers and building ports. As Russian and Chinese influence grows Russia, the
US remains wary of how it should position itself against that growing influence and reach.!
With Russia leading the development of the Arctic Ocean, the US, the EU, and other allies, such
as Japan, are under pressure to collaborate to meet this development with their own network and
through their own investments. As the designer of 80% and producer of 60% of the world's
icebreaker fleet, Finland is recognized as the world's preeminent icebreaker power and has
become a key U.S. partner as Washington scrambles to counter growing Arctic competition from
Russia and China.*? In 2026, the U.S. signed bilateral MOUs to purchase Finnish-designed
icebreakers and entered a broader trilateral ICE Pact with Canada and Finland to strengthen
icebreaker cooperation, demonstrating how the maritime realm is being increasingly factored

into broader security considerations.

U.S. Arctic Aims: The Trajectory U.S. Arctic Policy

U.S. Arctic Policy has evolved significantly over the past few decades, ultimately
growing more militarized after years of neglecting the region as a peripheral concern. This
evolution, which has taken course largely over the previous five U.S. administrations, has
accelerated in recent years; the current U.S. administration has made no secret of its ambitions to
exploit Arctic resources, counter Chinese and Russian activities, and, most recently, to take
control of Greenland. Previous administrations have released multiple policy documents

articulating U.S. priorities in the region; President Trump’s first and second administrations are

3! Morikawa, Yuji Nitta, Tomoyo Ogawa,Kazuhiro Kida,Hiroyuki Miyashita,Shohei Yasuda, Toru Yamada,Hiroya
Kato,Shohei. “How the Northern Sea Route Will Change the World’s Major Traffic Flows.” Nikkei Asia. Accessed
February 25, 2026. https://vdata.nikkei.com/en/newsgraphics/northern-sea-route/.

32 Murray, Adrienne. “Why the US Is Buying Icebreakers from Finland.” (January 19, 2026):
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c0q48d71ke8o.
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the only ones not to have released a strategy. While these previous documents provide useful
context for examining the trajectory of U.S. Arctic policy, they bear little to no relevance for
how the U.S. will act moving forward — neither the 2025 National Security Strategy nor the 2026
National Defense Strategy mention the Arctic by name, and the second Trump Administration
has broken significantly from the positions of its predecessors. The lack of a clearly articulated
U.S. Arctic strategy creates pervasive uncertainty for Arctic stakeholders, especially NATO
allies, who have become increasingly wary of the U.S. and now doubt Washington’s reliability

as an ally.

The 2009 “Directive on Arctic Region Policy” marked a major shift in the importance the
U.S. placed on the Arctic. According to The Arctic Institute, the policy honed in on two main
focal points — energy and security — and aimed to reduce dependence on foreign oil through
Alaskan oil deposits.?* The Obama administration’s National Strategy for the Arctic Region
followed, and was the first comprehensive, government-wide Arctic strategy; it built on the 2009
Directive to emphasize environmental management and multilateral engagement through the
Arctic Council and other international bodies.** The Biden administration’s 2022 strategy and
the 2024 Department of Defense strategy further elevated the importance placed on cooperation
with Arctic allies to counter Russian and Chinese aggression.?>:3¢ The Arctic Institute notes that

these latest two documents highlight how U.S. “increasingly framed [Arctic Cooperation]

33 Pechko, Kiel. “Rising Tensions and Shifting Strategies: The Evolving Dynamics of US Grand Strategy in the
Arctic.” The Arctic Institute - Center for Circumpolar Security Studies, January 7, 2025.
http://www.thearcticinstitute.org/rising-tensions-shifting-strategies-evolving-dynamics-us-grand-strategy-arctic/.
34 The White House. “2013 National Strategy for the Arctic Region,” May 10, 2013.
http://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/nat_arctic_strategy.pdf.

35 The White House. “2022 National Strategy for the Arctic Region,” October 7, 2022.
bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/National-Strategy-for-the-Arctic-Region.pdf.

36 U.S. Department of War. “DoD Announces Publication of 2024 Arctic Strategy,” 2024.
http://www.war.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3846206/dod-announces-publication-of-2024-arctic-strategy/.

LAPLAND
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE


http://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/National-Strategy-for-the-Arctic-Region.pdf

GwW

Elliott School of
International Affairs

Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit 23

through an alliance-centric lens as Arctic international relations becomes ever more

bifurcated.”>’

Thus, even before President Trump’s re-election, the emphasis on Arctic security
dimensions was already solidifying. While the drastic shift away from international cooperation
did not yet appear to be so clearly underway, it is notable that between the strategies published
by the Obama and Biden administrations, the first Trump administration published no Arctic
strategy and made no secret of its frustration at perceived free riding by NATO allies and disdain
for all things climate change. These early indications now underpin the current U.S. Arctic
policy stance, embodied by Trump’s “drill, baby, drill” rhetoric and the focus on critical
minerals, the desperate pursuit for icebreakers, and the unprecedented attempts to purchase
Greenland, followed by threats to take the territory by force, citing Denmark’s inability to protect
it from Russia and China.* 3 The hard turn away from climate commitments and shunning of
multilateral engagement brought by Trump,*® along with persistent concerns surrounding
Russian military and commercial investment, and growing anxiety over China’s Polar Silk Road
ambitions have all become pivotal drivers of Washington’s Arctic decision-making. For the
Trump Administration, each of these considerations offers a justification for asserting U.S.
military might and expanding Arctic military capabilities in conjunction with targeted aggression

via non-military means, including tariffs, public threats, and diplomatic pressure.

37 Zellen, Barry Scott. “The Pentagon’s New (Upside Down) Arctic Map.” The Arctic Institute - Center for
Circumpolar Security Studies, December 5, 2024. https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/pentagons-new-upside-down-
arctic-map/.

38 PBS NewsHour. “WATCH: Trump Revives ‘Drill, Baby, Drill’ and Oil and Gas Pledges | 2025 Trump Address to
Congress.” YouTube, March 4, 2025. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-sDtdCzMIKA.

39 Smith, Sarah. “Trump Says US Needs to ‘Own’ Greenland to Prevent Russia and China from Taking It.” BBC,
January 9, 2026. http://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c78vj5n7jg3o0.

40 Nossel, Suzanne. “The World Minus One Will Be a Mess.” Foreign Policy, January 14, 2026.
http://foreignpolicy.com/2026/01/14/world-minus-one-trump-multilateralism-united-nations-treaties/.
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Washington’s Frantic Game of Catch-Up

Understanding Washington’s mindset towards the Arctic requires painting the scene of
strategic investments in the region by major players — not only Russia, but also China. A survey
of the Russian and Chinese maritime, commercial, and military footprints reveals that the U.S. is
far behind, and its behavior can in part be explained by its feeling that it is playing catch-up —
because it is. Russia’s military presence is undeniably the largest, and its ongoing buildup has

consisted of both refurbishing old Soviet infrastructure and building new bases from scratch.*!

At least 14 airfields, mostly dedicated to resupply, logistics, and search and rescue (SAR)

operations, have been built or rebuilt since 2014, with plans for construction of at least three
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4! Boulégue, Mathieu. “Military Infrastructure and Logistics in the Russian Arctic.” Russia?S Military Posture in the
Arctic. NATO Defense College, 2019. JSTOR. https://doi.org/10.2307/resrep19965.9.
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“...provide a forward presence along the Arctic coastline.”* * While it makes sense that the
nation with the largest Arctic coastline has the largest Arctic military footprint, and despite
experts noting that Russian Arctic military infrastructure remains disparate and lacks
coordination,* this presence is enough to warrant U.S. attention and efforts to build up its own

presence.

One of the critical functions of Russia’s Arctic military presence is providing NSR
protection.*' In 2020, Vladimir Putin announced the adoption of the “Strategy for Developing the
Russian Arctic Zone and Ensuring National Security through 2035,”*? which included $19
billion in planned infrastructure investments to develop the NSR.*® This strategy followed a
Russian doctrine that, from 2011 to 2015, prioritized “...establishing new ports, customs
facilities, and marine checkpoints along the Arctic Coastline.”* By 2019, Russia had built,
upgraded, or refurbished 16 deep-water ports and an Arctic fleet of roughly 120 ships and 40
icebreakers.” This highlights the growing strategic importance of the Arctic maritime realm,
where in addition to Russian activity, Chinese activity is elevating U.S. anxieties and its sense of

urgency to assert itself in the region.

The maritime realm has grown into a principal area of cooperation between Russia and
China. In 2022, China began construction on its own docks at the five most important ports on
Russia’s Arctic coast — Murmansk, Sabetta, Arkhangelsk, Tiksi, and Uzhden — in addition to

Chinese railway lines into the surrounding region.* This comes years after China declared itself

42 Kluge, Janis, and Michael J Paul. “Russia’s Arctic Strategy through 2035: Grand Plans and Pragmatic
Constraints.” 57/2020, January 1, 2020, 4. https://doi.org/10.18449/2020c57.

43 TASS Russian News Agency. “Expert: Northern Sea Route May Become Russia’s Biggest Revenue Source in
Arctic,” October 25, 2023. http://tass.com/economy/1696643.

4 Bischoff, Kristian. “Northern Sea Route: The Rising Chinese Influence and Russia’s Concessions.” Risk
Intelligence, August 3, 2023. https://www.riskintelligence.eu/background-and-guides/northern-sea-route-the-rising-
chinese-influence.
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a “near-Arctic state” in its 2018 Arctic White Paper, which positioned the Arctic within the
broader Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and introduced the “Polar Silk Road.”*> Aiming to
“facilitate connectivity and sustainable economic and social development of the Arctic,” the
Polar Silk Road has seen substantial, multi-faceted Sino-Russian collaboration, building on a
2017 bilateral agreement to “jointly build an “Ice Silk Road” to expand bilateral NSR
cooperation in areas such as trade, high-speed rail construction, and manufacturing.”*® Chinese
shipping companies have driven a dramatic expansion in container traffic through Russia’s
Arctic ports,*” and in 2025, China’s Hainan Yangpu NewNew Shipping announced a $2.5 billion
investment for a 30 percent stake in the strategic Arkhangelsk terminal, a critical pillar of
Russia’s NSR shipping infrastructure.*® In October 2025, the two countries finalized an

agreement to jointly develop NSR shipping.*’

The NSR shipping deal followed the first-ever joint Chinese-Russian Arctic naval
operations in October 2024, which brought Chinese and Russian naval vessels together off the
coast of Alaska and highlighted a broader trend of naval patrols and expeditions increasingly

becoming a focal point of Arctic competition.>® Incursions of Chinese vessels in U.S. Arctic

45 Pezard, Stephanie, and Abbie Tingstad. “Is the Polar Silk Road a Highway or Is It at an Impasse? China’s Arctic
Policy Seven Years On.” Rand.org. RAND Corporation, February 6, 2025.
http://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2025/02/is-the-polar-silk-road-a-highway-or-is-it-at-an-impasse.html.

46 Doshi, Rush, Alexis Dale-Huang, and Gaoqi Zhang. “Northern Expedition: China’s Arctic Activities and
Ambitions.” Brookings, April 2021. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/northern-expedition-chinas-arctic-activities-
and-ambitions/.

47 Humpert, Malte. “China Drives 10-Fold Increase in Container Shipping at Russian Arctic Port.” gCaptain, March
3, 2025. http://gcaptain.com/china-drives-10-fold-increase-in-container-shipping-at-russian-arctic-port/.

8 The Maritime Executive. “Chinese Carrier May Invest up to $2.5B in Russia’s Port of Arkhangelsk,” July 28,
2025. http://maritime-executive.com/article/chinese-carrier-may-invest-up-to-2-5b-in-russia-s-port-of-arkhangelsk.
49 Humpert, Malte. “Russia, China Finalize Deal to Jointly Develop Arctic Shipping along the Northern Sea Route.”
gCaptain, October 21, 2025. http://gcaptain.com/russia-china-finalize-deal-to-jointly-develop-arctic-shipping-along-
the-northern-sea-route/.

50 Shkolnikova, Svetlana. “Russia and China Conducting Joint Arctic Operations for First Time, Coast Guard Says.”
Stars and Stripes, November 14, 2024. http://www.stripes.com/branches/coast guard/2024-11-14/coast-guard-arctic-
icebreakers-russia-china-15849293 html.
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waters continued into 2025,%! and it is against this backdrop that the U.S. is springing into action.
Feeling its adversaries closing in and recognizing its own unpreparedness, U.S. Arctic policy is

now fully consumed by playing catch-up after having been caught sleeping.

The U.S. “Catch-Up” In Action

Washington’s mechanisms for “catching up” have mostly materialized in the form of
increased Coast Guard patrols and investment in Arctic maritime infrastructure. The Coast Guard
is one of the primary vehicles for U.S. power projection in the Arctic; it is charged with
responding to the presence of Chinese and Russian vessels near U.S. Arctic waters under
“Operation Frontier Sentinel” and operating the U.S. icebreaker fleet.>? President Trump’s 2025
“Big Beautiful Bill” included almost $25 billion in new Coast Guard funding, including $300
million for new Coast Guard facilities in Juneau, Alaska.>* The new funding comes as
construction is underway on the first U.S. Arctic deep-water port at Nome, Alaska. The
expansion of the Nome port began in 2023 with a budget of $600 million and was hailed as an
upcoming centerpiece of U.S. strategic infrastructure in the Arctic by U.S. Senator Dan Sullivan
(R-Alaska).>* The expanded port is expected to be read by 2030 and will serve both military and
cargo vessels. Alongside the port, the U.S. is placing additional fighter jets and establishing an

Army airborne division in Alaska, building military resources statewide, and training soldiers for

5! Altman, Howard. “Unprecedented Chinese Icebreaker Deployment off Alaska Being Monitored by U.S.” The
War Zone, August 8, 2025. http://www.twz.com/news-features/unprecedented-chinese-icebreaker-deployment-off-
alaska-being-monitored-by-u-s.

52 United States Coast Guard News. “U.S. Coast Guard Cutter Waesche Returns to California Following Multi-
Mission Arctic Patro,” October 22, 2025. http://www.news.uscg.mil/Press-Releases/Article/4325301/us-coast-
guard-cutter-waesche-returns-to-california-following-multi-mission-arc/.

33 Brooks, James. “As Coast Guard Receives Billions in New Arctic Funding, Alaska Region Gets New Commander
and Name | Alaska Beacon.” Alaska Beacon, July 12, 2025. http://alaskabeacon.com/2025/07/12/as-coast-guard-
receives-billions-in-new-arctic-funding-alaska-region-gets-new-commander-and-name/.

4 Thiessen, Mark. “The First US Deep Water Port for the Arctic to Host Military.” Military Times, June 18, 2023.
http://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2023/06/18/the-first-us-deep-water-port-for-the-arctic-to-host-
military/.
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cold-weather conflicts.* These developments highlight how Alaska — making up all of the U.S.
Arctic coastline — is the heart of U.S. Arctic power projection and the main focus of

Washington’s Arctic security and energy concerns.

The emphasis on Alaska as the cornerstone of U.S. Arctic policy represents another
significant continuation from the Biden to the Trump administration. This perspective also
extends to Congress; in March 2026, Sen. Sullivan chaired a hearing on “Military readiness and
Arctic security” and said, “We are now undergoing the largest military build-up and expansion,
billions of dollars in investment in Alaska, since World War I1.”>° He added that, in Alaska,
Russian and Chinese incursions had become the “new normal.”> The expansion of the
permanent U.S. Arctic military footprint — currently consisting of just Pituffik Space Base in
Greenland and two bases south of the Arctic Circle in Alaska® — is imminent. The spotlight on
Alaska is not only in the military realm, but in the economic; the U.S. Coast Guard proposed a
new Arctic shipping route along Alaska’s Arctic coast running from the northern edge of the

Bering Strait to the U.S.-Canada maritime border, first in 2018, and again in 2025.%

The Big Beautiful Bill also included roughly $9 billion for the construction of new
icebreakers® — $4.3 billion for up to three new heavy Coast Guard Polar Security Cutters, and
$3.5 billion for medium Arctic Security Cutters (ASCs)’' — which have been a focal point of the
Trump administration’s rhetoric on the Arctic. Out of the 20 icebreakers currently operated by

the Coast Guard, only two can operate in polar regions.*® President Trump announced the

55 Senate.gov. “ICYMI: Sullivan Chairs Hearings on Military Readiness and Arctic Security as Alaska Undergoes
Largest Buildup since WWII | U.S. Senator Dan Sullivan of Alaska,” March 7, 2026.
http://www.sullivan.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/icymi-sullivan-chairs-hearings-on-military-readiness-and-
arctic-security-as-alaska-undergoes-largest-buildup-since-wwii.

56 Naiden, Alena. “US Coast Guard Proposes New Shipping Route along Alaska’s Arctic Coast.” KNBA, September
19, 2025. http://www.knba.org/news/2025-09-19/u-s-coast-guard-proposes-new-shipping-route-along-alaskas-
arctic-coast.

LAPLAND
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE



GwW

Elliott School of
International Affairs

Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit 29

intention to acquire 40 icebreakers in January 2025,%” but has also expressed the desire to
produce icebreakers domestically.>® In August 2025, the U.S. commissioned and immediately
deployed its third polar icebreaker, the first added to the U.S. fleet in over 25 years.”® However,
the U.S. Polar Security Cutter Program has been plagued by chronic delays and budget overruns,
and domestic production would be unable to meet Washington’s demand even without these
crippling challenges.®® Thus, Washington has turned to its allies in search of strategic

partnerships.

In 2024, the U.S., Canada, and Finland established the Icebreaker Collaboration Effort
(ICE) Pact to pool knowledge, resources, and shipbuilding capacity and meet projected demand
for up to 90 icebreakers among allied nations over the next decade.®! The U.S. and Finland took
their cooperation deeper in 2025, by signing a bilateral Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
for the acquisition of up to 11 icebreakers.®> While this move may be somewhat of a deviation
from Trump’s broader stance on multilateral engagement, he has often shown a preference for
working on a bilateral basis, and the MOU with Finland aligns with this preference. The fact that

the ICE Pact is limited to a trilateral agreement may also explain Trump’s willingness to engage.

57 Hooper, Craig. “In a New Surprise, President Trump Announces America Will Order 40 Big Icebreakers.” Forbes,
January 28, 2025. http://www.forbes.com/sites/craighooper/2025/01/28/in-a-new-surprise-president-trump-
announces-america-will-order-40-big-icebreakers/.

8 The White House. “Fact Sheet: President Donald J. Trump Authorizes Construction of Arctic Security Cutters,”
October 9, 2025. http://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/10/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-authorizes-
construction-of-arctic-security-cutters/.

59 Malte Humpert, “US Coast Guard Commissions CGC ‘Storis’, Icebreaker to Depart on Arctic Patrol
‘Immediately,”” gCaptain, August 11, 2025, http://gcaptain.com/us-coast-guard-commissions-cgc-storis-icebreaker-
to-depart-on-arctic-patrol-immediately/.

60 Malte Humpert, “U.S. Polar Icebreaker Faces New Delays and Cost Overruns Report Says,” highnorthnews-en,
May 30, 2024, http://en.highnorthnews.com/politics/us-polar-icebreaker-faces-new-delays-and-cost-overruns-report-
says/134642.

6l Vereykina, Elizaveta. “Finland, Canada & U.S. To Build Icebreakers for Arctic.” Thebarentsobserver.com.
thebarentsobserver, July 12, 2024. https://www.thebarentsobserver.com/arctic/finland-canada-us-to-build-
icebreakers-for-arctic/110941.

62 Holland, Steve, Anne Kauranen, Jeff Mason, and Gram Slattery. “Trump and Finland’s Stubb Approve Deal for
Icebreaker Ships.” Reuters, October 10, 2025. https://www.reuters.com/world/us/trump-finlands-stubb-expected-
reach-icebreaker-deal-2025-10-09/.
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The implications of this pattern may be promising for Finland, whose unique position as the
world’s preeminent designer and builder of icebreakers enables it to navigate Trump’s
transactional approach on a bilateral basis. However, this selectiveness may be a worrying sign
for NATO, which has frequently drawn the ire of President Trump and is now faced with

unprecedented threats over Greenland.

Since coming into office, President Trump’s repeated assertions that the U.S. needs
Greenland for national security reasons have spiraled into a major sticking point amongst NATO
allies,® and even prompted the Senate Foreign Relations Committee Minority to conclude that
Trump’s provocations “undermined America’s posture in the Arctic and threatened the integrity
of NATO.”®* However, fully evaluating how NATO will be seen in U.S. Arctic policy requires
consideration of influences outside of the strictly military sphere. As critical minerals are
increasingly tied to national security, pursuing them has become a driver of nearly all U.S.
foreign policy; this is trend substantiated by a string of critical minerals deals with various
countries in recent years, which has intensified in recent months. In his appeals to take over
Greenland, Trump pointed to the island’s mineral resources; it is estimated that Greenland has 39

of 50 minerals included on the U.S. critical minerals list.5> For better or worse, Finland may

83 Schuler, Mike. “Nordic Alliance Confronts Trump’s Greenland Ambitions as Arctic Security Tensions Escalate.”
gCaptain, January 6, 2026. http://gcaptain.com/nordic-alliance-confronts-trumps-greenland-ambitions-as-arctic-
security-tensions-escalate/.

64 Senate.gov. “Ranking Member Shaheen, Senate Foreign Relations Committee Democratic Members Publish
Major Report Warning President Trump Has Weakened U.S. In Competition with China ahead of His Travel to
Beijing | United States Senate Committee on Foreign Relations.” United States Senate Committee on Foreign
Relations, March 10, 2026. http://www.foreign.senate.gov/press/dem/release/ranking-member-shaheen-senate-
foreign-relations-committee-democratic-members-publish-major-report-warning-president-trump-has-weakened-us-
in-competition-with-china-ahead-of-his-travel-to-beijing.

85 Svendsen, Otto. “Seizing Greenland Is Worse than a Bad Deal.” Csis.org. CSIS, January 21, 2025.
https://www.csis.org/analysis/seizing-greenland-worse-bad-deal.
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again warrant special attention from Washington due to Lapland’s significant deposits of critical

minerals.

In addition to the intense polarization that has gradually paralyzed Congress over the past
several years, NATO allies must also try to account for the factionalism that underpins almost all
decisions coming out of the Trump administration. Ruge identifies three main factions fighting
for influence over the President’s decisions: the “primacists” (traditional Republican foreign
policy hawks), “restrainers” (who want to focus on the homeland), and the “prioritisers” (who
think the focus should be the Indo-Pacific).®® In the case of Greenland, “...people close to the
administration suggest neither the primacists nor the restrainers support the acquisition of
Greenland...The restrainers oppose it since it would involve investment and financing that may
be siphoned away from their domestic priorities... The primacists are loath to imperil America’s
global power by damaging the NATO alliance...Only hardline confidants pushed openly for
military takeover of the island.”*® However, Ruge continues, “Despite their private misgivings,
restrainers and primacists in the administration did not oppose Trump’s Greenland plans. Trump
prizes loyalty, after all. The factions instead fought over how to reframe and implement Trump’s
ambitions.”*® This internal competition will continue to have major implications for NATO as a
whole and for Finnish Lapland in particular; the long border with Russia may make Lapland

vulnerable to the whims of a U.S. President who remains fundamentally transactional at his core.

% Ruge, Majda. “One Battle after Another: Factional Struggles and the Making of Trump’s Foreign Policy —
European Council on Foreign Relations.” ECFR, February 6, 2026. http://ecfr.eu/publication/one-battle-after-
another-factional-struggles-and-the-making-of-trumps-foreign-policy.
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Assessing the Toolkit

Tool 1 — The Wrench: Dual-Use and Cross-Border (DUCB) Transport Infrastructure

Our literature review highlighted the development of DUCB transport infrastructure as a
mechanism of geopolitical and defense posturing, and Lapland’s critical position within the
emerging regional transport-security nexus. Lapland is already playing a central role in shaping
this nexus; its importance for regional transport connectivity and defense ambitions, and its
centrality in defining them, make DUCB transport infrastructure the first “tool” in Lapland’s
geopolitical toolkit. This recognition was substantially deepened through our interviews and
consultations with stakeholders at the Regional Council of Lapland, the Economic Development
Center of Lapland, and the University of Lapland. A thorough assessment of the strengths and
weaknesses of this “tool” leads to a strategic outlook that can be used to guide and inform the

tool’s application.

Strengths

In addition to nearly all kinds of transport infrastructure having dual-use potential, the
concept of dual-use inherently acts as a counterbalance between the military and civilian spheres.
In ensuring that transport infrastructure is sufficient for civilian and commercial transport needs
as well as military transport needs, dual-use projects constitute a kind of 2-for-1 investment, with
the same infrastructure facilitating both military mobility and economic integration. This
embedded balancing principle is also crucial in ensuring that civilian and commercial transport
interests are not overtaken by military transport needs and vice versa; it also strengthens
engagement of local populations and Sami communities during stages. Rail Nordica’s potential

as a Baltic shipping alternative and Road 21°’s role as a regional economic lifeline also shine light
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on the civilian-commercial side of the equation; further development of the routes may signal
opportunities for growth of Lapland’s existing and novel export sectors, and could reshape
logistics considerations for Lapland’s importers. By maintaining this balance with the military
domain, dual-use projects deliver tangible economic benefits for civilian populations while

strengthening military preparedness and ensuring eligibility for EU military mobility funding.

Lapland’s DUCB transport infrastructure brings improved access to supply alternatives
through connections to Norwegian ports. The threat of maritime traffic being interrupted in the
Baltic, the increasing viability of emerging Arctic shipping lanes driven by climate change, and
Lapland’s growing importance in NATO and EU defense considerations have all raised the
stakes of cross-border transport from the Norwegian coast to Lapland. The ongoing and planned
improvements to border crossings into Sweden and Norway are essential for handling any
potential influx or sustained increase of cargo flows driven by these developments. The strategic
value of these cross-border connections is deepened by the fact that they include both rail and
road crossings, which together can both enable essential military movements and account for the
different transport needs of various commercial cargoes. While some of the region’s industries

rely on rail transport, many rely more heavily on road transport or a mixture of both.

The port of Tromse is by far the largest fishing hub in the region, and the distribution of
fishing cargoes from the port onward across the region relies overwhelmingly on truck transport
on Road 21/Route E8. The E8 and other roads also sustain Lapland’s timber industry, and even
certain mining cargoes — such as gold — are suitable for road transport due to smaller overall
volumes and compact forms, as opposed to bulk mineral ore. Despite the utility of the roads,
bulk cargo remains the specialty of Narvik’s port and the connecting railways. With its five

terminals, including four with quay facilities for bulk goods and one military terminal, Narvik
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boasts the most extensive bulk capacities in the region and is a key node of NATO’s supply and
logistics network.%”- 8 Narvik’s average annual cargo volumes are 65,000 containers and 17
million tons of iron ore;*” the Lapland Chamber of Commerce has estimated that the Rail
Nordica Corridor from Narvik to Lapland could replace up to 50% of Finland’s Baltic cargo
volumes with optimal end-to-end transport conditions. Lapland’s connection to the port is not
only critical for Finland’s security of supply, but also for ensuring the reliability of movement for
NATO troops and equipment across the region. Overall, Lapland’s upgraded connections to the

Norwegian coast expand multimodal transport and supply alternatives for the entire region.

The wide-reaching consensus across EU and NATO members on the need to enhance
military mobility empowers Lapland on two fronts. Lapland, through its planning, coordination,
and support of military mobility projects, finds transport-security alignment with both
multilateral bodies, while simultaneously advancing its own long-neglected transport
infrastructure needs. With several DUCB transport infrastructure initiatives at various stages of
planning and implementation, Lapland can capitalize on a broader wave of Nordic DUCB
infrastructure investment taking hold across Finland, Sweden, and Norway. While much of this
investment is coming from recently boosted EU military mobility allocations, it is important to
note that the ongoing DUCB projects build on a strong legacy of cross-border transport
infrastructure coordination between Nordic countries — this cooperation did not originate with the
current geopolitical situation. However, the shifting geopolitical landscape and the dramatic

increase in available financing have certainly served as an impetus for deepening this

7 Narvik Havn - Europe’s northernmost core port. “Havnesikring (ISPS) - Narvik Havn,” December 6, 2022.
https://www.narvikhavn.no/en/maritim/havnesikring-isps/.

%8 Lapin liitto. “NEW NORTH — Transport, Logistics and Security of Supply - Lapin Liitto,” 2020.
https://www lapinliitto.fi/en/regional-planning/new-north-transport-logistics-and-security-of-supply/.

LAPLAND
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE



GwW

Elliott School of
International Affairs

Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit 35

cooperation. The inherently collaborative nature of DUCB efforts also enables projects like Rail
Nordica to make use of existing infrastructure across multiple countries; instead of starting from
scratch, parties can collectively assess existing capabilities and inadequacies before making

targeted or sweeping upgrades, or deciding to build new infrastructure altogether.

In a similar vein, the geopolitical circumstances and availability of financing also serve as
an impetus for addressing longstanding transport infrastructure gaps in Lapland, particularly the
lack of east-west connections. Interviewees stressed road and railway development in Lapland
has historically focused on north-south connectivity and neglected east-west access, and that the
conversation around the need to expand Lapland’s transport infrastructure is not new; military
mobility is driving renewed attention towards these goals and providing increased resources for
making progress towards them. This opportunity for dual-front alignment provided by the
current military mobility moment is mutually reinforcing; the improvement and expansion of
east-west roads and railways across Lapland is not just beneficial for connectivity in Finland, but
for the logistics of commercial sectors in Norway and Sweden, and for the ability of NATO and
the EU to maintain positions and facilitate movement throughout the Arctic and along their
eastern flank. The selection of Rovaniemi as NATO’s Forward Land Forces HQ encapsulates
this alignment and showcases the potential leverage it affords Lapland, as a central component of

NATO’s High North presence.

Weaknesses

As with every tool, there are upsides and drawbacks that determine how well a tool can
be utilized or fulfill its functions. The severe misalignment between military mobility and
security of supply planning on one hand, and EU TEN-T planning on the other, represents a

pervasive challenge. The issue is on display with the several cross-border bridges connecting
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Finland to Sweden along Road 21/Route E8, which fall strictly under military mobility despite
being adjacent to the TEN-T Comprehensive Network. The conditions on Road 21 also remain
poor despite the ongoing upgrades bringing it fully up to TEN-T standards with the rest of Route
ES8. According to the Regional Council of Lapland, truck drivers ranked the Finnish section of
Route E8 (Road 21) and the Finland-Norway border crossing among the most difficult of the
portions of the regional road network to traverse, due to a combination of winter conditions, poor
road quality, difficult slope, and inadequate rest areas. These realities highlight the need for

strengthened cooperation and communication between TEN-T and military mobility planners.

The vulnerability to winter conditions also applies to rail corridors, and as the leading
contender for an alternative to Baltic shipping, the limitations of the Rail Nordica corridor are
also in the spotlight. Even with its four bulk quay terminals, the port of Narvik has limited ability
to handle sudden increases of cargo; its storage capacity is limited, allowing for only one
container vessel to be unloading a time over 2-3 days.*®® The current rail journey from Narvik to
Haparanda takes 8-9 hours, where cargo must be offloaded and transferred to Finland’s rail
gauge before continuing on from Tornio.*® The railway is also single-track, so trains have to stop
to let others pass in opposite directions — this is true for much of Lapland’s railway network.
Much of the Rail Nordica route is also already at critical capacity, since iron ore transports have
long been prioritized on the Swedish Malmbanan. The scale of the planned rail gauge upgrades,
and the necessity for multimodal integration between ports, railways, and roads, is also a major
challenge; the gauge changes will take years to complete across Lapland and decades for all of

Finland, an undertaking that requires long-term vision and sustained political commitment.

There are also broader environmental issues as Arctic ecosystems are particularly

delicate. Pollution from ships producing black carbon is commonly cited to be a major
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environmental concern. Arctic companies and some Arctic states have been against a ban on
heavy fuel oil, which produces black carbon, a cost-cutting tradition that is heavily criticized by
environmental advocacy groups.® Recently, the International Maritime Organization (IMO) has
adopted a non-binding resolution encouraging states to switch to lighter distillate fuels, which
has been seen as a positive step that critics argue needed to go a bit further to combat pollution.®’
The weak language is due to some states, such as China, Russia, Japan, Saudi Arabia, and India,
opposing similar proposals with stronger wording in the past. Political exposure and backlash
from environmental Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) is almost guaranteed regardless
of levels of environmental compliance, and well-meaning activists have led to controversy

around construction projects.

Finally, while there are clear benefits to upgrading Arctic transport corridors, there is also
a roadblock presented of the viability of already well-established EU corridors. These transport
corridors have been the standard for years, and while the new routes might provide crucial
supply alternatives for Lapland, they might never be truly cost efficient. Stakeholders may still
be pressured to find ways to justify the construction and planning for these new routes in the

commercial context.

Outlook: DUCB Transport Infrastructure as a Strategic Guarantee

As with every tool, there are upsides and limitations to how DUCB transport can enable

Lapland to influence regional developments. Three key pillars about the nature of Lapland’s

% Humpert, Malte. “IMO Adopts New Measures to Reduce Black Carbon in Arctic Shipping.” With High North
News. ArcticToday, December 6, 2021. https://www.arctictoday.com/imo-adopts-new-measures-to-reduce-black-
carbon-in-arctic-shipping/.
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DUCB transport infrastructure and the context of its development illuminates pathways to

advance Lapland’s regional interests moving forward.

The first is that security is taking precedence over everything. What economics can’t
justify, security can — and will. While commercial unviability and environmental concerns
largely pointed away from more investment Arctic transport infrastructure in the past, the case
for security is now pointing overwhelmingly in that direction. The evolution of the geopolitical
landscape has changed then criteria for assessing project’s importance; projects that might have
previously been considered not worthwhile are now being held as vital, international
undertakings with essential military and civilian-commercial functions. The solidification of the
transport-security nexus is reflected both in regional land use planning and multilateral-level
infrastructure planning, as there is an interdependence between Finnish Lapland and the rest of
the region for ensuring enhancement of military mobility and security of supply. Stakeholders in
Lapland highlighted that both military mobility and security of supply essentially serve as a
catalyst for transport infrastructure development, enabling progress towards historically-
neglected ambitions — most notably expanding east-west connections across Lapland — by adding
renewed attention to long-acknowledged transport needs. In short, financing is available for

projects labeled “military mobility" or having dual-use implications.

The next key recognition is that DUCB transport infrastructure development provides
opportunities to deepen Lapland’s strategic alignment, and by extension Finland’s strategic
alignment, with key international partners including the EU, NATO, and the U.S. While the
alignment with NATO and the EU is clearer, the state of U.S. Arctic Policy remains confused
and leaves heightened uncertainties about U.S. commitments to its NATO allies. Despite this

uncertainty, DUCB transport infrastructure is essential to enabling defense cooperation with any
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partner, and the U.S., despite its open questioning of NATO’s value and multilateralism in
general, continues to pursue targeted, bilateral cooperation along key strategic themes.
Interviewees highlighted that this growing U.S. preference for bilateral engagement is not
entirely new for EU countries, who often find that their non-EU partners prefer to avoid the
confusion of EU structures and engage with them bilaterally. Countering the Russian-Chinese
Arctic maritime presence through U.S.-Finland icebreaker cooperation, and the U.S.-Finland
Defense Cooperation Agreement (DCA) allowing U.S. use of 15 select facilities and areas for

defense purposes, are examples of this targeted bilateral engagement.”

Lastly, DUCB transport infrastructure will remain a key determinant in Finland’s ability
to pivot North if Baltic shipping is disrupted. Interviewees highlighted that before Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine and in the early stages of the war, the Baltic was considered an unlikely
target for Russian interference, given that Russia depended on the Baltic for its Liquified Natural
Gas (LNG) exports. However, now that Russia’s Baltic LNG traffic has been disrupted by
Ukrainian attacks, there is an elevated risk of Russian activity to interrupt Baltic maritime traffic
altogether; these concerns have been substantiated by Russia’s alleged sabotage of Baltic
undersea cables. Addressing multimodal integration and capacity challenges will be essential for
maximizing the total cargo volumes that can be rerouted, and for ensuring that alternative
transport corridors can accommodate a wide-enough range of cargoes at scale. The potential to
take advantage of emerging NSR traffic and several Norwegian ports while reinforcing supply
resilience and regional military preparedness, present Lapland with a blueprint for leverage in a

Baltic crisis scenario.

0 Ministry for Foreign Affairs. “Defence Cooperation Agreement with the United States (DCA),” n.d.
https://um.fi/defence-cooperation-agreement-with-the-united-states-dca-#Text%200f%20the%20Agreement.
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Tool 2 — The Screw: Critical Minerals and Lapland’s Arctic Strategic Leverage

Our literature review then highlighted critical minerals development in Lapland as a
mechanism for economic and strategic leverage, constituting the second “tool” in Lapland’s
“toolkit” — the screws. Without the screws, nothing actually gets built regardless of the other
tools one may have in their toolkit. Critical minerals are the same — no amount of technological
innovation in green energy or defense manufacturing moves forward without them, and Lapland

holds the screws.

The Strategic Urgency of Lapland’s Critical Minerals

Once treated primarily as industrial inputs, these minerals are now critical to batteries,
green energy, infrastructure, digital supply chain, and advanced defense systems making them
indispensable to both civilian economies and military readiness. Lapland is important because it
connects Finland to the Arctic, the EU, and NATO. Finland is not a great power, yet its
command over northern mineral deposits and emerging battery value chain positions it as a
structurally relevant partner for allies seeking to diversify and secure supply chains. The
European Union has formally declared that its industrial competitiveness, climate-neutrality
objective, and strategic autonomy are highly dependent on critical raw materials.”! Finland's
challenge, therefore, is not extractive capacity per se, but to develop Lapland as a sustainable,

safe, and geopolitically strategic mineral region.

"I Guillaume Ragonnaud, Implementing the EU’s Critical Raw Materials Act (Brussels: European Parliamentary
Research Service, 2024), 1.
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Why Critical Minerals Are Geopolitically Significant

Critical minerals matter geopolitically because limited supply can threaten the economy or
security of importing countries.”? The most noteworthy critical minerals are nickel, cobalt, lithium,
copper, graphite, and platinum-group metals, as they are used in electric vehicles, renewable
energy storage, battery systems, and some military technologies. The central geopolitical
vulnerability, however, is not scarcity in the absolute sense but geographic concentration of
production and processing. According to the Geological Survey of Finland, China controls up to
70% of the upstream production for many minerals and metals, 95% of permanent magnet
production, and 60% of battery production.” This structural dominance grants China significant
coercive potential. The European Union’s primary legislative response is the Critical Raw
Materials Act, which took effect in 2024. It targets the EU's 2030 objectives to extract 10% of its
annual consumption of each strategic raw material, process 40%, and recycle 25%, while ensuring

that the EU is no more than 65% dependent on any third country for each strategic raw material.”*

Strengths

Finland’s most durable source of leverage is structural power. That is, Finland matters not
only for its mineral resources but also for its involvement at multiple nodes of the battery value
chain as a processor, refiner, and producers of advanced battery chemicals. Finland is a major
European Union player in upstream battery materials, particularly nickel and cobalt, according to

the Geological Survey of Finland.”> These include mining, smelting, refining, and the production

72 Philip Andrews-Speed, Can the Arctic Be a Significant Contributor of Critical Minerals for the Global Energy
Transition? (Oxford: Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, 2025), 1.

73 Patrick Friedrichs, Bo Langbacka, Martina Bertelli, and Mari Kivinen, Finnish Battery Minerals for the Green
Transition in the Context of Global Value Chains and Markets (Espoo: Geological Survey of Finland, 2025), 4.
4 Ragonnaud, 1-3.

75 Friedrichs et al., 2.
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of new battery chemicals, a vertical integration that few EU member states can replicate. Lapland
is the material foundation of this national position. In 2023, the Kevitsa mine in Sodankyla
produced nickel, copper, cobalt, palladium, and platinum, including 120,000 tons of nickel
concentrate and 83,000 tons of copper concentrate. ’® Future operations could expand this. The
Sakatti project, also located in Sodankyl4, is a source of copper, nickel, cobalt, and platinum-group
metals and could begin producing minerals as early as 2030. 77 A timeline that aligns directly with
the EU’s Critical Mineral Act benchmarks and NATO’s growing interest in alliance-internal

supply resilience.

Finland also has reputational power. In a global minerals market where dominant supply
chains, particularly those routed through DRC, Russia and China carry persistent risks of political
instability, poor governance, human rights abuses, or environmental issues, Finland can position
itself as a stable, democratic, rule-based partner. Finland’s mining industry adopts ESG reporting,
the TSM Finland standard, and ISO 14001 environmental management systems at its mines.’”®
Collectively, these frameworks undergird Finland’s claim to offer sustainable mining in Europe.
Finland’s third source of leverage is agenda-setting power as a full EU and NATO member state.
The Critical Raw Materials Act designates certain projects as strategic if they enhance the EU's
security of supply, are technically feasible, and are executed sustainably.”” This gives Finland not
only a production channel, but also a policy channel. Finland can steer financing, regulation, and

planning for EU supply by linking Lapland projects with EU priorities.

76 Friedrichs et al., 6
77 Friedrichs et al., 7.
78 Friedrichs et al., 14.
79 Ragonnaud, 3.

GW LAPLAND

Elliott School of CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

International Affairs



Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit 43

Weaknesses

However, Finland’s leverage is contingent on resolving a set of compounding constraints.
Mining in the Arctic is expensive, remote, cold, lacks infrastructure, and impacts vulnerable
ecosystems and local communities. Andrews-Speed notes that even under, it can take five years
to develop a lithium mine from discovery or feasibility to production, and more than ten years for
copper or nickel .8 This timeline constraint is geopolitically significant because countries trying to
build new supply chains can’t indefinitely anchor policy on projected outputs from mines that will
produce for a decade or more. Domestic permitting introduces a second, distinct layer of
uncertainty. The EU seeks to fast-track approval for strategic projects, but environmental impact
assessments fall outside the formal permitting timeline under current EU procedural rules so delays

can occur.?! Finland's domestic permitting architecture is itself multi-layered.

A substantial share of Lapland is formally designated as protected land, encompassing
national parks, statutory wilderness areas, and EU-mandated Natura 2000 sites. Most mining
projects must therefore navigate within or around these designations before the permitting process
can formally begin. This produces a layering of overlapping jurisdictions and distinct legal
frameworks. Because each framework operates independently, project viability can be challenged
at multiple stages, by multiple regulatory bodies, and under multiple bodies of law, any one of
which may delay or halt a project entirely.®? The Arctic minerals report also notes that mining

expansion in Lapland is claimed to threaten the Sdmi way of life.®* These concerns do not preclude

80 Andrews-Speed, Philip. Can the Arctic Be a Significant Contributor of Critical Minerals for the Global Energy
Transition? OIES Paper SP 36. Oxford: Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, 2025.

81 Ragonnaud, 4.

82 Friedrichs et al., 15.

8 Andrews-Speed, 12.
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mining, but demonstrate that Finland's advantage as a trusted supplier is based on consent and

credibility.

Outlook: Structural Forces That Will Determine Whether Finland's Leverage Materializes

The outlook of critical minerals within the geopolitical toolkit has an abundance of
potential. Overall, the theme that should be understood is that the Finnish Lapland’s critical
minerals are a strategic anchor that Finland and its allies could make the most of for future Arctic
policy. This strategy has three components that influence the critical minerals’ unique potential

in the Finnish Lapland plan.

The first is U.S. Arctic Policy. While it has been seen as unfocused and its reliability for
its allies is in question, the need for critical minerals is possibly the clearest Arctic Policy priority
that the US has vocalized in the past. Thus, this first component represents a window of
opportunity. The intensified focus on critical minerals and supply chain resilience in Washington
should not be ignored. This focus creates direct demand for allied critical minerals partners,
which is incredibly beneficial from a financial and a strategic perspective. Finland has a unique
opportunity to meet the demand of Washington and become a major critical minerals ally for the
United States. This has the potential to create financial dividends for Finland, but it also allows it

to find alignment with Washington’s strategic imperatives on key fronts.

The next is the EU energy transition. Finland has long understood the importance of
environmental protection and combating climate change. As such, it is developing into a major
pillar of the Green Deal in the EU. The implications of this mean that it could become a model
for sustainable mining, and if current mining success stories like the Kemi mine and multiple

new potential mining projects are to be believed, Finland should be able to achieve this.
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Lapland’s integrated battery chain also deserves attention, as it could hold one of Europe’s
answers to supply chain dependency on China. This has become more valuable, as competition
with China in the Arctic has slowly become a higher priority for Finland’s allies, such as the
United States. The final component of the strategic anchor dynamic is the security framing. The
shift from ‘minerals as commodity’ to ‘minerals as security’ strengthens Finland’s negotiating
position with both Brussels and Washington. Finland can take advantage of this narrative and use
it as leverage. Since critical minerals are no longer a security-adjacent economic concern, but
constitute security themselves, Lapland can — and is — playing a defining role in regional security

and geopolitical landscape.

In summary, the strategic anchor that critical minerals represent in Finnish Lapland’s
geopolitical toolkit could provide large dividends to Finland’s Arctic policy and its allies. The
three pillars of this anchor, the U.S. Arctic Policy, the EU Energy Transition, and the Security
Framing, should all be further emphasized as the key to future success by the Lapland Chamber

of Commerce.

Surveying the Landscape: U.S. Political Considerations for Lapland’s

Geopolitical Toolkit

Before using the toolkit, it is important to survey the landscape in which it will be used.
There are key elements of Washington’s current foreign policy positions, U.S. conceptions of the
Arctic, and the inner-workings and political dynamics of U.S. decision-making that are critical to
understanding how both tools — DUCB transport infrastructure and critical minerals development
— can be applied appropriately. Despite previous U.S. Arctic policies encouraging

multilateralism, the current administration exhibits a strong preference for bilateral engagement.
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This understanding is essential for assessing opportunities to continue collaborating with U.S.
entities on shared security, transport infrastructure, and critical minerals objectives in the event
that the U.S.-NATO relationship continues to be strained. While the Trump administration has
not published and official Arctic strategy, its current priorities, positions, and preferences —
particularly promoting energy independence, securing critical mineral supply chains, countering
China’s global influence, and shunning multilateralism — are largely a continuation from those of

his first term.

The focus on countering China and securing critical minerals reflect broader
continuations in U.S. foreign policy across Republican and Democratic administrations. These
two objectives continue to shape the U.S. worldview and inform its foreign engagements.
Washington’s political scene — from the White House to Capitol Hill to the multitude of think
tanks — remains consumed by conversations about critical minerals and China. From the U.S.
perspective, it is China’s global economic prowess and technological advancement that
distinguish it from Russia and elevate the threat — there is a broad and deepening consensus in
Washington that China is the main threat, not Russia. This perspective can also be explained by
Arctic geography. Alaska is the only U.S. state in the Arctic, and thus forms the backbone of
how the U.S. understands its challenges and opportunities in the region. This conceptualization
of Alaska as the centerpiece of U.S. Arctic power projection represents another longstanding
continuation across U.S. administrations. Alaska remains the key recipient of infrastructure,
energy, and military investment; joint Russian-Chinese Arctic naval exercises, investments in
Arctic shipping and maritime infrastructure, and ongoing incursions of Chinese vessels near

Alaska all continue to shape U.S. threat perceptions in the Arctic.
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China and critical minerals are also among the few issues that resonate with both sides of
the increasingly polarized American political divide. Finding an issue that both Democrats and
Republicans agree and are willing to cooperate on is increasingly rare at the local, state, and
national levels, but China and critical minerals continue to strike a chord across political fault
lines. The deepening polarization of the U.S. Congress has been underway for years, and has
slowly normalized a near-constant state of policy gridlock; Congress is no longer able to function
as an effective legislating body as it has in the past. Alongside the worsening polarization,
Congress has also been ceding its legislative power to the Executive branch (the White House
and the federal bureaucracy) for several years, oftentimes willingly; this has culminated in a
reality where legislation is no longer originating from Congress, but from the White House.
These two parallel trends — polarization and growing Executive power — have rendered Congress
extremely limited in its ability to influence foreign policy decisions; its value is now largely
limited to elevating the priority of select issues, influencing public opinion, and streamlining or

blocking certain agendas.

The polarization-fueled paralysis of Congress is often seen as an obstacle to effective
U.S. foreign policy. However, in some cases, this paralysis can actually provide the U.S. with
strategic advantages on the global stage. One example is reflected in how the U.S. moved to
claim massive swaths of undersea territory in the Beaufort Sea in 2023. Despite not being a
ratifying member of The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the U.S.
referenced the treaty in its justification for the claim, essentially saying, “If we were ever part of

the treaty, which may or may not happen someday in the future, then this is what our claim
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would look like.”#* This oddity — Washington’s seeming desire to join UNCLOS despite it not
actually doing so — calls attention to “how political paralysis in Congress is impacting the U.S.
ability to be effective or lead in the Arctic;”** U.S. administrations have been urging the Senate
to ratify UNCLOS for over 30 years. However, while this political paralysis and its self-imposed
exclusion from UNCLOS may cripple Washington in some ways, maintaining this ambiguity —
recognizing without ratifying — provides Washington with the opportunity to benefit from
precedents set by international law, while picking and choosing which portions of international
law it abides by and upholds. This selective adherence has long underpinned other areas of U.S.
foreign policy as well, most notably with the International Criminal Court (ICC), of which it is
not a member; the U.S. has often supported ICC proceedings against adversaries while actively

obstructing ICC efforts that don’t align with its interests.

Outside of the Executive branch, the ability for U.S. political actors to influence foreign
policy in a meaningful way remains rare. Members of Congress, as well as state and local level
leaders, are only truly empowered when aligned with the administration. However, while this
alignment is often hard to come by domestically, it comes easily for anything that can be tied to
China or critical minerals; this dynamic creates potential opportunities for subnational diplomacy
on related issues. This context also highlights the roles of actors outside of the government in
shaping the administration’s agenda — most notably DC-based think tanks. These research and
policy institutions are looked to by both Republicans and Democrats to inform their policies and
positions on key issues, and the current administration is no different; a select few controversial

think tanks and conservative activists are widely credited with crafting the platform of the second

8 Eckel, Mike, Wojtek Grojec, and Ivan Gutterman. “Under Sea, under Stone: How the U.S. Claimed Vast New
Arctic Territory -- in an Unusual Way.” RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty. RFE/RL, 2024.
http://www.rferl.org/a/arctic-sea-claims-interactive-map/32793427.html.
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Trump administration. Thus, although the policies are largely coming out of the White House,
the ideas themselves are not — they often originate in the offices of various think tanks scattered

across the U.S. capitol.

Recommendations

Lapland’s geopolitical toolkit, if utilized well, has the potential to provide huge
geopolitical dividends for the region, the country, and its allies. From strengthening regional
supply and logistics capacities, to being a centerpiece of Arctic defense strategy, Finnish Lapland
holds the tools needed to help shape regional developments. The researchers propose four,
guiding recommendations for how Finnish Lapland and the Lapland Chamber of Commerce can

use the toolkit and optimize its application.

1. Support reforms to streamline permitting processes. As mentioned previously, the
permitting processes for mining exploration and extraction activities is long and tedious,
often taking up to multiple decades. To accelerate the path to production, the Chamber
should continue to support ongoing reforms of the permitting processes to cut project
timelines, simplify procedures, and signal to international partners that Lapland is open

for business and strategic collaboration.

2. Leverage the military mobility narrative. Military mobility has directed renewed
attention and financing towards longstanding transport infrastructure needs across
Lapland. The Chamber should emphasize the security dimensions of transport
infrastructure initiatives, as well as broader strategic alignment with military mobility
goals, to capitalize on the window of heightened priority. To do this, the Chamber should
continue framing the transport infrastructure plans and upgrades explicitly in terms of
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military mobility and security of supply, allowing Lapland to take advantage of the

funding priorities of the national government, the EU, and NATO all at once.

3. Target the right U.S. interlocutors using the right talking points. The changing power
balance within the U.S. government, and broader uncertainty about the continuity of U.S.
foreign policy, can complicate entry efforts with Washington’s policy scene. While
Congress and Capitol Hill are widely viewed as traditional points of entry, the increasing
concentration of power in the Executive branch, the polarization and paralysis of
Congress, and need for longevity beyond the administration require an alternative
approach to swaying Washington. Instead of traditional congressional or diplomatic
channels, outreach and engagement should focus on the White House and the federal
bureaucracy, particularly the multilateral elements of the Departments of Defense, State,
and Energy, and the U.S. Coast Guard. It is also critical that engagement goes beyond the
government itself, to include the multitude of think tanks and policy institutions across
Washington that advise U.S. policymakers and play a defining role in shaping their
policy agendas. These “government-adjacent” policy entities can exert incredible
influence over American politics over long periods of time, providing a degree of
insurance against frequent administration changes. Using key buzzwords — most notably
“China” and “critical minerals” — can also boost visibility across the range of U.S.

stakeholders.

4. Pair critical minerals with sustainable tourism. With Lapland’s tourism industry
growing, the region is presented with an opportunity to showcase its mining sector as a
model for sustainable mining. This development could bring global acclaim and a

strategically valuable reputational boost for Lapland, endowing it with a tangible soft
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power mechanism to wield in the region and beyond. LCOC should encourage its mining
sector members to develop sustainable mining tourism through tours, excursions, or other
opportunities for the public to access mines, in order to highlight responsible practices
and environmental impact mitigation in Lapland’s mining sector. The move might also

strengthen ties with international partners and investors, leading to further soft power

dividends.

Limitations of Study

There are three limitations in this study that should be addressed in future research. The
first limitation is that the interviews conducted and the literature review are overwhelmingly
representative of foreign academics and scholars on the subject of Lapland and the Arctic, as
well as key governmental and corporate figures in Rovaniemi. We were not able to interview
Finnish citizens about their lived experience in the Arctic region, which would have informed the
project’s research perspective as outsiders to the region. The local citizens in Lapland deserve
some recognition, as the foreign investment and the state agenda can overlook the lived realities
of the citizens of Lapland. As such, future research should include perspectives from citizens
who may be affected by the changes the toolkit is pushing towards, such as citizens who live
near future mining projects, or citizens who work in mines or on railways, to gauge the real-

world effects of the geopolitical toolkit.

Another significant limitation of this study is the absence of direct consultation with the
Sami communities. The Sami are not peripheral actors in the Arctic. As discussed in the
transport infrastructure and critical minerals sections, the expansion of roads, railways, and

mining operations across Lapland directly affects traditional Sami livelihoods such as reindeer
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herding, which depends on the seasonal and unobstructed use of vast stretches of land. The
project was unfortunately unable to get any direct Sami perspective in the round of interviews,
and the Sami perspective in general could be further elaborated on in future research. This
limitation is consequential given that several of the report’s recommendations carry implicit risks
of marginalizing Sami voices if not pursued with meaningful and early consultations. Future
research should prioritize direct engagement with Sami representatives, and relevant Sami
organizations to ensure their perspectives during the planning stages of transport infrastructure

development, and critical mineral extraction.

The third major limitation of this research pertains to its cross-border dimensions. There
is a lack of substantive discussion analysis of developments in Norway and Sweden, despite the
importance of Nordic cooperation to the effectiveness of Lapland’s Geopolitical Toolkit. While
Finnish Lapland was the primary focus of the project, the overall cross-border implications of the
research are weakened by the scope’s relative confinement to Finnish Lapland’s borders. This
weakness is also reflected in the interactive online map, which includes only limited data beyond
Finland’s borders. These limitations underscore the need for further research and scholarship of

the challenges and opportunities presented by the dynamic geopolitical landscape.
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