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I 

Many of the previous presentations we’ve listened to at this conference have 

focused on the prospects for future Arctic shipping and transportation. But we 

should not forget that the Arctic may also become a production site in its own 

right, of great relevance in the global economy.  

The issue of energy production in the Arctic has, of course, been much in the 

news in recent years. But how and why did we really start talking about it? 

How can it be that the cold Arctic region has become such a “hot” place for oil 

and gas exploration? We’re talking about one of the harshest environments in 

the world, with immense difficulties for energy production – and still it appears 

that a lot of people nowadays think that Arctic energy offers an excellent way 

for humanity to meet its energy needs in the future! How can this be?  

A simple, but totally wrong answer is that global climate change (global 

warming) and the observed retreating and thinning of the Arctic ice-cover has 

generated the Arctic energy boom. The story goes that an increasingly ice-free 

Arctic Ocean creates vast new opportunities for extracting oil and gas in the 

Arctic region, especially off-shore. But, this story is fundamentally flawed! It’s 

easy to see – and I will talk more about that in a moment – that the Arctic 

energy boom would have taken place even in the absence of climate change, 

and if we look back in time, we see that the boom by no means started only 

with the onset of global warming. Global warming of the kind we face today is 
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new, but Arctic energy activities are by no means new. What climate change 

and the new ice conditions in the Arctic Ocean do offer is, at most, a new 

context for actors to reframe their already existing Arctic energy visions. 

Let me give you some concrete examples to illustrate this point.  

II 

Nowadays it’s clearly oil and gas which are at focus in terms of Arctic energy. 

But historically the Arctic has also been hailed as a land of coal. It was in this 

way that the Arctic for the first time became a global energy frontier [SLIDE] It 

started as early as in 1780 in western Greenland, initially on a small scale and 

for local use only. From the late 19
th

 century, Arctic coal was being produced 

with massive foreign capital being invested and a variety of countries involved. 

For the Chinese participants here it may be of interest to learn that not only 

countries in the Arctic region itself participated, but also non-Arctic nations 

such as Britain and the Netherlands.  

The context in which the Arctic coal rush took place was strongly linked both to 

geopolitics and the spirit of the time as it appeared particularly in the early 20
th

 

century. One of the most important aspects was that the Arctic coal rush 

coincided with a most intense period of empire-building and “resource 

colonialism” in the world as a whole. You may recall that in the 1880s several 

European powers decided to “carve up” the whole continent of Africa and 

share the territories among themselves; that Russia was in a phase of radical 

expansion towards Caucasia, Central Asia and Siberia; that the United States 

were just becoming an integrated territory stretching from the Atlantic to the 

Pacific; that Japan somewhat later set out to conquer vast resource-rich 

territories throughout East and South East Asia; and so on. Pushing the natural 

resource frontier towards the north, into the Arctic region, was part of 

precisely the same very global trend. This was an important thing not least for 

the Nordic countries, which lacked colonial possessions elsewhere. 

Accordingly, the Arctic coal rush was very much framed as a colonial mission.  

One of the most intriguing aspect of the Arctic coal rush is that coal companies 

by no means regarded the harsh Arctic climate as something that made energy 

exploration impossible; the problems could be solved with the help of modern 

technology, and the booming coal prices in the early 20
th

 century fuelled great 
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optimism about the economic feasibility of establishing and operating large-

scale coal mines in very remote Arctic places, whereby in particular Spitsbergen 

played a special role. 

The harsh climate was even viewed as an advantage: the permafrost prevented 

groundwater from seeping into the mines, and this made it unnecessary to 

invest in expensive pumping systems for drainage. Moreover, the low 

temperatures were argued to make underground mining work comfortable 

compared to the hot and sweaty character of coal mining elsewhere in the 

world. Potential problems of spending the winter in permanent darkness and 

complete isolation was recognized, but this was presented as easily handled by 

electric light, good housing and sound spare time activities such as skiing and 

reading. The cold climate was generally believed to make people healthier and 

stronger.  

The coal companies also deliberately downplayed the enormous difficulties 

that certainly did exist, in particular in terms of the presence of ice, snow and 

strong winds. Look at this map, for example [SLIDE], where no ice and no harsh 

environment seems to exist at all, and where Spitsbergen, which is at focus 

here, is pictured as easily accessible from northern Norwegian harbours and 

already naturally integrated into the overall Scandinavian shipping system. The 

reality was much less attractive, but the coal companies were very successful in 

concealing their many failures, such as supply ships being stuck in the pack-ice 

for months or supposedly efficient modern technology collapsing in the cold 

weather.  

III 

The Arctic coal boom came to an end in connection with the economic crisis of 

the early 1920s. A few decades later, however, there was a second Arctic 

energy boom. This time it was oil and natural gas which were at focus. Arctic 

energy explorers now pushed towards the north from four different directions: 

Alaska, Canada, Russia and Norway. [SLIDE] The 1960s saw a breakthrough as 

several very large oil and gas fields were discovered onshore in Alaska and the 

Soviet Union, from where pipelines were subsequently built to North American, 

Russian and even West European consumption centres. But at the same time 

offshore oil and gas started to be discussed. Here, for example, is a Russian 
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map published in 1966 in the leading Soviet newspaper Izvestiya [SLIDE]. It is 

half a century old, but it is remarkably precise in view of what we nowadays 

actually consider to be promising oil and gas regions in Arctic waters.  

The context this time was one of oil and natural gas as key resources in the 

rapid economic development after World War II in the Western world. From 

the late 1960s, as you all probably know, there was increasing turmoil on world 

energy markets, with great uncertainties about future supplies. Moving oil 

drilling equipment into the Arctic region became a way to deal with such 

geopolitical troubles. And if the Arctic coal rush in the decades around 1900 

had a strong colonial flavour, then the Arctic oil rush from the 1960s onwards 

was actually very much linked to the process of decolonization in regions such 

as North Africa and the Middle East. Arctic oil explorers rhetorically used the 

political instability in those regions as an argument for governments and 

companies to invest in expensive Arctic projects. And as in the coal case, high 

fuel prices on the world market seemed to make such projects economically 

feasible.  

The difficult physical environment in the Arctic region was not regarded as an 

insurmountable obstacle. At the time global warming had not yet become an 

issue, but companies still argued that the Arctic held a key to the future of 

global oil and gas supply. Technological innovation was the answer to all 

problems, for example, concerning the presence of sea ice. Here are a few 

examples of such Arctic oil technologies developed in the 1970s and early 

1980s. [SLIDES]  

• Artificial drilling island on its way from Japanese shipyards to the 

Beaufort Sea in 1984; nowadays it has been moved into the Sea of 

Okhotsk 

• Fender platform; this was developed by the Norwegians in cooperation 

with North American companies for the purpose of protecting Arctic 

drilling rigs against icebergs  

• Massive deepwater Arctic rig, with conical rather than cylindrical body 

But there were also other, less Arctic-specific innovations being developed, and 

in such cases actors argued that the new technologies would later on become 

highly useful in other regions worldwide where oil exploration was particularly 
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challenging, such as in deep-sea drilling. Moreover, the actors involved made 

rhetoric use of the many oil spills and other environmental disasters that 

started to occur in the 1960s and 1970s; they argued that the Arctic region 

would be much safer from an environmental point of view, because in the 

frozen waters of the north it would be much easier to contain and delimit the 

environmental effects of accidents.  

And what happened then? Well, the Arctic oil boom suddenly came to an 

abrupt end in 1986 as a result of the so-called “reverse” oil price shock. So 

history repeated itself in this sense. Just like in the coal case, Arctic oil explorers 

eventually proved unable to sustain their operations when fuel prices 

plummeted. 

IV 

It would take until the late 1990s before fuel prices turned upward again. From 

then on, the world’s energy companies have once again felt motivated to invest 

in research, development and exploration in offshore Arctic areas. However, 

the overall context is nowadays very different. The global political and 

economic environment is no longer the same. The world economy has become 

more globalized and dynamic, neo-liberalism has established itself as a political 

dogma almost everywhere, the Soviet communist bloc has collapsed, China has 

emerged as a new world power and the information age has seen its radical 

breakthrough. All these factors make a big difference. In addition, there has 

been a new surge in environmentalism and a growing concern with global 

warming. 

I will not try to analyse in further depth what is actually happening right now in 

Arctic energy. The only thing that I really want you to take with you is that 

global warming is not the reason why Arctic energy has become such a hot 

topic in the 21
st

 century. During the past 150 years or so, actors have 

repeatedly set out to make use of Arctic fuel without expecting global warming 

to assist them in making it more accessible.  

Global warming is not a driving force; it’s merely an argument that is being 

used and manipulated by those in favour of Arctic energy production – just like 

in previous Arctic energy rushes arguments relating to for example the need to 

“colonize” the Arctic region (in the decades around 1900) or the need to 
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respond to turmoil on world energy markets (in the 1970s) have earlier been 

used and manipulated by the actors involved at that time. What’s special today 

is perhaps also the argument brought forward not least by the oil companies 

themselves that Arctic energy production will benefit indigenous populations 

and contribute to economic development and modernization in the 

information age, and that there will also be environmental benefits for the 

Arctic region. Such arguments work very well in the 21
st

 century. A hundred 

years ago they would have worked less well. But powerful actors are always 

very skilful in adapting their arguments to their own time period.  

 

Thank you!  


