The High North Strategy: Special Operations Forces in the
Arctic Arena

1. The Transformed Arctic: From Cooperation to Aggressive Competition

The luxury of benign indifference regarding the High North has been forcibly replaced by a
strategic imperative. For decades, the Arctic was managed under a "sphere of
cooperation," but that consensus has collapsed into a zero-sum game of finite resources
and aggressive competition. As the Senior Strategic Analyst for this theater, | must be blunt:
what interests our governments must fascinate us, and currently, we are losing the
initiative. The Arctic is no longer a distant frontier; it is a rapidly evolving arena of insecurity.
This transformation necessitates a fundamental pivot in Special Operations Forces (SOF)
posture. We have transitioned from a "Phase 0" preparation period into a reactive posture,
struggling to regain control of a battlespace thatis opening faster than our doctrine can
adapt.

The Climate Catalyst Climate change acts as the primary driver for geopolitical instability,
serving as a physical "unlock" for the region. The Arctic is warming two to four times faster
than the global average—with sectors of Eurasia warming up to seven times as fast. This
has resulted in the loss of 41% of permanent ice, which is retreating at a rate of 13% per
decade. Projections indicate a summer ice-free Arctic as early as 2035. This recession has
stripped away the region's natural protection, converting a once-impenetrable bufferinto a
substantive and contested battlespace.

Geopolitical Reorientation The state of Arctic cooperation is effectively dead. The
suspension of Russia from the Arctic Council following the 2022 invasion of Ukraine,
combined with the accession of Sweden and Finland to NATO, has fundamentally
reoriented the security architecture. From Moscow’s perspective, the "enlargement" of
NATO has heightened Russian "Arctic insecurities." Crucially, the meltingice in the Arctic
Zone of the Russian Federation (AZRF) means their northern border is no longer shielded by
the environment. This vulnerability is driving a desperate, aggressive Russian posture that
SOF must be prepared to counter.

2. Strategic Value: Resources, Routes, and Sovereignty

The Arctic has emerged as the primary incentive for Great Power Competition (GPC)
because itis both a transit corridor and a resource "mother lode." Control over these assets
translates directly to global economic and military leverage.



The Resource Dimension The volume of untapped energy and mineral reserves in the High
North is staggering, representing a significant portion of the world's remaining
undiscovered wealth:
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Maritime "Chokepoints" and Routes The Northern Sea Route (NSR), the Northwest
Passage, and the Bering Strait are becoming viable maritime chokepoints. These routes
connect 75% of the world’s population and dramatically shorten transit times to Asia. They
are no longer seasonal novelties; they are strategic corridors that alter global trade
logistics.

Competitor Posture: Russia and China

e Russia: Moscow has resurrected the "Bastion Concept," using a 61-ship ice-
capable fleet and 50 reopened Soviet-era bases to project power. Their insecurity
stems from the realization that the ice no longer protects their nuclear second-
strike capability.

e China: China’s self-identification as a "near-Arctic state" is backed by the "Polar Silk
Road" initiative. The intent is clear: between January 2022 and June 2023, Chinese-
owned companies in Russian Arctic territory increased by 87%, totaling 359
companies. This encroachment was punctuated in July 2024 by joint Sino-Russo
bomber patrols in Alaska's ADIZ and joint Coast Guard patrols, signaling a
combined military challenge to North American sovereignty.

3. SOF Modernization and Strategic Mandates



The U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS) and National Defense Strategy (NDS) identify
China and Russia as primary competitors. In the Arctic, SOF is the ideal tool for the "murky
gray zone," provided we move past the era of "economy of effort."

The SOF Value Proposition SOF must function as "strategic sensors, signallers, and
weapon systems" within SOCNORTH’s "Northern Approach." Through "Integrated
Deterrence," SOF provides the high-readiness, low-footprint capability required to detect
hybrid threats where conventional mass cannot persist.

The Persistence Standard vs. "Arctic Tourism" We must end the practice of "Arctic
Tourism"—misaligned and episodic training that dilutes expertise and hinders the retention
of institutional knowledge. True "four-season Arctic capability" requires units that view the
High North as their primary operating environment, moving beyond seasonal exercises
toward permanent proficiency.

Reverse Security Force Assistance (SFA) and the Human Layer The Arctic necessitates a
"Reverse SFA" model, where SOF partners with NATO allies like Norway to acquire
specialized survivability expertise. Furthermore, SOF must integrate with Arctic Indigenous
peoples. We must adopt the "Canadian Rangers" model to achieve cultural proficiency.
Within the "Human Layer," we must understand the "Net Consumer vs. Net Contributor"
concept: an untrained soldier is a net consumer of resources, while a SOF operator,
partnered with local experts, becomes a net contributor to homeland defense and regional
stability.

4. Operational Friction: When "Simple Things Become Hard"

The Arctic is a multidomain environment where "the environment is always trying to kill
you." Friction here is not just a nuisance; it is a lethal technical and physical toll.

The Physical and Technical Toll

o Equipment Failure: Lubricants freeze solid, plastic shatters, and moisture
accumulation locks rifle actions.

e Communications/Navigation: Polar magnetic disturbances cause "patchy"
comms and render compasses unreliable.

e Human Factor: Hypothermia sets in within minutes for casualties. Unnoticed
wounds in the extreme cold can quickly become gangrenous, turning minor
scratches into life-threatening injuries.



The Logistics Vacuum Historically, defense planners relied on a "Scorched Ice Policy,"
believing the Arctic's harshness was its own best defense. That era is over. Competitors are
now "probing infrastructure and collecting intelligence" on the seafloor and in the data
vacuum of the High North. Consequently, SOF must be entirely self-sustained to avoid
depleting the limited stocks of remote local communities, which may only be replenished
once or twice ayear.

5. Requirements for Persistence: Equipment and Infrastructure

Persistence in the Arctic is a matter of fiscal and technological commitment. The 2024
Canadian update, Our North, Strong and Free, provides the specific mandates required for
a permanent presence.

Technological and Infrastructure Needs

o« NORAD Modernization: Acommitted $38.6 billion over 20 years for new weapons
systems and infrastructure.

» Maritime Power: $60 billion for new surface combatant warships and the
exploration of submarine procurement to counter sub-surface threats.

e Aviation: Procurement of 140 new tactical aircraft, including F-35 fighter jets, P-8A
Poseidon anti-submarine aircraft, MQ-9 Reaper drones, and CC-330 strategic
tankers.

e Support Hubs: The establishment of permanent northern operational support hubs
in Inuvik, Yellowknife, Igaluit, and Goose Bay. These are not temporary exercise
sites; they are intended for a permanent presence of Canadian and American
personnel.

The Special Reconnaissance (SR) Priority "Enduring special reconnaissance" is the
primary mission. Physical presence is the only way to reinforce sovereignty and improve
our understanding of the current "data vacuum." By acting as persistent observers, SOF can
provide early warning of competitor incursions and counter the hybrid tactics currently
being deployed against our northern infrastructure.

6. Conclusion: Shaping the Future Arctic Environment

The era of viewing the Arctic as a distant, isolated frontier has been forcibly terminated. The
strategic findings of this briefing indicate that the window for gradual preparation has



closed; we have entered a phase of critical reaction. For too long, we have allowed an
"economy of effort" to dictate our northern posture, resulting in a misaligned force that
relies on "Arctic Tourism" rather than permanent competence.

The choice before us is binary: we can remain at the "mercy of immediacy," reacting sub-
optimally to crises in a battlespace we no longer control, or we can choose to "shape the
environment." Shaping requires an unwavering commitment to the fiscal requirements of
Our North, Strong and Free, a permanent Indigenous-partnered presence, and the
specialized equipment necessary for true persistence. Sovereignty in the 21st century will
not be maintained by rhetoric, but by the ability of Special Operations Forces to live,
operate, and prevail in the most unforgiving environment on Earth.



