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Greenland: A New Frontier of Competition  
for the U.S., China and Russia?

Introduction
Greenland has become increasingly strategic in 
the evolving geopolitics of the Arctic, reflecting 
its importance for regional security, emerging 
maritime routes, and access to critical resources. 
Recent U.S. discussions about acquiring the ter-
ritory have brought Greenland to the forefront 
of transatlantic security debates, raising ques-
tions about alliance cohesion and sovereignty. 
President Donald Trump has framed control of 
Greenland as critical for U.S. national security, 
particularly in the context of strategic competi-
tion with China and Russia in the Arctic.

Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine reshaped Arc-
tic security dynamics and accelerated Moscow’s 
military build-up in the region, while Finland 
and Sweden’s NATO accession further altered 
the regional strategic balance. These develop-
ments have heightened focus on Greenland’s role 
in NATO’s northern defense posture, especially 
regarding early warning systems and maritime 

surveillance. Russia’s deepening cooperation 
with China in Arctic governance—including 
joint exercises and coordination on Northern 
shipping routes—has further raised concerns 
about the broader strategic implications of this 
partnership.

Greenland’s deposits of rare earth elements and 
other critical minerals have also attracted inter-
national interest, particularly as Western govern-
ments seek to reduce supply chain dependencies 
on China. Climate change is amplifying these 
dynamics by making previously inaccessible re-
sources viable for extraction and opening new 
Arctic shipping routes.

This backgrounder provides an overview of 
Greenland’s growing role in U.S. strategic think-
ing, evaluates the extent of Chinese and Rus-
sian involvement, and analyzes the implications  
for Arctic security and the island’s future  
governance.

I.  Background on Greenland
Geographic and Demographic Context 
Located between the Arctic and North Atlantic 
Oceans, Greenland is the world’s largest island, 
spanning over 2 million sq. km. Approximately 80 
percent of its territory lies beneath permanent ice 
sheet,1 confining its around 56,000 inhabitant to a 

narrow-ice free coastal strip along the western and 
southeastern shores.2 Around 88 percent of the 
population is Inuit, an indigenous group descending 
from the Thule people.3 This combination of vast 
territory and a small, coastal population results 
in one of the world’s lowest population densities 
(0.14 people/sq.km).4 However, climate change is 
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gradually reshaping these structural constrains by 
increasing seasonal accessibility and expanding 
areas previously inaccessible for settlement or 
resource exploration.

Historical and Governance Status
Greenland’s current political status reflects a 
gradual transition from colony to extensive self-
government within the Kingdom of Denmark. 
After its incorporation into Denmark in 1953, 
the 1979 Home Rule Act granted political 
autonomy and transferred significant domestic 
responsibilities to Nuuk.5 A 2008 referendum 
paved the way for the 2009 Self-Government 
Act, which formally recognized Greenlanders as 
a “people pursuant to international law with the 
right of self-determination”.6The Act transferred 
additional competences to Nuuk including full 
authority over natural resources, and established 
that any decision on independence must be taken 
by the people of Greenland through referendum.7 
At the same time, Denmark retains authority over 
foreign affairs, defense and monetary policy, and 
may block international agreements deemed to 
have implications for the security or foreign policy 
interests of the Kingdom.8 For many Greenlanders, 
particularly the Inuit majority, sovereignty debates 
are closely tied to unresolved historical grievances 
and questions of political agency within the Danish 
Realm.9

Although a pathway to sovereignty exists, 
institutional interdependence and economic 
dependence continue to constrain the pace and 
feasibility of full independence. An annual block 
grant of approximately DKK 4.45 billion (EUR 
600 million) is transferred from Denmark to 
Greenland, accounting for roughly 50 percent 
of the island’s public revenue.10 Replacing this 
fiscal support would require sustained revenue 
generation sufficient to finance public services 
independently11—a challenge given the island’s 
narrow economic base, with fisheries remaining the 
dominant sector. Efforts to reduce this dependence 
therefore center on economic diversification, 
including through resource development and 
foreign investment.12

Recent polling illustrates this conditionality. While 
a majority of Greenlanders (56 percent) support 
independence in principle, support declines when 
it is framed as entailing lower living standards. 
A significant share of respondents (45 percent) 
prioritizes economic stability over sovereignty, 
and many favor continued financial support 
from Denmark even in the event of formal 
independence.13 The March 2025 general elections 
reflected this dynamic. The center-right Democrats 
(Demokraatit) have prioritized economic 
resilience and domestic social reform over rapid 
independence.14 The government has stated that 
Greenland is “open for business” but “not for 
sale”, signaling a focus on diversification while 
maintaining political autonomy amid growing 
external interest.15

II.  Greenland’s Geostrategic 
Significance
Defense Posture
Greenland’s location makes it a critical node in 
NATO’s defense posture in the High North.16 
Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine and the 
acceleration of Moscow’s Arctic military activity 
have further elevated the island’s strategic 
importance. Denmark now identifies Greenland 

https://www.nato.int/en/what-we-do/deterrence-and-defence/arctic-security
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as a core pillar of its national security strategy.17 
Finland and Sweden’s NATO accession in 2023-
2024 has consolidated NATO’s footprint across 
Northern Europe and strengthened the Alliance’s 
ability to coordinate defense across the region. 
In this context, Greenland functions less as a 
frontline and more as an enabling hub within a 
wider network of allied surveillance and deterrence 
capabilities.18

Box 1: U.S. Security Framework in Greenland

Pituffik Space Base is located on Greenland’s 

northwestern coast and is currently the only U.S. 

military installation on the island. Despite harsh 

Arctic conditions, the base actively supports 

year-round airfield operations and manages the 

world’s northernmost deep-water port.19

As of 2026, Pituffik hosts around 200 U.S. 

personnel,20 supporting missile warning, space 

surveillance operations and Arctic domain 

awareness. These capabilities are crucial for 

detecting Russian and Chinese maritime activities 

in the Arctic and for the U.S. ability to conduct 

nuclear second strikes.21 While Pituffik serves as a  

permanent logistics hub for operations in the 

Arctic, U.S. military activity in Greenland has 

been limited in recent years and investments in 

the base have been sporadic. 22

This ongoing military presence is governed by 

the 1951 U.S.-Denmark Defense of Greenland 

Agreement. The treaty establishes defense 

areas where the U.S. has jurisdiction to construct 

installations and deploy personnel, moving 

freely within these zones without infringing on 

Danish sovereignty. New defense areas can 

be established if deemed necessary by NATO, 

subject to consent from both Denmark and 

Greenland.23

Any attempt by the U.S. administration to amend 

or replace the 1951 treaty involves strict legal 

requirements. According to Article II, Section 2, 

Clause 2 of the U.S. Constitution, modifying such 

an agreement requires a two-thirds approval 

vote by the U.S. Senate, followed by presidential 

ratification. Consequently, sweeping changes to 

the Defense of Greenland Agreement cannot 

be enacted unilaterally through a presidential 

Executive Order.24

Greenland is uniquely positioned for early warning 
and missile defense. Radar infrastructure on the 
island supports detection of Russian intercontinental 
ballistic missiles, which would travel northward 
over the Arctic—the shortest route to targets in 
North America. As Russia modernizes its nuclear 
arsenal and reactivates Soviet-era Arctic bases, this 
early warning role has regained operational and 
strategic relevance.25

The island is also central to maritime surveillance 
of the Greenland–Iceland–UK (GIUK) Gap, a key 
chokepoint between the Arctic Ocean and the 
North Atlantic. Russian submarines must transit 
this corridor to reach the Atlantic, making it vital 
for monitoring the sea-based leg of Moscow’s 
nuclear deterrent and safeguarding transatlantic 
sea lines of communication (SLOCs).26 NATO’s 
Supreme Allied Commander Europe noted in 
December 2023 that Russian submarine activity 
had surged to unprecedented levels across 
Atlantic approaches and into the Norwegian Sea, 
reinforcing the importance of sustained monitoring 
in and around the GIUK Gap.27

Beyond missile warning and maritime surveillance, 
Greenland’s position supports broader air and sea 
denial capabilities against Russian forces projecting 
power southward.28 These functions are enabled 
by key infrastructure, including Pituffik Space 
Base, which hosts U.S. missile warning and space 
surveillance systems,29 and Denmark’s Joint Arctic 
Command, which coordinates regional defense 
operations and maritime domain awareness across 
Greenlandic waters.30

https://www.diplomacyandlaw.com/post/the-geopolitical-significance-of-greenland
https://www.arctictoday.com/greenland-radars-vulnerable-to-hypersonic-missiles-critics-warn/
https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/geopolitics-of-the-giuk-gap-past-present-and-future/
https://www.hudson.org/security-alliances/greenland-homeland-security-issue-all-nato-allies-liselotte-odgaard
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Maritime Access, Sea Control & Arctic Governance 
Climate change is gradually expanding seasonal 
access across the Arctic Ocean. While commercial 
traffic remains limited, emerging northern routes 
carry strategic implications beyond shipping 
volumes. Control over Arctic maritime corridors 
has increasingly become a dimension of great power 
competition, affecting naval power projection and 
regional governance.31 The Northern Sea Route 
(NSR) along Russia’s Arctic coast could reduce 
Asia-Europe shipping times by up to 40 percent 
compared to the Suez Canal. Russia claims 
jurisdiction over the NSR, asserting authority to 
regulate transit and impose fees.32 Moscow has 
demonstrated willingness to weaponize control 
over strategic corridors, mirroring tactics previously 
employed with European gas pipelines. Washington 
contests this position, viewing Russian control as 
a strategic vulnerability.33 The Northwest Passage 
(NWP) through the Canadian Arctic Archipelago 
presents a parallel dispute. Canada considers it 
internal waters, while the U.S. and other maritime 
powers view it as an international strait.34 A third 
route, the Transpolar Sea Route (TSR) crossing the 
central Arctic Ocean, remains largely theoretical 
but would offer the shortest transit times between 
Asia, Europe, and North America if melting ice 

permits regular navigation.35 These competing 
claims reflect broader tensions over the legal 
status of Arctic waters and future governance of 
the region. The absence of agreed international 
frameworks creates strategic uncertainty as ice 
recedes and military activity increases.36  While 
Greenland does not directly sit on these contested 
corridors, its position between the Arctic Ocean 
and North Atlantic places it along the maritime 
approaches linking polar routes to transatlantic 
SLOCs. As Arctic accessibility increases, the 
island’s relevance thus lies in maritime domain 
awareness, surveillance of naval movements, 
and denial capabilities against adversary power 
projection.37 

Resource Paradox
Global supply chain vulnerabilities exposed by 
the pandemic, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,38 and 
China’s tightening controls on rare earth exports 
have intensified strategic attention on Greenland’s 
mineral resources.39 Greenland ranks among the 
world’s largest holders of rare earth elements 
(REEs), with total reserves estimated at around 
1.5 million tons, including two of the largest 
known deposits at Kvanefjeld and Tanbreez.40 
These materials are critical for defense systems,41 
energy technologies, and advanced electronics.42 
Beyond REEs, Greenland’s geology possesses 
important deposits of graphite (essential for 
defense applications), lithium and cobalt (battery 
production), platinum group metals (hydrogen fuel 
cells), copper (electrical infrastructure) and titanium 
(aerospace applications). 43 At least 10 of the 12 
materials NATO designates as critical for defense 
industries 44 and 25 out of 34 materials classified 
as critical by the EU are found in Greenland.45 
This resource endowment has attracted sustained 
foreign interest. Securing alternative supply sources 
has become a national security priority for several 
western governments seeking to reduce dependence 
on China, which controls approximately 70 
percent of global rare earth mining and 90 percent 
of global processing.46

https://www.bakerinstitute.org/research/russias-use-energy-weapon-europe
https://www.belfercenter.org/research-analysis/explainer-northwest-passages-shipping-potential-legal-status-and-whats-stake
https://www.academia.edu/45436296/The_opening_of_the_Transpolar_Sea_Route_Logistical_geopolitical_environmental_and_socioeconomic_impacts


55

Yet the gap between potential and operational 
output remains substantial. Since WWII, only 
nine mines have operated in Greenland.47 As of 
2026, just two remain active: the Nalunaq gold 
mine, operated by Amaroq Mining, and the  
White Mountain anorthosite mine, operated by 
Lumina Sustainable Materials.48 The Tanbreez 
rare earth project represents the most advanced 
development to date, with a pilot facility expected 

to begin operations in May 2026. At projected 
capacity it could produce approximately 85,000 
tons of rare earth oxide annually—roughly 
equivalent to one-third of current U.S. rare earth 
consumption.49

With 80 percent of the island beneath permanent 
ice sheet and most prospective sites lacking roads, 
railways, ports, or reliable energy infrastructure, 
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the scalability of mining extraction remains 
constrained. Transport depends largely on maritime 
and air routes, substantially increasing costs  
and extending development timelines. Limited 
skilled labor and commodity price volatility  
further reduce competitiveness compared to 
projects in jurisdictions with established mining 
ecosystems. 50

Environmental and regulatory factors add further 
complexity. Rare earth extraction generates 
substantial amounts of toxic waste, including 
radioactive tailings, acidic wastewater, and 
toxic dust.51 Several of Greenland’s largest REEs 
deposits are co-located with uranium, making 
extraction complex and politically sensitive. In 
2021, Greenland introduced a ban on uranium 
mining, effectively halting development of the 
Kvanefjeld project. The decision demonstrated 
how domestic political considerations can directly 
affect the viability of major resource projects.52 
Earlier uranium restrictions were lifted in 2013 
before being reinstated in 2021, 53 contributing 
to perceptions of regulatory uncertainty. 
Environmental standards also remain stringent, 
reflecting concerns over waste management, water 
use, and ecological preservation in a fragile Arctic 
environment.54 

III.  U.S. Ambitions in Greenland: 
Strategic Footprint, Political Pressure 
& Alliance Strains
U.S. strategic footprint in Greenland & Trump’s 
Greenland Ambitions
Greenland has anchored the U.S. defense posture 
in the North Atlantic since WWII. Following 
Germany’s occupation of Denmark in 1941, 
Washington assumed protection of the island and 
first established the Thule Air Base (currently 
Pituffik Space Base).55 The 1951 U.S.-Denmark 
defense treaty formalized this arrangement and 
remains in force as long as NATO exists. Should 
the U.S. withdraw from the alliance, it would 
terminate automatically within one year. 

U.S. President Trump has pursued ambitions to 
acquire Greenland since 2019, when he publicly 
floated the idea of purchasing the island from 
Denmark—proposals firmly rejected by both 
Copenhagen and Nuuk.56 In his second term, his 
rhetoric escalated. Trump described U.S. ownership 
and control of Greenland as an “absolute necessity 
for national security and global freedom”, 57 and 
argued Denmark could not adequately defend 
the island against alleged imminent Russian and 
Chinese threats, including claims of a “flood of 
vessels” operating near Greenland—assertions 
disputed by Nordic leaders.58

More consequential statements indicating that the 
U.S. would not rule out the use of force to secure 
Greenland further escalated tensions between 
Washington and Copenhagen.59 In response to 
this renewed U.S. pressure, Denmark adopted  
its  second agreement on the Arctic and North 
Atlantic in October 2025, 60 including planned 
acquisitions totaling DKK 27.4 billion (EUR 4.26 
billion) to strengthen the operational capabilities  
of the Danish Armed Forces and reinforce its 
presence in the High North.61 Denmark also 
led Exercise Arctic Light 2025, the largest 
military exercise in Greenland’s recent history, 
without U.S. military participation, an unusual 
development given decades of close bilateral 
defense cooperation.62

In a January 2026 interview, President Trump 
acknowledged that it “may be a choice” between 
pursuing control of Greenland and preserving 
NATO.63 By casting territorial acquisition and 
alliance cohesion as potentially competing 
priorities, the remarks shifted the issue from 
rhetorical posturing to one of strategic alignment. 
Even in the absence of concrete action, invoking 
force against allied territory strained transatlantic 
trust and complicated deterrence signaling at 
a moment of heightened tensions with Russia. 
Beyond the political fallout, such rhetoric also runs 
counter to the prohibition on the threat or use of 
force embedded in the UN Charter.64
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European allies signaled support to Denmark 
through a more visible presence. On January 15, 
2026, several states including Germany, Sweden, 
France, Norway, the Netherlands and Finland 
deployed small contingents to Greenland.65 In 
early February, France and Canada reinforced 
their engagement by opening diplomatic consulates  
in Nuuk.66 

Domestic political dynamics in the U.S. also acted as 
a moderating factor. A YouGov poll found that only 
8 percent of U.S. adults support military force to 
take control of the island, while 73 percent oppose 
it.67 An AP-NORC survey also highlighted limited 
political support for the administration’s approach: 
only 24 percent approved overall; Republicans were 
almost evenly split (51% approve vs 48 percent dis-
approve); and approval rates among independents 
(15 percent) and Democrats (7 percent) remained 
very low.68 This resistance has been reinforced by 
pushback in Congress, including Republican law-
makers warning that coercive measures would be 
unnecessary and damaging to U.S. alliances,69 and 
senators introducing the bipartisan NATO Unity 
Protection Act, which would bar the Department of 
War from using funds to “blockade, occupy, annex 
or otherwise assert control” over the territory of 
any other NATO member-state.70 

IV.  Russia & China: Strategic Interest, 
Limited Leverage
China
China has framed the Arctic as part of its broader 
geopolitical and economic ambitions. In its 2018 
Arctic Policy, Beijing declared itself a “near-Arctic 
state” and articulated a “Polar Silk Road” vision 
linking Asia and Europe via northern maritime 
routes, alongside scientific cooperation and resource 
access.71 This rhetoric sits within the larger context 
of intensifying great-power competition, where 
Arctic engagement is increasingly interpreted 
through U.S.-China dynamics and geopolitical 
rivalry.72

Greenland drew particular Chinese attention in the 
2010s due to its potential mineral wealth. Chinese 
companies pursued stakes in critical mineral 
projects and large infrastructure bids: most notably 
Shenghe Resources’ 12.5 percent equity purchase 
in Greenland Minerals (now Energy Transition 
Minerals), the licensee of the Kvanefjeld rare 
earth project, and a bid by China Communications 
Construction Company (CCCC) to build and 
renovate three airports.73

Yet many of these overtures have not materialized 
into lasting economic influence. The Greenland 
mineral ban on uranium stalled the Kvanefjeld 
project, and Denmark blocked the airport bid 
over potential strategic risks. Shenghe has since 
reduced its stake to about 6.5 percent,74 and 
there are currently no major operational Chinese 
infrastructure projects in Greenland.75 While 
Greenland sought to diversify its economy, 
including opening a representative office in Beijing 
in 2023, tangible Chinese economic influence 
remains limited.76

More broadly, Chinese Arctic investment out-
side Russia has frequently stalled or remained 
at the proposal stage. In practice, China’s Arctic 
footprint is more substantial in scientific activity, 
including research stations in Iceland and Sval-
bard, and in its expanding cooperation with Rus-
sia.77 Since 2022, Sino-Russian coordination in 
the Arctic has intensified to include cooperation 
on the development and oversight of traffic along 
the Northern Sea Route (NSR), joint energy ven-
tures, and increased naval and coast guard exer-
cises in northern waters.78 Through this partner-
ship, Beijing gains indirect access to Arctic ship-
ping corridors and strategic presence without the  
need for direct territorial footholds. Despite the rhet-
oric of a “no-limits partnership”,79 the relationship 
remains pragmatic and interest-driven, with Russia 
retaining primary regulatory control over the NSR 
and limiting the scope of Chinese influence.80
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Chinese Investment, Partnerships and Proposals in Greenland (2009–2019)

Year Chinese Actor Project / 
Location

Sector Engagement Outcome Status

2009 Jiangxi Zhongrun 
Mining81

Wegener Halvø 
copper project

Mining Minority 
participation 
in exploration 
license

Chinese partners 
withdrew; license 
expired in 2019

Expired

2015 General Nice 
(Hong Kong)82

Isua iron-ore 
project

Mining Acquisition of 
London Mining 
Greenland 
assets

License revoked by 
Greenland authorities 
in 2021 due to lack of 
development

Failed

2016 General Nice83 Kangilinnguit 
naval base

Infrastructure Acquisition 
attempt

Danish government 
blocked the sale 
citing security 
concerns

Blocked

2016 Shenghe Rare 
Earth84

Kvanefjeld rare 
earth project

Critical minerals 12.5% stake 
in Greenland 
Minerals

Project halted 
following Greenland’s 
uranium mining ban

Stalled

2016 Huawei Marine85 Greenland 
Connect North 
submarine 
cable

Telecommunications Infrastructure 
partnership 
with Tele 
Greenland

Equipment supplied 
and installed for 
cable system

Completed

2016 State Oceanic 
Administration of 
China86

Greenland–
China research 
cooperation

Polar research Scientific 
cooperation 
agreement

Ocean research and 
data cooperation 
MoU signed

Cooperation

2017 China Nonferrous 
Metal Mining 
Group (CNMC)87

Citronen Fjord 
zinc project

Mining Financing and 
construction 
agreement with 
Ironbark Zinc

Project did not 
advance to 
development stage

Suspended

2017 Beijing Normal 
University 
researchers88

BeiDou 
satellite station 
proposal (Nuuk)

Space infrastructure Proposed 
satellite 
monitoring 
station

Proposal declined by 
Greenland authorities

Rejected

2018 China 
Communications 
Construction 
Company 
(CCCC)89

Nuuk, Ilulissat 
and Qaqortoq 
airports

Infrastructure Construction 
bid

Denmark decided to 
finance the airports 
instead

Blocked

2018 CATL90 Maniitsoq 
nickel-copper-
cobalt project

Critical minerals 25% stake in 
North American 
Nickel

Project development 
has not progressed

Inactive

2019 Huawei91 Greenland 5G 
network

Telecommunications Technology bid Ericsson selected for 
national 5G rollout

Rejected
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Russia
Russia is the largest Arctic state by geography, 
population and infrastructure, controlling more 
than half the Arctic coastline and maintaining the 
region’s most extensive military presence north of 
the Arctic Circle. The Arctic occupies a central 
place in Russian security doctrine. The Kola 
Peninsula, home to the Northern Fleet, forms the 
core pillar of this posture, hosting a substantial 
share of Russia’s sea-based nuclear deterrent.92 
Protecting this “bastion”, where ballistic missile 
submarines operate, has long shaped Moscow’s 
Arctic security strategy. Over the past decade, 
Russia has reopened93 and upgraded dozens of 
Soviet-era installations, including airfields, radar 
stations and coastal defense positions stretching 
from the Barents Sea to the Chukchi Sea.94 These 
efforts reflect a broader shift toward strategic 
consolidation that has intensified since 2014 
and more markedly after 2022, as relations with 
the West deteriorated and Arctic policy became 
increasingly  securitized.95 The NATO accession of 
Finland and Sweden further reshaped the regional 
security environment, leaving Russia as the only 
non-NATO coastal state.96 Despite rhetoric linking 
Russia’s Arctic posture to Greenland, Moscow has 
no operational military footprint on the island. 
Its modernization efforts are generally anchored 
along its own Arctic coastline.97 Greenland enters 
Russian strategic calculations primarily through 
NATO’s northern consolidation and the enduring 
U.S. presence at Pituffik, rather than as a locus of 
Russian expansion.

Western sanctions also altered Russia’s economic 
partnerships in the Arctic. With Western investment 
largely curtailed, Moscow deepened selective 
cooperation with China, particularly on energy 
development along the Northern Sea Route.98 The 
NSR serves both economic and strategic purposes: 
it is regulated as a sovereign transport corridor 
and forms a key component of Russia’s long-term 
Arctic industrial strategy.99

Box 2: Russia’s Modernized Arctic Outposts

Over the past 15 years, Moscow has systemati-

cally rebuilt and fortified abandoned Soviet-era 

outposts to secure the Northern Sea Route,  

a strategy often referred to as the new “Ice  

Curtain”.100

In the Barents Sea region, the “Arctic Trefoil” 
on Alexandra Land serves since 2017 as Rus-

sia’s northernmost military outpost, designed 

to sustain 150 personnel year-round.101 Its ac-

companying Nagurskoye Air Base was further 

expanded in 2021 with a bigger parking apron of 

3,500 meters designed to support large-scale 

deployments of combat aircraft, A-50 airborne 

early warning aircraft, and heavy strategic 

bombers.102 Further south on the Novaya Zemlya 

archipelago, the Rogachevo Air Base began to 

be modernized in 2015103 and currently supports 

MiG-31 interceptors and Su-33 fighter jets. In 

2023, the Russian Defense Ministry approved a 

new five-year plan to expand Rogachevo’s run-

way to permanently accommodate Tu-95 and 

Tu-160 heavy strategic bombers.104 In 2024 and 

2025, satellite imagery revealed the installation 

of anti-drone nets and upgraded air defenses at 

nearby facilities on the archipelago.105

Moving east into the Laptev Sea, the ex-Soviet 

outpost, “Northern Clover”, can be found on Ko-

telny Island. Satellite imagery from 2024 revealed 

the completion of a newly paved and expanded 

2,100-meter runway and apron at its adjacent 

Temp Air Base. Operating as the aviation wing 

of the Northern Clover complex, this upgraded 

facility is now enabled to receive long-range in-

terceptors and nuclear-capable bombers. The 

outpost currently operates Sopka-2 radar facil-

ities, along with anti-aircraft missiles for close-

range air defense, long-range S-300 surface-

to-air missiles, and heavy anti-ship missiles for 

coastal defense.106 Strategically positioned to 

protect the Russia’s Northern Fleet, these three 

outposts use advanced early-warning radar and 

https://www.thesimonsfoundation.ca/sites/default/files/MilitaryFootprintsintheArctic_Final%2C March 2024_0.pdf
https://theloop.ecpr.eu/russias-changing-arctic-policy-from-economic-ambitions-to-military-dominance/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/nordics-reject-trumps-claim-chinese-russian-ships-around-greenland-ft-reports-2026-01-11/
https://www.arctictoday.com/how-to-respond-to-china-russia-cooperation-in-the-arctic-commentary/
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layered air defenses to detect and repel foreign 

military threats.107

Further along the Yakutia Coast, the Tiksi Air-
base operates since 2019 as the headquarters 

for the Northern Fleet’s 3rd Air Defense Division, 

securing the airspace over the central Northern 

Sea Route.108 Located roughly 300 miles from 

Alaska, Wrangel Island and Cape Schmidt form 

Russia’s easternmost Arctic outposts. Wrangel 

Island, claimed by Tsar Nicholas II in 1916 after 

earlier U.S.–Russian disputes, and nearby Cape 

Schmidt, a Cold War bomber base,109 have both 

been modernized since 2014 with radar, elec-

tronic warfare, and surveillance systems.110

V.  What Comes Next: Negotiations, 
NATO and Arctic Stability
Both European resolve and U.S. domestic pushback 
appear to have contributed to a softening of 
rhetoric, with Trump backtracking on earlier 
threats to use force or tariffs following talks with 
NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte during the 
Davos Summit.111 Trump stated that a “framework 
deal” has been reached and that coercive measures 
would not be pursued. Nevertheless, the episode 
has already tested the unity of the transatlantic 
alliance, and recent statements from the Danish 
side suggest that Washington remains intent on 
acquiring the island.112

While the establishment of the U.S.-Greenland-
Denmark high-level working group in January 14 
has institutionalized negotiations, early rounds of 
talks suggest that key issues remain contentious 
and outcomes uncertain.113 Unconfirmed reports 
indicate that the parties may be exploring revisions 
to the 1951 defense agreement, last updated in 
2004.114  

The episode has also highlighted a more complex 
domestic layer: pro-independence voices in Green-

land have criticized the extent to which discus-
sions have been framed as a U.S.–Denmark issue, 
arguing that Greenlanders have been sidelined in 
negotiations over their own future.115 This dynam-
ic risks further complicating Denmark–Greenland 
relations regardless of how U.S. policy evolves.

At the alliance level, NATO has moved to reinforce 
coordination and visibility in the High North. On 
February 11, General Secretary Mark Rutte set out 
plans for a new multi-domain initiative - “Arctic 
Sentry” – which will integrate military exercises, 
enhanced surveillance, and the deployment of 
additional maritime and air assets in the region. 
“Arctic Sentry” will be led by Joint Force 
Command (JFC) Norfolk, NATO’s newest Joint 
Force Command, whose area of responsibility 
has been expanded to cover the Arctic and North 
Atlantic since December 2025. The initiative brings 
together existing regional activities, including 
Arctic Endurance and a Danish-led exercise around 
Greenland, under a single framework to support a 
sustained NATO presence in the Arctic.116

The longer-term implications of these developments 
for Arctic security dynamics and transatlantic 
cohesion remain uncertain. However, discussions at 
the Munich Security Conference demonstrated that 
the Greenland episode has accelerated a broader 
European reassessment of security dependence to 
the U.S., strengthening calls for building a stronger 
European pillar of NATO and enhancing industrial 
defense capabilities.117
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