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As the new century approaches, we find the United States seemingly embarked on a transition to a new
security praxis or reciprocal interaction of thought and practice.  By no means closed to ideas and
information from abroad or to concepts derived by non-state actors within, the U.S. government shows

signs of adapting to a post-Cold War environment in ways that accentuate pre-existing American inclinations to
articulate and employ extended notions of security.  Received thinking which emphasizes the national interest,
self-help, the military instrument, and an opposed-forces view of the world now finds itself challenged.  New
thinking on security, as Emma Rothschild puts it, extends the frame of reference in fourfold fashion: (1) upwards
from the state to the global and planetary level; (2) downwards to the individual, (3) sideways to non-military or
civil concepts of environmental, economic, and social security; and (4) in all directions where responsibility for
ensuring security is concerned.1  A formidable array of private analysts, NGOs, foundations, think tanks, and
officials as well as a few political leaders have started to generate and, to a far lesser extent, to institutionalize
new ideas about extended security.  The result, even at this early point, is a vigorous intellectual and political
process whose complexity cannot but daunt those wanting to estimate where the United States might be headed
on matters of security.  And yet there is a need to know.  Whether or not we happen to approve of state-centered
conceptions of politics, the world’s security praxis will be heavily influenced by the discourse and the policy
priorities of the lead state in the international system.

As also occurs with global warming or Russia’s transition to “democracy,” the U.S. move towards an in-
creasingly extended security praxis is accompanied by uncertainty as well as complexity.  Indeed, the whole
project has a futuristic air, insofar as it is a purposive venture.  To help situate an inquiry that otherwise risks
becoming vaporous, this essay asks whether and if so how the United States might employ new understandings
of security in the management of Arctic waters issues, and in responding even more particularly to the prospect
of intensified use of Russia’s Northern Sea Route for the transport of hydrocarbons and other bulk cargo.  Here,
too, the subject is futuristic in that there is little or no American interest in the circumpolar North.  By no means
is this to suggest that the United States is not an Arctic country.  Decidedly it is.2  But Americans are quite
unaware of their capacity to act in this part of the world.  The Arctic Ocean, for its part, is missing in the Ameri-
can view of the globe, and hardly anyone has even heard of the Northern Sea Route.  Appropriately enough for
an inquiry into the evolution of an extended U.S. security praxis, in the Arctic we find ourselves at the beginning
of a process in which ideas drawn from other places and issue-areas seem likely to predominate in improvised
responses to unexpected problems.

TENDENCIES IN U.S. SECURITY DISCOURSE SINCE 1945

There is little need to document the militarization of U.S. national security thinking and practice during the
Cold War.  The process may be said to have begun with the reassertion of the phrase “national security” by
Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal at a Senate hearing in August 1945.3  Bolstered by realist conceptions of
international affairs, the Cold War orientation of U.S. security policy crystallized in the National Security Act of
1947, and then in the National Security Council paper NSC-68 of 1950 which saw the country effectively com-
mitted to two generations of global containment of communism primarily but not exclusively by military means.4
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In the Arctic—governed as it was by a succession of
interactions among strategic bombers, air defenses,
land- and then sea-based intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles, strategic anti-submarine warfare including the for-
ward maritime strategy, and air- and sea-launched stra-
tegic cruise missiles—the net effect of Cold War and
containment was clear.5  Both the Soviet Union on the
one hand, and the NATO Arctic members on the other,
adopted what has been termed a “fully integrated mul-
tidimensional security concept.”6  Though it is debat-
able whether the Arctic states had an explicit concept
of regional security, or operated according to a set of
extra-regional imperatives open to interpretation that
they had one, the practical result was to subordinate
any thought of non-military or civil cooperation to the
task of gaining and maintaining global strength in re-
lation to the principal adversary.  But considerably more
interesting than much of this was the latent awareness
all along in the United States, and increasingly the prac-
tice by the U.S. government, of what amounted to ex-
tended security, including on matters of containment.

From the start it was clear that national security
took into account “our whole potential for war, our
mines, industry, manpower, research, and all the ac-
tivities that go into national civilian life.”7  Hence, in
due course, the National Defense Highways Act, the
National Defense Education Act, the growth of gov-
ernment support for research and development, the
concern for balance of payments, strategic materials,
foreign economic assistance, even for the Soviet grain
harvest, and so on—all understood as matters of na-
tional security.  The point here is fourfold.  While re-
quirements of protracted conflict clearly predominated
in the orchestration of national security policy, secu-
rity was never seen purely in military-strategic or even
political-military terms.  To the contrary, it was ex-
tended horizontally to include many and diverse civil
matters.  Secondly, in what may be termed an introver-
sion of national security policy, all manner of actors
right down to the level of the individual bought into
civil dimensions of security ranging from scientific re-
search to highway construction.  Meanwhile, even
within the military-strategic domain, extended notions
of security had their say.  In the growing practice of
summitry, arms control, and détente as of the mid-
1950s, Americans were introduced to the seemingly
unnatural act of collaboration with the enemy for joint
gains.  Further, the limited nuclear test ban treaty of
1963 saw the United States engage in its first major act
of what could later be termed environmental security
by abating nuclear fallout and global public concern
over the health effects of nuclear testing.  Finally, if re-
gional and global awareness is a hallmark of upwards-
extended security, the Cold War national security poli-
cies of the United States displayed not a little of it in
meeting the worldwide political as well as military re-
quirements of containment.  To be sure, the state and a

realist policy perspective reigned supreme in all of this.
Nevertheless, through the troubled renewal and revo-
cation of détente in the 1970s, the United States exhib-
ited a manifold but as yet inarticulate propensity to act
on extended notions of security.

Lester Brown and other precursors aside, Richard
Ullman’s 1983 piece in International Security marks the
start of the articulation of a case for an extended secu-
rity concept.8  By that time Rachel Carson had long
since written and been followed by the Club of Rome,
Barry Commoner, Garrett Hardin, and others includ-
ing the Palme Commission and U.N. studies on secu-
rity and the relationship between disarmament and
development.9  Also by that time the United States had
witnessed Earth Day 1970, the 1972 Stockholm Confer-
ence on the environment, the oil price shocks of the
mid-1970s, and the appearance of a Japanese challenge
to American competitiveness.  Though Ullman may
have failed to impress the U.S. national security estab-
lishment, he was the first to have put the pieces together
in arguing for a horizontally extended concept to the
community of analysts concerned with international
security affairs.  By the time Jessica Mathews wrote in
1989, continued evolution of the intellectual and policy
climate had made it somewhat easier to impress.10

What with the advent of “new political thinking” in
the Soviet Union after 1985, the assertion of sustain-
able development in the Brundtland report on envi-
ronment and development, and then the end of the
Cold War, the scene was set for an outpouring of U.S.
comment on extended security which before long
would have visible effects on the thinking of officials
and political leaders.11  Meanwhile, though new po-
tentialities for an extended security praxis in the Arctic
had unexpectedly been created by Gorbachev’s
Murmansk speech of 2 October 1987, the opportunity
went virtually unnoticed in the United States.12

Throughout the period to 1989, American analysts also
preferred on balance to articulate the need for new and
better adapted national security policies, as distinct from
new conceptions of security per se.

As of 1996, thinking about security was very much
in flux as Americans grappled with the need for a co-
herent response to a markedly changed international
environment.13  In fact, the United States no longer had
an integrated national security concept.  Population
specialists and politicians could refer to population as
a global security issue, but no one spoke forcefully for
demographic security as such.  Economists and others
identified all manner of economic threats to U.S. na-
tional security, but they were not arguing for economic
security as a framework for understanding and action
in meeting the challenges of the “new battlefield” of
economic competition among the industrialized coun-
tries.  Energy security was also a continuing concern,
but it did not claim attention equivalent even to the
global warming effects of energy consumption.  Ter-
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rorism, drug trafficking, and illegal immigration were
clearly regarded as security problems along with other
non-military or civil threats such as industrial espio-
nage, but they too were not reconceptualized.  Mean-
while, in the area of political-military affairs, the
Brookings Institution made a powerful case for coop-
erative security along lines similar to the Palme Com-
mission.14  Thinking was extended in this instance by
virtue of the perceived need for the United States to
act in concert with others to achieve national security
objectives.  And yet the Brookings report was resolute
in resisting any significant horizontal extension of se-
curity discourse into the civil domain.  What with the
rapid proliferation of the security-related agenda, and
the continuing attachment of many to threat-and-use-
of-force notions, any effort to generate consensus on
an integrated post-Cold War security concept could
only have been judged premature as of mid-decade.

The transitional character of current U.S. security
praxis is well captured in the 1995 National Security
Strategy paper issued by the White House.  It is worth
excerpting at length:

Protecting our nation’s security—our people, our
territory and our way of life—is my
Administration’s foremost mission and constitu-
tional duty.  The end of the Cold War fundamen-
tally changed America’s security imperatives.  The
central security challenge of the past half cen-
tury—the threat of communist expansion—is
gone.  The dangers we face today are more diverse.
Ethnic conflict is spreading and rogue states pose
a serious danger to regional stability in many cor-
ners of the globe.  The proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction represents a major challenge to
our security.  Large scale environmental degrada-
tion, exacerbated by rapid population growth,
threatens to undermine political stability in many
countries and regions. . . .

Not all security risks are military in nature.
Transnational phenomena such as terrorism, nar-
cotics trafficking, environmental degradation,
rapid population growth and refugee flows also
have security implications for both present and
long term American policy.  In addition, an emerg-
ing class of transnational environmental issues are
increasingly affecting international stability and
consequently will present new challenges to U.S.
strategy. . . .

Our engagement must be selective, focusing on
the challenges that are most relevant to our own
interests and focusing our resources where we can
make the most difference. . . . In all cases, the na-
ture of our response must depend on what best
serves our own long-term interests.  Those inter-

ests are ultimately defined by our security require-
ments.  Such requirements start with our physical
defense and economic well-being.  They also in-
clude environmental security as well as the secu-
rity of values achieved through the expansion of
the community of democratic nations.15

Though “environ-
mental security” is cited
here, “sustainable de-
velopment” has pride
of place in a document
which clearly autho-
rizes action on new di-
mensions of security
while continuing to re-
gard military threats as
fundamental.  The lin-
ear thinking of an ear-
lier era is giving way to
the variable geometry
of a horizontally and
vertically extended se-
curity praxis that in-
creasingly admits the
necessity for coopera-
tion.

The United States has thus been working with ex-
tended conceptions of security throughout the period
since 1945.  The story is not one of military thought
and action giving way to extended security.  Through-
out the period to the 1970s, U.S. national security policy
was dominated by militarized and realist conceptions
to which diverse civil security matters were effectively
subordinated but also acted upon.  Thereafter, the cor-
relation began to alter.  Horizontal extension brought
civil concepts and, as will be seen, practices increas-
ingly into their own.  It also began to displace military-
strategic and realist considerations.  Further, an en-
larged interest in vertical extensions of security to the
global and individual levels served to dilute the
strength of state-centric security thinking and policy.
Civil security considerations began to break free of their
long subordination to political-military requirements.
But while the extended security praxis of the United
States showed clear signs of being demilitarized where
ideas were concerned, the innate complexity of new
thinking about security was such that new practices
could be institutionalized only with difficulty and in
ad hoc fashion.  Nor did the vertical extension and the
diffusion of awareness of responsibility for security
cooperation seem likely soon to supplant the primacy
of the national interest, the state, and self-help in the
security-related behavior of Americans.  Though the
old no longer held, a new extended security praxis
seemed destined for a difficult birth.

Change in the correlation of civil and military in

If asked to state which of
the varied dimensions of
security now being dis-
cussed is most likely to
perform a pathfinding
function in generating
concepts that show the
way forward for an ex-
tended U.S. security

praxis, it is the environ-
ment and security dis-
course that gets my bet
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U.S. security policy obviously owed much to the wan-
ing and then the end of the Cold War.  It also owed a
lot to what the Soviets used to call objective realities—
new civil security threats that demanded attention and
new opportunities to address these threats.  Nor should
we omit domestic politics, notably the election of a
Democratic Administration in 1992 and the Republi-
can sweep of Congress in 1994, which served to end
the boomlet of expansive thinking that was ushered in
by the end of the Cold War.  At a deeper level, the al-
tered threat assessment of Americans may be said to
reflect change in American preferences of how they are
to live as a society.  The thought here is that the choice
of threats to regard as uppermost is inseparable from
the choice of how to live.16  Whereas the communist
menace once provided a good deal of the answer, the
growing force of civil considerations in U.S. security
discourse suggests that Americans may be embarked
upon an endeavor to redefine civility and the civil so-
ciety.  If asked to state which of the varied dimensions
of security now being discussed is most likely to per-
form a pathfinding function in generating concepts that
show the way forward for an extended U.S. security
praxis, it is the environment and security discourse that
gets my bet.

ENVIRONMENT AND SECURITY DEBATE IN 1996

To the extent that U.S. government action on Arc-
tic waters issues is shaped by considerations of secu-
rity, it will be influenced more by the course of ten-
dency conflict between the old and the new on extended
security within the United States, than by developments
as they occur in the Arctic.  This is because Arctic events
will be perceived, assimilated, and acted upon not ab
initio, but in accordance with an evolving security
praxis.  As of 1996, extended security remains far more
a matter of conflicting ideas, than of interaction between
resolved thinking and coherent practice.  At this point
it is by no means a foregone conclusion that Ameri-
cans will ultimately choose to define their international
environmental agenda in security terms.  Nor is it at
all clear that environment should be treated as a mat-
ter of security.  The environment and security debate
may nevertheless hold the key to the evolution of U.S.
security-related activity in Arctic regions which are of
particular interest to us here.  Before considering main
trends in the debate, we should try to be as clear as we
can about the magnitude and the meaning of what is
being discussed.

In the U.S. debate we observe a rapidly expanding
bibliography that now includes hundreds of articles,
chapters, and books which are explicitly and, more of-
ten, implicitly associated with a security perspective
on the environment.17  Large-scale collaborative re-
search and networking ventures have also been
launched.  Chief among these are the Project on Envi-

ronment, Population and Security which is funded by
the Global Stewardship Initiative of the Pew Charitable
Trusts and operated by the Program on Science and
International Security of the American Association for
the Advancement of Science in conjunction with the
Peace and Conflict Studies Program at the University
of Toronto; the Environmental Change and Acute Con-
flict Project sponsored by the American Academy of
Arts and Sciences and University of Toronto’s Peace
and Conflict Studies Program; and the Environmental
Change and Security Project of the Woodrow Wilson
Center in Washington, D.C.18  As well, under a variety
of initiatives sponsored by the President and by the
Congress, a broadening array of environmental tasks
have been taken on by government institutions having
national security responsibilities.  Specifically we are
talking about the U.S. Navy, which has released ice-
pack thickness data and made submarines available for
scientific research on climate change; the CIA and other
intelligence agencies, which have also cooperated with
scientists studying environmental degradation; the Na-
tional Security Council, at which a global environmen-
tal affairs directorate has been created; the Department
of Defense, which has established the position of
Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Environmen-
tal Security and entered a trilateral venture with Rus-
sia and Norway on Russian nuclear waste management
in Arctic waters; the Department of Energy, which now
has farflung environmental responsibilities including
nuclear safety in Russia and other countries of the
former Soviet Union; and the State Department, which
has gathered international environmental and associ-
ated matters under the office of an Under Secretary of
State for Global Affairs.19  Note also the July 1996
Memorandum of Understanding on cooperative action
for environmental security agreed to by the Department
of Defense, the Department of Energy, and the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency, which received the
endorsement but not the participation of the State De-
partment.20  Put all of this together, and it might seem
that the United States is starting to move towards in-
tellectual and policy convergence on “environment and
security,” if not “environmental security,” as a frame
of reference and action for the environmental compo-
nents of an extended security praxis.  This, however,
would be to overstate the coherence of current U.S. dis-
course, let alone U.S. practice.

A quick scan of the spring 1995 report of the Wil-
son Center’s Environmental Change and Security Re-
port finds private analysts attempting to make sense of
a set of variables whose only order at this point can be
alphabetical:

acid rain, biodiversity, civil strife, cleanup and
remediation, counter-terrorism, deforestation, eco-
logical security, economic competitiveness, envi-
ronmental scarcity and stress, environmental se-
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curity, ethnicity, failed states, fossil fuels, free trade,
genetic engineering, global security, greenhouse
warming, humanitarian relief, infectious diseases,
international civil society, intra-state violence, lim-
its to growth, migration, national security, natural
disasters, nuclear waste, oil crises, overpopulation,
poverty, resource scarcity, sea-level rise, soil deg-
radation, sovereignty, stratospheric ozone deple-
tion, sustainable development, transboundary pol-
lution.21

Similarly, the Wilson Center Report notes that U.S. gov-
ernment agencies have indicated operational interest
in, inter alia:

agricultural yields, biodiversity protection, bio-
logical and chemical warfare, the clean car initia-
tive, climate change, democratic institutions, de-
pendence on imported oil, desertification, disas-
ter relief, drought, drug interdiction, empower-
ment of women, environmental health, environ-
mental security, environmentally-responsible mili-
tary activity, ethnic conflict, family planning,
flooding, hazardous waste, infant and child mor-
tality, long-range transboundary air pollution,
natural and technological disasters, nuclear dump-
ing, ozone depletion, pesticides, pollution preven-
tion centers, population growth, public health,
refugee flows, renewable energy resources, re-
source scarcity, state failure, sustainable resource
use, technology transfer, terrorism, urbanization,
vector-borne diseases.22

These two arrays, impressionistic as they are,
strongly suggest that the United States is opening up
for itself a vast and at present unmanageable agenda
that will soon need preliminary sorting if the discus-
sion of environment and security is not to be side-
tracked as a focus for policy development.

At its most elementary, a policy may be taken to
consist of (1) a set of goals; (2) an understanding of the
situation in which goals are to be pursued; and (3) a set
of routines for goal-attainment in the situation as un-
derstood.  Though some form of policy on many of the
specifics cited is certainly within reach if not already to
some degree in hand, an integrated set of routines based
on a systematic causal understanding of the totality of
variables in play is far off.  In fact, such an approach is
not the way things are normally done in a pragmatic
political culture accustomed to acting before all the
physical and social science results are in.  It would seem,
therefore, that today’s environment and security de-
bate is primarily about goal-changing as Americans
grope towards an understanding of what is of upper-
most importance to them in an altered world.  Goal-
changing occurs as the rhetoric of security is used to
attract attention to new concerns, as government and

non-governmental institutions respond to situational
change in ad hoc but incremental fashion, and as new
values are internalized in security policy-making.23  In
due course,  Americans may be expected to cut through
the vast knot of environment and security variables
with rough and ready understandings of what is go-
ing on and how best to act.  Rather than negotiate a
conception of what needs to be done or left undone
each time a call for environmental action is made upon
their government, they may evolve a concept that sys-
tematizes action and favors pro-action.  How and in-
deed whether this is done will depend substantially
on interaction between different schools of thought on
environment and security as they succeed or fail in gen-
erating guidance for policy inside and outside of gov-
ernment.

Following Geoffrey Dabelko in a rough and ready
classification, we may identify three broad view-
points—ecological, health, and military—in the current
U.S. discussion of environment and security.24  We may
also note that aside from debates over environment and
security, there are significant differences among Ameri-
cans over the redefinition of security as such.  Broadly,
the course of environment and security debate would
now seem to be favoring what Dabelko terms “mili-
tary” thinking and practice at the expense of the eco-
logical and health perspectives.25  As to a redefinition
of security, it is unlikely to be with us any time soon.
Throughout, there is no agreed U.S. understanding of
what “environmental security” might signify, consid-
erable reluctance to employ the term,26 and, again, little
likelihood of early consensus.

The ecological perspective is key to understand-
ing and addressing global environmental problems at
the level of causes rather than symptoms.27  Concen-
trating on planetary issues such as climate change, de-
forestation, ozone depletion, overpopulation, and other
consequences and causes of environmental degrada-
tion which exceed the bounds of national sovereignty,
the varied exponents of this standpoint are inclined to
mute the prevailing emphasis on the national interest
and to emphasize the individual, non-governmental,
transnational, inter-governmental, regional, and the
global as points of reference.  By the same token, they
may be strongly averse to opposed-forces, military, and
statist notions of security.  Preferring to treat the envi-
ronment and security agendas holistically, some see the
underlying problem not so much in terms of sustain-
able development as of a fundamental transformation
in the relationship of humankind to Nature.

Health conceptions of security and environment
may share some of the ecological inclination to rede-
fine security, but the aim is more to react to the human
consequences of environmental degradation than to
anticipate and address its causes at the source.  The
main focus is on the health effects in the United States
of past military and defense-industrial activity, as in
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(1) the Strategic Environmental Research and Devel-
opment Program which entails defense-related envi-
ronmental compliance, remediation, and information-
gathering and analysis; (2) the Defense Department’s
Defense Environmental Restoration Account of some
$5 billion which is applied to toxic cleanup at military
sites; and (3) the Department of Energy’s commitment
of roughly one-third of its annual appropriation to
cleanup of the environmental aftereffects of nuclear-
weapons production.28  Being problem-driven as they
are, these programs represent a significant dimension
of current U.S. practice on environment and security,
but are not accompanied by much in the way of con-
ceptual argument.29

Third, in military conceptions of environment and
security we encounter a viewpoint that is most in keep-
ing with received state-centric and conflictual views of
national security.  It is not surprising that this stand-
point should be found congenial by policy-makers.  The
analytical emphasis here is on the environment as a
source of violent conflict in Third World societies.  In
practice, however, the analysis tends to be used to draw
attention to the symptoms of environmental degrada-
tion which are seen to constitute a new category of
threat to U.S. national security.  Though many have
contributed to this discourse, the work of Thomas
Homer-Dixon of the University of Toronto stands out
in Dabelko’s and most anyone’s assessment.30  Prior
to Robert Kaplan’s publication of an article on “The
Coming Anarchy” in The Atlantic Monthly in February
1994 which drew attention to the studies of Homer-
Dixon, the latter was invited to brief the associate di-
rectors of the National Security Council.  In due course,
Homer-Dixon established a relationship with Vice
President Gore, was cited favorably by President Bill
Clinton, and found his ideas being taken up by U.S.
national security agencies.31  Within the U.S. govern-
ment, however, the political effect has been to add en-
vironmentally-related Third World conflict to the list
of concerns of interest to U.S. military planners and
intelligence analysts.  In Dabelko’s view there is an
irony here in that Homer-Dixon’s policy agenda cen-
ters on international assistance to Third World peoples
subject to environmental deprivation, not on national
security and military planning.  Still, if any one indi-
vidual stands out in the U.S. discussion of environment
and security, it is Homer-Dixon, a Canadian.  As might
be expected, he has another take on what’s been hap-
pening.

Homer-Dixon broadly agrees that his work is be-
ing used by the U.S. national security establishment
for purposes other than he intends.32  He is also sur-
prised at the interest shown by U.S. policy-makers in
his ideas, by their readiness to listen and adapt their
thinking.  But he adds that from the start he intended
to make a somewhat subversive contribution and told
the Vice President so when they met.  In linking “envi-

ronmental scarcity” and violent conflict he sought to
force a broadening of American horizons and eventu-
ally a pro-active U.S. commitment to humane devel-
opment.  This he sees as inescapable:  given that the
United States cannot wall itself off from the rest of the
world, the logic of the situation is such that U.S. policy-
makers will sooner or later be driven to recognize that
action is excessively costly and problematic if left to
the point where violent conflict has already broken out
and military intervention is required to serve the Ameri-
can interest.

Homer-Dixon’s aim has thus been to deploy a dis-
course of environmental scarcity and security against
the conventional U.S. security praxis, and on behalf of
greater U.S. pro-action—a consideration that will fig-
ure prominently when we turn to the Arctic.  Such suc-
cess as he has had to date also indicates that contribu-
tions from outside the United States can make a differ-
ence to the course of policy debate in a country that is
omnivorous where new and workable ideas are con-
cerned.

In addition to interaction among ecological, health,
and military perspectives, there is considerable dis-
agreement on whether or not to link environment and
security in the first place.  Some argue that collective
action on environmental issues will only suffer if it is
militarized.33  Others insist that the national security
establishment and the military in particular have little
or no business in dealing with international environ-
mental affairs and should stick to what is most impor-
tant.34  Either way, there is a reluctance to link envi-
ronment and security into “environmental security.”
Homer-Dixon, for example, refuses to speak of envi-
ronmental security on grounds that it invites sophistic
discussion of terms and meanings.  Still others see little
utility in the term when it embraces everything from
sustainable development to the environmentally det-
rimental effects of military operations.35

If budgetary allocations are the measure of success
in discourse on environment and security, health con-
cepts are clearly the winner in the United States and
should not be downplayed in their future implications.
Ecological thinking, though not without support, seems
most at variance with received precepts, most open-
ended in its budgetary implications, and therefore most
likely to encounter difficulty.  Military concepts keyed
to violent conflict and environmentally responsible
defense activity, on the other hand, are most in keep-
ing with received thinking and entail the least outlay
of funds barring a readiness to address the issues at
source.  Remember, too, that there is still a heavily in-
stitutionalized Cold War and realist tendency to sub-
ordinate the civil dimensions of extended security to
conventional geopolitical requirements, and to regard
the extension of security as so much “globaloney.”

How then might all of this be brought to bear in
considering U.S. government behavior in matters of
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environment and security where Arctic waters are con-
cerned?  Several implications come to mind.  In the
absence of new Arctic marine disasters or a surge of

interest in the shipping
of Alaskan hydrocar-
bons, U.S. Arctic poli-
cies are likely to be
conservative.  The cur-
rent correlation of ten-
dencies favors a tradi-
tionally restrictive
view of the civil di-
mensions of security, a
new awareness of the
need for environmen-
tally responsible na-

tional military activity, and an interest in the violent
conflict potential of environmental degradation.  Un-
certainty over Russian political and military develop-
ment may be expected to brake the decline of tradi-
tional security praxis in this region of the world as com-
pared to others.  The lack of significant potential for
environmentally-conditioned intra-state violence in the
Arctic outside of Russia will also serve to limit the ex-
tension of U.S. national security interests to include the
region.  At the same time, in pursuit of environmental
responsibility, military engagement in monitoring and
cleanup of nuclear pollution in the Russian Arctic will
continue to be of interest.36  Overall, U.S. efforts on
behalf of environment and security in the Arctic will
be heavily conditioned by the evolution of the bilat-
eral relationship with Russia.

Second, the force of health conceptions of security
in the United States is suggestive insofar as more ac-
tive U.S. intervention in Arctic affairs is to be encour-
aged.  Though health has long been the subject of non-
governmental collaboration in the circumpolar North,
the potentialities of this theme in animating the U.S.
government are far from being fully explored, much
less tested in practice.  The difficult requirement, as for
example with the dumping of radionuclides in Rus-
sian waters, would be to substantiate the links between
the health and humanitarian interests of Americans on
the one hand, and the presence of environmentally-
based Arctic health threats on the other.

Third, of the three orientations to environment and
security that have emerged to date, the needs of the
Arctic are best met by an emphasis on ecological con-
cepts of security which currently stand at the bottom
of the U.S. preference order.  The Arctic is, after all, a
region whose physical and social processes, especially
for native peoples, are heavily influenced by
transboundary fluxes and require cooperation on civil
agendas among non-governmental and territorial ac-
tors as well as states at all levels from the local to the
global.37  Paradoxically, the relative lack of U.S. national
security interests in the Arctic could prove to be an

advantage in widening the U.S. commitment to an eco-
logical practice in this part of the world:  Arctic actors
and active minorities in Washington and the metropoles
of other regional countries may be in a position quietly
to extend the range of regional civil collaboration as
long as core strategic military interests are not brought
into play.  Indeed, rather than risk engaging the U.S.
national security establishment needlessly by seeking
greater Arctic policy intervention in the name of envi-
ronmental “security,” it could be tactically advisable
to decouple environment from security and drop all
reference to security if a reactive and symptoms-driven
“military” understanding of the environment were
clearly to become paramount in Washington.38

Finally, if debate over environment and security is
indeed to perform a pathfinding function in the fur-
ther extension of U.S. security praxis, a more enabling
internal political setting will be indispensable.  Not-
withstanding Republican strength in Congress, the re-
newed Clinton Administration could move beyond a
“military” stance on the environment and open the way
for an ecological conception of security.  If so, it would
make sense for Americans and others to persist in treat-
ing the environment as a security issue.  Late 1996, how-
ever, is surely not the moment to decide whether to
treat ecological and environmentally related health
concerns on their own merits, or to persist in including
them within an extended security framework.

ARCTIC WATERS IN U.S. SECURITY POLICY

To test the potential of an environment and secu-
rity discourse in truly difficult circumstances, I now
ask whether and if so how an improved performance
might be evoked from the United States on a particu-
lar set of issues with the use of an environmental con-
ception of security.  International cooperation in the
management of Arctic waters is the set of issues in ques-
tion.  The question in turn implies a deficiency in U.S.
performance to date.  The deficiency is twofold.  On
the one hand, from an external perspective and from
that of some of the few Americans who are paying at-
tention, the United States is not playing the leadership
role it could and should in the affairs of the circumpo-
lar North.  Secondly, from a purely internal U.S. per-
spective, the fact is that the United States is at present
not interested in playing any such role.  So the ques-
tion is whether an environmental and particularly an
ecological conception of security, articulated in prelimi-
nary fashion within the United States and by other re-
gional states and non-governmental actors might do
two things: (1) assist the United States in redefining its
Arctic interests; and (2) add to the force of civil consid-
erations in the extension of U.S. security policy writ
large.  If the answer is on balance positive, we should
think about what to do.  If clearly negative, there would
be reason for Americans and others to consider aban-
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doning a security perspective on the environment.
During the Cold War the United States did not hesi-

tate to play a leadership role on Arctic issues in rela-
tions with fellow NATO members—Canada, Denmark,
Iceland, and Norway—in opposing the Soviet Union
and dealing with the two Arctic neutral states—Fin-
land and Sweden.  U.S. leadership was however mainly
derivative of the global struggle with communism.  It
had little to do with the Arctic as such.  Governed by
the perceived need to subordinate civil collaboration
to the wider requirements of political-military security,
it allowed for little or no multilateral interaction on is-
sues specific to the region.  But with the waning and
then the end of the Cold War, a leadership role could
be maintained only by taking the initiative on Arctic-
specific matters.  This the United States declined to do.
No longer seized by the Soviet threat, it was left with
no substantial perceived interests specific to the region.
Washington’s problem in the Arctic became cooperation,
specifically requests from other Arctic states for multi-
lateral civil collaboration for which the United States
had and continues to have little appetite.

Only with difficulty was the United States drawn
into the multilateral process which created and now
constitutes the Arctic Environmental Protection Strat-
egy (AEPS)—an evolving multilateral regime that joins
the eight Arctic states and other participants in a vari-
ety of efforts to monitor and protect the region’s envi-
ronment.39  Similarly, the longstanding Canadian ini-
tiative to establish an Arctic Council or central inter-
governmental forum for multi-purpose regional coop-
eration on civil issues ran into considerable U.S. resis-
tance that ended only with the Council’s establishment
in 1996.40  In September 1994 the United States an-
nounced a new post-Cold War Arctic policy which
emphasizes environmental protection, environmentally
sustainable development, and the role of indigenous
peoples while also separately recognizing U.S. national
security interests.41  It is as well concerned with the
need for scientific research and affirms the importance
of international cooperation in achieving Arctic objec-
tives.  The new policy signified that between 1989 and
1994, multilateral cooperation had to some extent come
to be accepted as routine.  And yet Washington contin-
ued to be exceedingly restrictive in making new Arctic
international commitments.  The sources of U.S. reluc-
tance to lead are evident in the way policy is made on
Arctic affairs.

The key individual in the policy process for inter-
national relations in the circumpolar North is the Polar
Affairs Chief in the State Department’s Office of Oceans
and International Environmental and Scientific Affairs.
This is the person who does the hard work of coordi-
nating departmental positions and also such non-gov-
ernmental views as may be brought to the table in the
Inter-Agency Arctic Policy Group.  The Polar Affairs
Chief also carries the U.S. position out into major in-

ternational Arctic venues and brings issues back into
the policy process.  Circumstances are such that in my
view he has something of a free hand and yet not much
of a hand at all in the making of U.S. policy on Arctic
multilateral civil matters.  Interviews with the previ-
ous (1986-1994) and current (1994-) Polar Affairs Chiefs
confirm the impression that U.S. policy on Arctic inter-
national issues is ordinarily made at lower levels of the
bureaucratic hierarchy without benefit of active politi-
cal guidance or substantial input from non-governmen-
tal actors.42  President Clinton (and with him the Sec-
retary of State) was drawn into the Arctic Council ne-
gotiation momentarily in February 1995 at a meeting
with the Canadian Prime Minister in Ottawa.  Vice-
President Gore has been engaged in a variety of Arc-
tic-related issues on an intermittent basis, though these
again are extensions of broader U.S. interests such as
global science or bilateral relations with Russia as in
the Gore-Chernomyrdin talks.43  As a rule, however,
the White House and also the National Security Coun-
cil are “not interested” in Arctic multilateral affairs.44

Within the State Department, Arctic issues do not gen-
erally get up to the Assistant Secretary level.  On the
contrary, active engagement by senior management has
been “real low.”45  The Polar Affairs Chief therefore
runs with the issues himself in the midst of a fair
amount of benign neglect at higher levels of govern-
ment.

As to other agencies, the Department of Defense is
“the biggest player” of all.46  Indeed, it has been de-
scribed as an 800 lb. gorilla which no one wants to see
entering their office.  Where Arctic waters are con-
cerned, DoD means the U.S. Navy and its overriding
strategic military interest both in global freedom of
navigation and in regional submarine and anti-subma-
rine warfare operations.47  Not to be limited, DoD rep-
resentatives at inter-agency Arctic sessions to 1993
made a point of emphasizing the paramount impor-
tance of military-strategic considerations as meetings
drew to a close.48  Legal officers of the Department may
be particularly interested in Arctic marine matters.49

Their job is presumably to guard against commitments
that might serve to impede the free movement of sub-
marines and surface vessels not only in the Arctic but,
by precedent, in any of the world’s oceans and straits.
Whatever the reason, DoD “doesn’t see” the signifi-
cance of Arctic environmental issues.50  As to the U.S.
Coast Guard, while it can be “very active,” as on emer-
gency response in U.S. Arctic waters, Arctic issues are
handled at a low level in the service.51  Illegal immi-
gration by boat, drug interdiction, marine safety and
so forth in U.S. coastal waters are the priority concerns,
with the result that the Coast Guard is “not focused”
on the Arctic.52  The situation could change if and when
marine transportation of Alaskan oil and natural gas
became a serious proposition.  But until then it is the
pressing issues of the day that get the attention of flag
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officers who have no time for “etherials.”53

Where “environmental security” is concerned, I
would add that there is no way the Department of De-
fense could assent to it as a prime governing concept
for ocean operations without opening the door to sig-
nificant departures from the Navy’s traditional mission.
By the same token, the Coast Guard is reluctant to en-
dorse discussion of “environmental security,” since it
could authorize the intervention of the Navy into what
the Coast Guard regards as its own preserve of marine
environmental “safety.”54

To continue this tour d’horizon, back in the early
1990s the Environmental Protection Agency had to be
“dragged” into the preparation for the AEPS.55  For its
part, the Department of Energy is occupied with Arc-
tic-related issues but in the Alaskan context and inter-
nationally as a function primarily of relations with
Russia and offshore oil and gas development.  Insofar
as DoE is also occupied with international concepts, it
would seem to favor stability, rather than security, for
sustainable economic and technological develop-
ment.56  The Alaskan Senators, though very powerful,
have broadly been content to receive consultation from
State and do not as a rule pressure the Polar Affairs
Chief, who may feel he’s doing well if there are no com-
plaints from this quarter.57  The Alaskan delegation on
the Hill has, however, been showing increased interest
in the AEPS and in the Arctic Council as a means of
securing greater recognition for Alaska’s objectives
within the Congress.58  As to the Alaskan Governor’s
office, roughly a dozen Alaskan native organizations,
the shipping sector, and some two dozen southern-
based environmental groups, they have until recently
not so much sought access but on the contrary have
been invited into the policy process by State.59  Their
participation is beginning to take hold.  As of 1996,
Athabascan and Aleyut native organizations are ac-
tively engaged on the Arctic Council issue; the Gover-
nor is prepared to commit resources for the Council’s
secretariat when it comes time for the United States to
host the operation; and environmental NGOs are show-
ing more interest in Arctic affairs as the Antarctic
agenda shrinks following the institution of the envi-
ronmental protection regime there.60  Meanwhile, the
Northern Forum—a transnational association of terri-
torial governments from around the region whose cre-
ation was spearheaded by the Alaskan Governor in
1990—was also invited by the Polar Affairs Chief to
take part in the work of the Inter-Agency Group and is
now increasingly interested in Arctic cooperation at the
inter-governmental level.61

It is fair to say that while things are changing, no-
body has really been beating on the Polar Affairs Chief’s
door.  He does as he thinks best under broad guide-
lines from on high and with a determination to consult
as widely as possible within and outside government.
On the inside, he is faced with a powerful aversion to

any U.S. international commitments that entail new
spending.  At the same time, he is likely to be told there
is no time for “great ideas,” and to come back to the

IAPG or indi-
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d e v e l o p m e n t
and not environ-
mental security,
much less eco-
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tion on the mandate of an Arctic Council, for instance,
is solid in support of sustainable development—indeed,
an Arctic Sustainable Development Initiative—and en-
vironmentally-conscious resource exploitation.63  As
to environmental security, the term is not frequently
encountered and, when it is, causes “a bit of heartburn”
owing to its lack of clear meaning.64

U.S. Arctic policies are caught between a block of
drifting ice and a hard place.  On the one hand, we
have the expressed intent of other Arctic countries to
pursue a civil collaboration that cannot go far without
the United States.  On the other, we observe a state that
is reluctant to support active engagement in multilat-
eral civil cooperation, has little awareness of the Arctic
as a region, and is without an overarching sense of
purpose or unifying concept to mobilize and lend di-
rection to collective action.  One major result is signifi-
cant rigidity in U.S. multilateral negotiating behavior
which is formulated and altered at lower levels of the
bureaucracy only with considerable difficulty.  Another
result is institutionalized aversion to international ar-
rangements that would treat the Arctic as a region and
thereby offer others added opportunities to seek col-
laborative action on issues in which the United States
has little perceived interest beyond that which can be
satisfied through select bilateral or trilateral interaction.
The United States has indeed yielded to the entreaties
of others, but grudgingly and in a manner that falls far
short of its potential to offer leadership in circumpolar
affairs.  As compared to sustainable development, any
concept of environmental security is sufficiently far
away from acceptance as to be of little use in moving
the United States to greater pro-action and leadership
in Arctic cooperation.  The problem seems to be one of
interests and lack thereof, not one of concepts.  To jus-
tify this point we could consider the workings of PAME
(Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment), which
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is a subgroup of the AEPS; or the talks stemming from
a Canadian initiative to harmonize the rules for Arctic
shipping under the auspices of the International Mari-
time Organization.65  But let us cut to the Northern
Sea Route (NSR) which itself can be dealt with sum-
marily.

Increased shipping along Russia’s Arctic coastline
is sufficiently far from being a concern in Washington
that it is difficult at present to see what or who could
benefit from the use of an ecological or environmental
security perspective if one were to be clarified.  This
too could change, for example with a major Russian
effort to increase the volume of shipping, which could
create a perceived need to act.  Nevertheless, the NSR
has been discussed in the Inter-Agency Arctic Policy
Group and at Alaska Senators’ meetings without any-
one being persuaded that the prospects are real enough
to be worth spending much time on.66  Though the
Northern Forum once had an active interest, it appears
to have subsided.  Nor has the shipping sector or for
that matter the Department of Defense paid much at-
tention.67  The State Department’s perspective on Rus-
sian oil and gas transportation by marine mode cur-
rently favors a sustainable development approach in
which resource exploitation proceeds with full atten-
tion to the protection of Arctic ecosystems and popula-
tions.68  As to the potential lead agency, the U.S. Coast
Guard is “not interested,” and has “nobody” working
on NSR matters.69  To associate considerations of en-
vironment and security with possible development of
the Northern Sea Route at this time is to be way ahead
of the game where the United States is concerned.

Leadership on the part of the United States in the
international management of the Arctic marine envi-
ronment can only be achieved by raising the issue-area
to the political level in the U.S. policy process.  Barring
the appearance of Arctic marine threats that bear di-
rectly on the U.S. interest, it is the Senators from Alaska
who are in the best position to move the Administra-
tion.  They, however, are embroiled in a perennial dis-
pute with the White House over the development of
North Slope oil reserves and are not much taken with
environmentalism.  A coalition of environmental and
native NGOs, scientists, and other interested parties,
even if one could be formed,70 seems very unlikely to
capture the Administration’s attention, much less that
of officials.  Otherwise, greater awareness of the need
to act could in principle be injected by foreign govern-
ments approaching the United States up to and at the
highest level.  What with the inclination of other Arctic
states to handle the AEPS at the bureaucratic and tech-
nical level, they, too, seem to be far removed from at-
taching any great significance to Arctic marine envi-
ronmental issues.  In these circumstances, the outlook
for greater pro-action in U.S. Arctic waters policy seems
bleak.

As to the potential of an ecological or environmen-

tal security discourse in assisting the United States to
redefine its Arctic interests, and in adding to the force
of civil considerations in the extension of security policy
writ large, it is decidedly unpromising under current
conditions.  There is no felt need for a discourse of en-
vironment and security in dealing with Arctic issues.
In any case, there is no consensus on how to integrate
considerations of environment and security in a way
that yields more than rhetorical policy effect.  It seems
to be a Catch-22 situation.  As long as agreement lacks
on what is being talked about, there is no way for a
security-related approach to Arctic waters problems to
speed early agreement in the wider U.S. discussion of
environment and security.  But the thought of working
now for returns down the road is something different.

CONCLUSIONS

The subtext of this essay is one of timing.  To dis-
cuss the potentialities of a security-related concept of
the environment is not unlike talking about the char-
acter of a child before it has been conceived.  In fact, it
is like part of the decision on whether or not to con-
ceive.  To press the imagery, there is much intercourse
among Americans on environment and security these
days, but the moment of conception, if there is to be
one, is still some time off.  Whether or not the act of
conception is a decision or an unintended outcome, it
will be undertaken by Americans, in the light of per-
ceived U.S. interests, and without decisive input from
abroad.  Nevertheless, at the margins and over time,
outsiders may expect to make focused contributions
to the extension of a U.S. security praxis that will in-
evitably affect them.  They should explore the poten-
tial.  The United States, after all, will not stop being
guided by security considerations.  Nor will the new
break free from the old in U.S. policy on security and
environment alike.  These things are certain.  So is the
openness of the United States to ideas that work.  At
issue is whether and how a security perspective might
benefit the environment more than another, such as
sustainable development or environmental protection.
This will not be known until the elements of a new se-
curity perspective have been clarified, tested, and be-
gin to yield a basis on which to judge their effective-
ness.

The fundamental problem in the U.S. discussion
of environment and security is the lack of agreement
on a concept that has demonstrated guidance value.
Such a concept, if one can be achieved, will not be a
literary construct divorced from practice.  Rather, it is
likely to emerge from intense interaction between prac-
titioners and analysts.  Even modest progress in this
area could make a significant contribution in focusing
the wider U.S. debate and providing direction for prac-
tice.  Demonstration projects are in order to lend preci-
sion to the meaning of ecological or environmental se-
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curity, and to show what may be accomplished inter-
nationally with such a concept that cannot already be
done.  Ventures of this kind could of course be con-
fined to U.S. citizens.  But they could also be interna-
tional in character.  The advantage of an international
demonstration project lies in the pooling of insight and
the discovery of potential subjects to be discussed in
inter-governmental negotiation.

The point being made here is significant and sug-
gests a change of perspective on the praxis of environ-
ment and security.  It is that the development of an
environmentally-related security concept that is not
only of use to the United States, but also effective in
providing for joint management of environmental is-
sues, may more readily be achieved internationally in
a process actively shaped by U.S. interests and think-
ing, than in a process confined to the United States
alone.  If security is to be cooperative, the elaboration
of an environmental security concept should itself be a
cooperative venture.

I therefore conclude that a track two international
demonstration project should be set up to assess the
merits of a security perspective on the Arctic marine
environment.  By track two I mean well-placed and
knowledgeable practitioners and analysts working to-
gether in their capacity as private individuals.  A project
of this kind should evaluate not only the cost-effective-
ness of an inter-governmental effort to engage in a fol-
low-on venture, but also the utility of a security dis-
course for Arctic international environmental coopera-
tion in the years ahead.  If the answer is affirmative,
the missing Arctic waters may finally be found.  Ways
will have been invented to raise Arctic marine issues
to the political level in the circumpolar countries and,
the United States and other regional governments will
be prompted to redefine their interest in multilateral
environmental cooperation.  With compelling environ-
mental threats to the U.S. national interest in short sup-
ply in this part of the world, the value of an ecological
or environmental security concept will lie mainly in its
capacity to fit the pieces of the policy puzzle together
in ways that produce results cheaper and faster than
current practice allows.  And if the answer is negative,
there will be cause to set aside a security discourse on
the environment, to cast the issues in ecological terms,
and to continue doing what can be done at the techni-
cal level.
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