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Polar Disaster Diplomacy: Geostrategies 
for Norway

Ilan Kelman

Disaster Diplomacy
A disaster, by definition, is when people, human constructions, or human 
interests are harmed beyond their ability to cope themselves (UNDRR 
2019). Given this focus on human impacts, from the beginnings of disaster 
studies through to current understandings (Gaillard 2019; Hewitt 1983, 
1997; Lewis 1999, 2019; O’Keefe, Westgate, and Wisner 1976; Rodríguez, 
Donner, and Trainor 2018; Wisner 2004), disaster research has accepted 
that processes and phenomena from nature, such as high or low temper-
atures, storms and floods, earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions, are not 
disasters per se, but can sometimes be hazards. When a hazard interacts 
with elements of society unprepared for it or unable to deal with it, then a 
disaster can occur. One consequence is the preference in disaster studies 
for avoiding the phrase “natural disaster” on the premise that disasters are 
caused by society, rather than nature (Chmutina and von Meding 2019; 
Gaillard 2019; Kasdan 2019; O’Keefe, Westgate, and Wisner 1976; Staupe-
Delgado 2019). Not differentiating between natural and non-natural disas-
ters also permits studying all forms of disasters together, whether hazards 
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emerge from nature (e.g., meteorite strikes), technology (e.g., chemical 
spills), or society (e.g., riots).

Given this starting point and the basic definitions, environmental 
conditions in the Arctic and Antarctic can be hazards but are not dis-
asters. Much is said of these locations often being harsh, dangerous, and 
challenging, especially in relation to temperature, wind, storms, snow, ice, 
and waves, along with wildlife like polar bears and orcas. Large swathes 
of the Antarctic are also hazardous with respect to high elevation. When 
intersecting with people’s and societies’ vulnerabilities, a long history of 
a variety of disasters results in both the Arctic and the Antarctic (Finnish 
Red Cross 2018; Jabour 2007; Munk School of Global Affairs 2014), though 
plenty of examples exist of managing in both places without succumbing 
to vulnerabilities (e.g., Mileski et al. 2018; Sellheim, Zaika, and Kelman 
2019; Taylor and Gormley 1997). These experiences demonstrate that 
action can be taken individually and collectively in developing and pur-
suing geostrategic futures so that hazards do not become disasters. This 
does not always occur, meaning a continual need for response, recovery, 
and reconstruction.

Some of these actions for dealing with disasters—before, during, and 
after—can mean co-operation and conflict among numerous parties, in-
cluding independent state governments, many of which have or claim in-
terests in the Arctic or the Antarctic. Seven states make territorial claims 
in the Antarctic: Argentina, Australia, Chile, France, New Zealand, 
Norway, and the United Kingdom. All of these countries, except Norway, 
claim a sector from the continent’s shoreline to the South Pole. Norway’s 
claim does not accept a sector-based approach and thus does not place 
explicit northern or southern limits on its claim (Government of Norway 
2014–15). Russia and the United States maintain the basis for potentially 
claiming territory in the future.

At the other end of the globe, five states border the Arctic Ocean—
Canada, Denmark (through Greenland), Norway, Russia, and the United 
States—with Finland, Iceland, and Sweden also having territory above the 
Arctic Circle. Iceland’s territorial waters extend above the Arctic Circle, 
whereas Sweden’s and Finland’s do not. From these two sets of countries, 
the only one with claims at both poles is Norway. Other countries ex-
press interest. For instance, as part of its geostrategic futures, the United 
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Kingdom has been positioning itself as an Arctic country or, at minimum, 
a country with significant Arctic interests (e.g., Depledge 2018), with the 
Scottish government and its Arctic strategy (Scottish Government 2019) 
being one driver. Meanwhile, countries at lower latitudes get involved 
in affairs of one or both poles, with examples being China, the Czech 
Republic, India, Poland, Singapore, and South Korea. For formal territor-
ial involvement in both regions, Norway remains unique and thus serves 
as a useful case study for exploring similarities and differences in inter-
state ventures for strategically addressing polar disasters, especially with 
respect to improvements in the future.

One research area for examining the implications of disaster-related 
work for co-operation and conflict as part of geostrategic futures is “disas-
ter diplomacy.” Disaster diplomacy examines how and why reducing dis-
aster risk, preventing disasters, responding to situations, and recovering 
from them do and do not influence different forms of peace and conflict 
(Kelman 2012, 2016). Much disaster diplomacy research has focused on 
violent conflict and countries deemed to be “enemies,” such as Greece 
and Turkey from the 1950s to the 1990s (Ker-Lindsay 2007), Cuba and 
the United States when Fidel Castro led Cuba (Glantz 2000), and climate 
change possibly influencing sub-Saharan conflict (Buhaug 2010; Burke 
et al. 2009). This field expands to how non-violent political disputes or 
disagreements could be influenced by disaster diplomacy alongside non-
state-based parties.

A large amount of disaster diplomacy work has also focused on en-
vironmental hazards. Greece-Turkey disaster diplomacy has been influ-
enced primarily by earthquakes (Ker-Lindsay 2007). Cuba-US disaster 
diplomacy has been mainly climate- and weather-related (Glantz 2000), 
although Glantz (2000) also discussed how wind patterns could have dis-
tributed fallout over the southern United States from an incident at Cuba’s 
Juragua Nuclear Power Plant, if the plant had ever been completed. The few 
detailed disaster diplomacy case studies not involving environmental haz-
ards include poisoning in Morocco in 1959 (Segalla 2012) and Southeast 
Asia’s regional haze over previous decades (Brauer and Hisham-Hashim 
1998; Islam, Pei, and Mangharam 2016). Other work (e.g., Whittaker et 
al. 2018) has developed health diplomacy and medical diplomacy within 
a disaster diplomacy framework. Aspects of disaster diplomacy are being 
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explored for polar regions (e.g., Kontar 2018; Kontar et al. 2018; Nikitina 
2017; Pincus and Ali 2016).

All this theoretical and empirical work on disaster diplomacy has so 
far not been able to provide evidence for new, lasting diplomacy based 
on only disaster-related activities. Instead, disaster-related activities are 
frequently used as one excuse among many to pursue pre-desired diplo-
matic pathways, whether for co-operation or for conflict. This approach 
sometimes leads to short-term influences that are invariably superseded 
by interests in and priorities regarding non-disaster-related factors, with 
examples being changes in leadership, the inertia of historical dislike, or 
preference for geopolitical gain over dealing with disasters.

Given this background on disasters and disaster diplomacy, as well as 
the unique geostrategic position of Norway in relation to the Arctic and 
the Antarctic, this chapter provides the first exploration of polar disaster 
diplomacy using Norway as a case study to consider some wider implica-
tions. The focus is on state-based diplomacy to provide a baseline for dis-
cussion. The next section examines possibilities for Norway’s polar disas-
ter diplomacy. Norway’s geostrategic interests are then considered within 
understandings of “enemies.” Conclusions provide possible analogues for 
polar disaster diplomacy.

Norway
Norway has typically prided itself on being a neutral state seeking peace 
(Leira 2013), and therefore has worked actively to end conflicts, such as 
in Sri Lanka (Moolakkattu 2005) and the Middle East (Jones 1999). Since 
the forced union with Sweden in 1814, followed by full independence in 
1905, Norway has not been involved in extensive interstate violent con-
flicts, apart from Nazi Germany’s invasion and occupation of 1940 to 1945 
during the Second World War. Norwegian troops have seen combat in 
several post–Second World War overseas wars under international aus-
pices—namely, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the 
United Nations (UN).

Norway has nonetheless been involved in other forms of political con-
flict. As a founding member of NATO in 1949, and with a land border with 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) until 1991 and then Russia, 
the country has always been assumed to be at the front line of violent and 
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non-violent Cold War conflict. In the high Arctic, this relationship be-
comes complicated regarding the archipelago of Svalbard. Svalbard is a 
sovereign territory of Norway, but it is governed by the Svalbard Treaty 
(1920) providing rights for livelihood and commercial activities to the 
citizens of countries that have signed the treaty. The USSR ratified the 
treaty in 1935 and Russia is currently one of forty-six treaty signatories. 
Irrespective of the Cold War and contemporary tensions between the 
USSR/Russia and other countries, Norway was and is bound to co-operate 
with the USSR/Russia regarding Svalbard.

Co-operation in relation to the Svalbard Treaty does not necessarily 
entail disaster-related activities. Norway’s stance is clear that Svalbard is 
sovereign Norwegian territory and so Norway has the responsibility for 
response, rescue, and recovery. The Joint Rescue Coordination Centre of 
Northern Norway is based in Bodø and is responsible for the region from 
65 degrees North latitude to the North Pole, which covers all of Svalbard 
and its surrounding waters (Hovedredningssentralen n.d.). When dis-
asters have occurred around Svalbard, Norwegian authorities have re-
sponded and led efforts even if in collaboration with other countries such 
as Russia when a Russian airplane crashed in 1996 killing 141 people 
(Olaisen, Stenersen, and Mevåg 1997), and when a Russian helicopter 
crashed in 2017 killing 8 people (AIBN 2018). The main Russian settle-
ment on Svalbard is Barentsburg, and Russia has been pushing to lead 
search-and-rescue from there using its own personnel and equipment. 
Political tussles continue over this leadership issue, while co-operation 
also continues through joint training exercises, exchanges of information 
and equipment, and collaborative planning and meetings for scenarios 
such as oil spills, health concerns, and cruise ships sinking.

Norway-Russia interactions, co-operative and conflictual, in Arctic 
disaster-related activities have not been confined to the Svalbard Treaty 
area. Both countries are involved in numerous regional multilateral and 
bilateral efforts. The Barents Euro-Arctic Council has focused on disas-
ter-linked topics such as transportation safety (BEAC 2019) and climate 
change (BEAC 2017). The Arctic Council covers disaster risk reduction 
through the Sustainable Development Working Group and covers dis-
aster response through the Working Group on Emergency Prevention, 
Preparedness and Response. Russia-Norway direct co-operation occurs,  
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for instance, through the Joint Norwegian-Russian Environment 
Commission for pollution disasters and the Norwegian-Russian Nuclear 
Commission for nuclear disasters. Norway and Russia coordinate the 
monitoring of Barents Sea maritime vessels through the International 
Maritime Organization (2012) agreement; although Norway controls its 
waters from Lofoten to the Russian border, and Russia is responsible for its 
waters from the Norwegian border to Murmansk. Mutual aid nonetheless 
shows operationally, such as when a Russian ship was foundering on the 
Rybachiy Peninsula on 18 December 2007, and a Norwegian rescue heli-
copter crossed the border to lift the crew to safety (Marchenko et al. 2015).

Throughout all the policies, talks, actions, and disagreements, this 
Norway-Russia Arctic disaster diplomacy has not shown evidence of 
wider impacts or spillover into other areas of interaction. As with all other 
disaster diplomacy case studies investigated so far (Kelman 2012, 2016), 
disaster-related activities for Norway in the Arctic have not been shown to 
create new, lasting diplomacy. Instead, co-operation tends to be confined 
to the disaster-related activities with other aspects of Arctic relations dom-
inated by non-disaster factors. Examples are trade, culture—including 
cross-border Sámi links—and geopolitics (Wilson Rowe, 2018). Similar 
conclusions result for Norway when examining the Antarctic.

The Antarctic is governed by the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS), 
which applies to all areas south of 60 degrees south latitude. Many ex-
amples exist of countries with conflicts being jointly involved in aspects 
of the ATS, such as Argentina and the United Kingdom (both claimant 
countries for Antarctic territory) attending negotiation meetings in 1982 
during the Falklands War (CCAMLR 1982); the USSR and the United 
States both joining at the initiation of the Antarctic Treaty in 1959 despite 
the Cold War; and North Korea joining as a non-consultative member in 
1987, despite its relative international isolation and continuing threats to 
the region, with South Korea as a full ATS treaty party. The pattern within 
the ATS appears to be countries dealing with Antarctic matters without 
connecting to possibilities outside of the ATS area or permitting the links 
to influence other matters. If this pattern continues, then disaster-relat-
ed activities, from an eruption of Mount Erebus to a cruise ship sinking, 
would not spill over into other diplomatic realms, instead continuing the 
pattern of disaster diplomacy’s ineffectiveness.
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Norway was an original signatory to the Antarctic Treaty, and as a 
country making territorial claims on the continent, it retains strong in-
terest in the southern regions. Bouvet Island in the South Atlantic Ocean 
is outside the ATS area and is recognized as a dependency of Norway, 
while the Antarctic territories of Queen Maud Land and Peter I Island fall 
under the ATS claims provisions. Disaster-related activities for these three 
dependencies are limited due to the absence of permanent settlements and 
the low rate of people in their vicinity. Hazards are frequent and numerous 
such as the weather, icebergs, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions as well as 
possibilities for pollution. Disasters are rare, and most disaster-related ac-
tivities relate to either (1) pre-disaster actions through appropriate siting, 
construction, and maintenance of infrastructure along with personnel 
training, and (2) post-disaster actions of search and rescue.

Otherwise, the most prominent considerations would be shipping and 
aircraft incidents, mainly related to science, tourism, fishing, and explor-
ation. For Bouvet Island outside of the ATS area, prospects remain for 
vessels used for mineral exploration or military purposes. Search and res-
cue in and around Bouvet Island and the ATS area is not straightforward 
since equipment and people are not available rapidly and environmental 
conditions often preclude deployment. The South Pole station is effectively 
inaccessible during the winter, and other stations might or might not have 
winter access. For instance, significant efforts for winter aircraft landings 
at McMurdo Station (outside the Norwegian claim area) started in 2015.

Perhaps one of the most political Antarctic disasters for Norway was 
the deaths in 1912 of the British explorer Robert Scott and four of his com-
panions while returning from the South Pole after the Norwegian explorer 
Roald Amundsen and his team reached there first. Despite significant re-
sentment in the United Kingdom at the time, and continuing debate today 
about the two expeditions and their competition, little major, long-term 
political fallout was evident. Amundsen and his mentor, the Norwegian 
explorer Fridtjof Nansen, continued representing Norway on the world 
stage for exploration, science, and international relations.

Major political differences emerge between the Arctic and Antarctic 
regions that influence Norway’s disaster-related interests, roles, and activ-
ities. Much of the Arctic is owned by sovereign states, some of which use 
it for military purposes. In comparison, the Antarctic is governed by ATS, 
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neither recognizing nor denying sovereign territory claims but prohibiting 
military uses. Many Indigenous peoples have long lived around the Arctic, 
and territorial discussions continue with the current governing states. As 
far as the evidence suggests, no peoples have established themselves in the 
Antarctic. Many parts of the Arctic are fairly easy to reach, with many 
settlements established and thriving alongside livelihood activities includ-
ing all-season resource extraction and regular tourism. The Antarctic is 
expensive and difficult to get to, meaning that even if resource extraction 
were legal, it might not yet be financially or technically viable. Meanwhile, 
Antarctic tourism remains limited because it is expensive and onerous. 
Both regions fall under some similar international governance regimes 
for disaster-related activities such as the International Convention for the 
Safety of Life at Sea, or SOLAS Convention (IMO 1974), the International 
Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue, or SAR Convention (IMO 
1979), and the International Code for Ships Operating in Polar Waters 
(IMO 2017). Pollution prevention and response are covered by another 
series of international protocols, as well as some that are region-specific 
such as through the Arctic Council and as part of ATS.

Could Norway link the two polar regions for disaster diplomacy? It 
would be possible if an active approach were taken, so that Norway ex-
plicitly aims for disaster diplomacy with a polar perspective. It is not clear 
that this approach would necessarily be in Norway’s interest, unless there 
were a specific peace process in which Norway were trying to intervene. 
For instance, Sri Lanka and Middle Eastern countries as examples of 
Norway’s previous attempts at brokering peace have thus far expressed 
limited interest in the polar regions. Could the two Koreas’ ATS involve-
ment provide a way for Norway to start with common ground leading to 
further talks? Similarly, during the 1982 Falklands War, could Norway 
have used the combatants’ Antarctic interests to try to foster a non-violent 
resolution? Given that this conflict was over sub-Antarctic territories, it is 
highly unlikely.

Similarly, other factors indicate that, despite Norway’s unique pos-
ition with respect to neutrality and both poles, such efforts might not be 
successful. First, the overarching disaster diplomacy analysis is that dis-
aster diplomacy processes are rarely successful because parties involved 
in disaster-related activities tend to prioritize non-disaster-related reasons 



973 | Polar Disaster Diplomacy

for peace and conflict (Kelman 2012, 2016). Past failures do not preclude 
future successes, but caution would be needed in assuming that polar 
disaster diplomacy would work if Norway attempted it. Second, despite 
Norway’s positioning of itself within diplomacy, its successes are debated, 
especially as shown by Sri Lanka and the Middle East, but also due to its 
early membership in NATO and its military roles overseas.

More specifically regarding possible contemporary case studies, it is 
not clear that Norway would necessarily be viewed as an appropriate play-
er. For the Korean Peninsula, China is a significant party, especially as a 
somewhat-ally of North Korea. After Chinese activist Liu Xiaobo received 
the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize and was refused permission to leave China 
to receive the prize in Oslo, China instituted several retaliatory meas-
ures against Norway that took several years to achieve restitution. Would 
China trust Norway as a peace broker for the Koreas or would it pretend 
not to trust Norway to gain leverage? The same challenge could occur with 
another of the world’s hot spots, Kashmir, since China and India are in-
volved, and both these countries profess Arctic and Antarctic interests. 
Meanwhile, conflicts within or around Russia would not place Norway 
well as a neutral party due to Norway-Russia relations. Other major con-
flicts currently tend to have few parties with strong Arctic or Antarctic 
interests, with examples being the Democratic Republic of Congo, Yemen, 
Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Burma’s treatment of the Rohingya people, and 
internal strife in and migration from Latin American countries (e.g., 
Colombia and Mexico).

Consequently, even if Norway wished to pursue polar disaster diplo-
macy, scope for doing so is constrained. One limitation to this conclusion 
is the assumption that polar disaster diplomacy would be led by Norway’s 
government. This chapter is bound to state-based formal diplomacy, but 
the diplomacy and disaster diplomacy literatures explore possibilities be-
yond state-based interactions. This multi-track diplomacy could involve 
sub-national governments, supra-national organizations, media, busi-
ness, non-governmental organizations, and private citizens such as phil-
anthropists and celebrities (e.g., McDonald 2012). While the multi-track 
disaster diplomacy examples explored so far are characterized as being 
as unsuccessful as state-based disaster diplomacy, options remain for 



POLAR COUSINS98

Norway or Norwegians to pursue polar disaster diplomacy beyond state-
based diplomacy.

Norway in Wider Perspectives: Beyond “Enemies”?
Norway’s potential for, and lack of fulfillment of, state-based polar dis-
aster diplomacy occurs within the context of trying to understand who a 
state-based “enemy” might be. The differences between the Arctic and the 
Antarctic become even more apparent, demonstrating that establishing 
parallels between the two regions might be tenuous.

In the Arctic, the paradigm has typically been of one enemy: The 
USSR and then Russia, especially since the other four countries bor-
dering the Arctic Ocean, as well as Iceland, are NATO members, although 
Sweden and Finland are not. This discourse is about hostility from Russia 
in the Arctic, emphasizing storylines of re-militarizing the North and in-
creasing military-related actions including flying bombers near NATO’s 
Arctic territories (Laruelle 2014; Overland and Krivorotov 2015). In April 
2018, Russia transported a floating nuclear power plant, the Akademik 
Lomonosov, along the coastline of nuclear-free Norway to reach Russia’s 
Arctic (Lenton 2018), which was also seen as being provocative and assert-
ing Russia’s northern rights. Other analyses do not necessarily deny that 
Russia pursues its self-interests but explain that Russia tends to see Arctic 
co-operation as the best way to achieve its Arctic self-interests, evidenced 
by numerous agreements such as for fisheries and oil spills (Nikitina 2018; 
Wilson Rowe and Blakkisrud 2014). Some authors describe few prospects 
for a recurrence of Cold War attitudes and antipathy for the Arctic (Åtland 
and Pedersen 2008; Young 2019).

Even among NATO allies, territorial disputes around the Arctic remain 
(Pincus and Ali 2016). In May 2018, Canada and Denmark/Greenland set 
up a Joint Task Force on Boundary Issues to seek recommendations re-
garding their maritime boundary line in the Lincoln Sea, the Labrador 
Sea continental shelf overlap beyond two hundred nautical miles, and 
any land boundary across Hans Island. The United States continues to 
dispute Canada’s sovereignty over the Northwest Passage (Pompeo 2019). 
Meanwhile, the current Russia-Norway land border was effectively estab-
lished in 1326 and formalized in 1826, while their maritime boundary 
was delimited by the Barents Sea Treaty (2010). Consequently, it is not 
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clear that the main antipathy around the Arctic comes from or is directed 
toward Russia. Russia and Finland, though, have exchanged plenty of vio-
lence across their shifting border, and Karelia remains an issue for the 
countries’ relations (Raudaskoski and Laine 2018).

In contrast to the Arctic, few direct players in the Antarctic are ene-
mies, and the international governance regime is about collaboration. 
Among countries claiming territory, the only recent violent conflict was 
between Argentina and the United Kingdom in 1982, and although this 
territorial dispute remains unresolved, the specific war was led by an 
Argentine president who held the role for less than six months. The United 
States and the USSR/Russia have retained their right to claim territory 
in Antarctica, leading to similar discussions as for the Arctic regarding 
the USSR/Russia and NATO. Chile and Argentina nearly came to war in 
1978 over three islands and the surrounding sea at the southern tip of 
South America, with Argentina intending to occupy them in 1982 after 
a presumed victory in the Falklands. Since then, a series of agreements 
between the two countries has resolved most disagreements with com-
mitments toward peaceful relations and amicably finalizing remaining 
disputes. The overlapping Antarctic claims of Argentina, Chile, and the 
United Kingdom could lead to problems if Antarctic territorial claims are 
ever accepted.

None of the issues seem to have affected disaster-related activities 
around the continent, mainly because many of these activities are gov-
erned by international law. For instance, when the Norwegian yacht 
Berserk set off its emergency beacon in McMurdo Sound in 2011, a New 
Zealand naval vessel responded, although it could not find the yacht and 
its three crew members. Violations of Antarctic law by the yacht’s captain, 
who had been dropped off on the continent and so was not aboard the 
boat when it disappeared, were dealt with by Norway since the captain 
is Norwegian. Given that Norway and New Zealand have limited enmity 
anyway, how germane is the disaster diplomacy question in this instance?

The key is considering wider scopes for and implications of disaster 
diplomacy. Given disaster diplomacy’s definition, it is important to con-
sider connections, friendships, enmity, and disputes emerging from disas-
ter-related activities that go beyond disaster-related activities. That is, the 
parties involved would not necessarily need to be enemies or even have 



POLAR COUSINS100

pre-existing conflict. The difficulty, then, is that the starting point might 
be the truism that any interaction among people creates positive, negative, 
and neutral connections and often outcomes. Meanwhile, a long-standing 
literature exists examining a variety of dimensions of these questions (e.g., 
Olson and Drury 1997; Quarantelli and Dynes 1976).

Consequently, to understand polar disaster diplomacy and its rel-
evance or otherwise, a balance is needed. In the Arctic, the USSR/Russia 
have played key roles as enemies, but there might be little else that is 
highly relevant from state-based disaster diplomacy among Arctic coun-
tries, apart from considering historical wars—and possible future ones. 
In the Antarctic, the disaster diplomacy question at the state-based level 
for claimant countries might remain with Argentina-Chile, Argentina–
United Kingdom, and Russia, yet the absence of actual conflict at the mo-
ment decreases the relevance of any of these. Similar patterns are seen for 
some non-state-based case studies providing disaster diplomacy insights, 
such as disaster casualty identification (Scanlon 2006). For instance, 
passengers on board Air New Zealand Flight TE901, which crashed into 
Mount Erebus in 1979 killing all 257 people on board, had eight different 
nationalities. Because the aircraft was registered in New Zealand and the 
flight originated in and would have landed in New Zealand, the body re-
covery was led by New Zealand through the NZ Police Disaster Victim 
Identification Team.

In both the Arctic and Antarctic, however, questions arise regarding 
states from outside of the respective regions having polar interests. For 
example, some commentators describe an Arctic role for Australia (e.g., 
Halt 2014), but little in-depth scientific discussion has been published for-
mally. At the moment, thirteen states—eight in Europe and (analyzed by 
Tonami 2016) five in Asia—and more than two dozen non-state groups 
have observer status at the Arctic Council. From a disaster diplomacy 
perspective, China and India are perhaps of most interest given previous 
analyses (see Kelman 2012, 2016; Venugopal and Yasir 2017; Weizhun and 
Tianshu 2005). China’s first Arctic Policy (Government of China 2018) in 
effect mapped out a Polar Silk Road for connecting China to the Arctic 
and supporting Arctic initiatives (Glantz 2019). Both China and India 
maintain research stations in Svalbard, as do other non-Arctic countries 
including the Czech Republic and Poland. China and India also have 



1013 | Polar Disaster Diplomacy

research stations in the Antarctic, as do more than a dozen non-claimant 
countries, again including the Czech Republic and Poland.

From all this work, it currently appears that science-related collab-
oration is the most prominent interstate outcome of polar disaster diplo-
macy, as discussed for the Arctic by Kontar (2018) and Kontar et al. (2018) 
with applicability to the Antarctic. Thus far, no operational examples of 
disaster diplomacy potential could be found for countries outside the re-
spective Arctic and Antarctic regions. As one instance, on 19 May 2019, 
a Svalbard avalanche killed two Polish scientists from the Polish research 
station, but the search and recovery operation was not linked to politics 
or to Norway-Polish relations, nor should it have been. The protocol was 
to inform Svalbard’s Norwegian authorities that the two had failed to re-
turn to base so that these authorities could lead proper, safe, and effective 
actions for rescue or recovery.

This limited relevance of polar disaster diplomacy raises the ques-
tion, as with Norway earlier, of whether or not countries should actively 
try to make it more relevant. If Australia wishes to be involved more in 
the Arctic or if India wishes to be involved more in both polar regions, 
should the government push disaster diplomacy as a possible entry point 
or leadership possibility? This would require the government making ac-
tive choices to direct policy in favour of pursuing disaster diplomacy and 
to try to demonstrate successful polar disaster diplomacy.

Conclusions
This chapter has provided the first exploration of polar disaster diplo-
macy, considering pre-disaster and post-disaster actions, using Norway as 
a case study. Norway’s unique position as the only country with territorial 
claims around both poles makes it geostrategically distinct with respect to 
its polar activities, and also provides it with many futures pathways, only 
some of which are represented in this chapter. In particular, since Norway 
does not operate in isolation, wider perspectives are covered, including 
but not limited to Norwegian interests, even if often from the perspective 
of relevance to Norway. 

One area for further exploration is how unique polar situations really 
are from both geostrategic and futures perspectives. Could lessons from 
other situations be drawn up for, or apply from, the Arctic and Antarctic? 
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Two locations that could be parallels, especially for the Antarctic due to 
the lack of territorial sovereignty and the difficult accessibility, are the 
deep sea and outer space, including other celestial bodies. Could a govern-
ance system modelled on ATS be implemented for the moon, Mars, and 
beyond, especially given that disaster-related issues have some parallel 
challenges for risk reduction, search and rescue, and recovery? Similarly 
for the deep sea, would it be helpful to formulate and apply conventions 
similar to SOLAS, the SAR Convention, and the Polar Code?

From the analysis here corroborating the wider disaster diplomacy 
literature within geostrategic futures, if the goal is to bring together par-
ties for long-term peace and co-operation within or based on the polar 
regions, then a focus on disaster-related activities is unlikely to be suc-
cessful. This conclusion should not preclude interest in disaster-related 
activities to ensure that continuing work in the Arctic and Antarctic is as 
safe as feasible. Polar diplomacy, if it is desired for geostrategic futures, can 
still be pursued and achieved through other means.
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