
                              

 

 

Transport expansion threatens the Arctic  

The expansion of transport infrastructure endangers many wild places, particularly in the tropics (“Roads to rich-

es or ruin”, W. F. Laurance et al., Perspective, 27 October, p. 442). Opening transport routes through the Arctic 

is also likely to damage fragile ecosystems and potentially exacerbate global climate change.  

Aided by unparalleled ice retreat (1), Russia, the United States, Germany, and Scandinavian countries have 

accelerated navigation and exploration of the Arctic (2). In the summer of 2017, China completed its first navi-

gation of the Northwest Passage (3). Through its New Silk-Road Initiatives that include cooperation with Russia 

for the “Silk-Road on ice” (4), the country has seized the opportunity to increase its involvement in Arctic af-

fairs. Nearly half of China’s gross domestic product is shipping dependent, and the lure of shorter routes has 

driven growing interest in Arctic shipping. 

Shipping can, however, exacerbate environmental pollution. In Scandinavia, ship emissions increase deposi-

tion of nitrate by 30 to 50% and sulphate by 10 to 25% (5), endangering human health and increasing ocean acid-

ification. Deposition of black carbon aerosols can reduce albedo, accelerating snowmelt and ice loss (6). With 

limited infrastructure and poor weather, accidental spills of oil and chemicals are major concerns. For example, 

the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill has had lasting impacts in the Arctic due to difficulties of cleaning up in icy wa-

ters (7). Concerns have increased after recent tragic spills (8). Foreign species can also be introduced through 

ballast or wastewater discharges (9). Shipping through areas of critical ecological concern such as whale forag-

ing zones or migration corridors may threaten wildlife, for example, the North Atlantic right whale (10). 

With limited implementation of the Paris Agreement, particularly from the United States, Arctic shipping 

could be easier in the future. Nevertheless, the International Maritime Organization’s Polar Code includes waste 

management, improving infrastructure, and routing agreements (11). Strict enforcement of such international 

codes and national laws will be necessary to minimize environmental impacts on Arctic environments (12). 
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