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Despite the ambition of the 2025 EU In-
ternational Digital Strategy, the European 
Union has yet to articulate a clear approach 
to the Arctic, a region described by EU HR/
VP Kaja Kallas as "the front line of global 
power competition."

As the level of Arctic ice sheets declines at 
nearly four times the global average, the 
region is opening new maritime routes and 
unlocking resource access, while becoming 
a live theatre for great-power rivalry. Chi-
na's Arctic strategy, embodied by its  Polar 
Silk Road ambitions and deepening coop-
eration with Russia, together with more 
militarised Russian presence in the High 
North, and recurring sabotage of undersea 
cables in the Baltic Sea all point to the 
same conclusion: Arctic connectivity is now 
a matter of security, not just infrastructure 
planning.

The EU's Arctic Strategy, adopted in Octo-
ber 2021, recognised the Arctic as an arena 
for great power competition and strength-

ened its engagement with Greenland 
through the opening of an EU office in 
Nuuk, but did not identify concrete security 
steps to address growing threats.

The 2021 Arctic Strategy was mostly fo-
cused on climate change adaptation, green 
transition and cooperation. Its revised ver-
sion is expected to be published by the end 
of 2026, as it needs to be adapted to cur-
rent times, and should further build on 
strategic cable projects such as Polar Con-
nect, Far North Fiber and Tusass Connect, 
which are being built to secure Europe's 
digital sovereignty in the region. This brief 
argues that the EU should deepen high-
value partnerships with Arctic and near-
Arctic states and embed digital connectivity 
explicitly into a coherent Arctic strategy, 
aligned with the Union's wider security and 
digital agendas. Without concrete action, 
the EU risks strategic marginalisation in a 
region it can no longer afford to treat as pe-
ripheral.

Executive Summary

The European Union needs to define an Arctic Strategy that takes into 
account both EU digital sovereignty and security issues in the region.

https://europrospects.eu/author/giulia-convertini/
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/international-digital-strategy
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/international-digital-strategy
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/arctic-frontiers-conference-remarks-high-representative-kaja-kallas-joint-press-conference-espen_en
https://www.arcticwwf.org/threats/climate-change/
https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/10.1142/S2377740018500215?srsltid=AfmBOooF6OgB5zt8TaEPE5BjGfPvUhEoSmc3X3GQWAhNtqwONT25ohc-
https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/10.1142/S2377740018500215?srsltid=AfmBOooF6OgB5zt8TaEPE5BjGfPvUhEoSmc3X3GQWAhNtqwONT25ohc-
https://arcticmilitarytracker.csis.org/
https://arcticmilitarytracker.csis.org/
https://atlasinstitute.org/the-silent-front-cable-crisis-in-the-baltic-sea/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/joint-communication-stronger-eu-engagement-peaceful-sustainable-and-prosperous-arctic_en
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/countries/greenland_en
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/countries/greenland_en
https://nordu.net/polar-connect/
https://nordu.net/polar-connect/
https://www.farnorthfiber.com/
https://www.tusass.gl/en/infrastructure/submarine-cable/
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Key Recommendations

Address Governance Fragmentation 
Issues to Strengthen Arctic 
Connectivity 

Push for full Arctic Council observer status 
and consolidate the EU's fragmented Arctic 
mandate (currently split between DG MARE 
and the EEAS) under a strengthened Special 
Envoy or dedicated EEAS unit. 

Boost the EU External Digital Posture 
by Supporting Reliable and High-
Value Partnerships 

Deepen bilateral tracks with Canada, Norway, 
Iceland and Greenland to offset the EU's con-
tinued absence from formal Arctic Council 
decision-making.  

Align the New Arctic Strategy with the 
EU's Wider Strategic Agenda  

Embed digital sovereignty, cable security and 
NATO coordination explicitly into the 2026 
Arctic Strategy revision.

https://arctic-council.org/
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The strategic 
importance of digital 
infrastructure and the 
EU’s external digital 
policy

The EU’s International Digital Strategy, 
launched in 2025 highlights the strategic im-
portance of the digital sector from a geopoliti-
cal, security, and economic point of view. 
However, internal fragmentation and techno-
logical dependencies weaken the EU’s ambi-
tion to become a global strategic actor in a 
highly competitive technological environment. 

The key objectives of the EU’s International 
Digital Strategy include the promotion of a  
high level of security for the EU and its part-
ners, strengthening the cybersecurity of critical 
infrastructure and ICT supply chains, boosting 
EU tech competitiveness through economic 
security and business cooperation. 

Thus, Europe’s external digital policy needs to 
be more clearly defined in strategic terms, go-
ing beyond being a regulatory power in the 
digital domain (see the Brussels Effect), espe-
cially as digital power becomes more and more 
a matter of economic security, societal re-
silience, and global influence. In today’s world, 
rules alone cannot ensure either Europe’s se-
curity or the protection of its interests. 

Analysis

Source: mtc.government.bg Stifung Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP), 2026

Figure 1: Europe’s digital connectivity and the Arctic

http://mtc.government.bg
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/international-digital-strategy
https://www.iss.europa.eu/publications/analysis/autonomy-through-partnerships-charting-eus-global-digital-engagement
https://academic.oup.com/book/36491?login=false
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC144908
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The EU’s external digital policy should be fo-
cused on diversifying cooperation in digital 
governance, infrastructure financing and ca-
pacity-building, fostering high-value partner-
ships and leveraging partners’ interest in ac-
cessing the EU market. Data flows, cybersecu-
rity, regulation cooperation, and digital trade 
are increasingly embedded in regional or bilat-
eral strategies, and the EU should be more 
strategic in this realm, particularly when it 
comes to the Arctic region.

The case for Arctic 
connectivity as a 
theatre for great 
power competition 

When it comes to the EU’s global digital en-
gagement, Europe should focus on strengthen-
ing its connectivity and data flows in the Arctic 
region, which can be considered the theatre for 
geopolitical competition in the Northern 
Hemisphere. Clear examples of that can be 
drawn from China’s Arctic Silk Road ambitions 
and partnership with Russia in this endeavour, 
while Baltic Sea States keep being subject to 
sabotage to undersea cables carrying data 
flows, undermining European connectivity as 
well as European and global financial markets.

Several cables linking Germany, Finland, Swe-
den, Lithuania and Estonia were damaged in 
2024, and a cable connecting Norway to Sval-
bard was disabled in 2022. The EU's own for-
eign policy chief, Kaja Kallas, has captured the 
shift in stakes bluntly, describing the Arctic as 
no longer a quiet corner of the map but "the 
front line of the global power competition," 
and warning that hybrid threats tied to Rus-
sia's military build-up in the High North are 
growing in both intensity and frequency.

Against this backdrop, the EU's external digital 
strategy towards the Arctic is indeed focused 
on subsea and terrestrial fibre connectivity 
through projects such as Polar Connect, which 
is part of a €4.3 billion Arctic priority area in-
vestment, together with the Commission’s in-
vestment in securing subsea cables, overall 
committed €347 million through the Connect-
ing Europe Facility, also known as CEF, and 
the EU Action Plan on Cable Security. These 
routes matter beyond symbolism: roughly 90% 
of data traffic between Europe and Asia cur-
rently passes through the Bab al-Mandab 
strait, in the Red Sea, a chokepoint that is cur-
rently being weaponised and seized by 
Yemen’s Houthis, whereas trans-Arctic routes 
offer both a secure alternative and meaningful-
ly lower latency. 

This, on top of the fact that as ice melts the 
Arctic will unlock a new maritime trade route 
and access to resources, frames the EU's con-
nectivity projects as strategically important 
and increasingly urgent.

Bridging gaps in 
Governance 
Fragmentation 

Arctic issues are inherently cross-sectoral: 
climate change is opening new routes and re-
sources, which in turn raise trade, energy and 
environmental questions, while geopolitical 
competition and dual-use infrastructure such 
as cables and satellites give all of them a secu-
rity dimension. 

As such, the EU coordinates its Arctic policy 
through the Directorate-General for Maritime 
Affairs and Fisheries (DG MARE) and the Eu-
ropean External Action Service (EEAS). With-
in the context of ongoing discussions about 

https://www.iss.europa.eu/publications/analysis/autonomy-through-partnerships-charting-eus-global-digital-engagement
https://www.iss.europa.eu/publications/analysis/autonomy-through-partnerships-charting-eus-global-digital-engagement
https://quincyinst.org/research/restraint-and-diplomacy-in-arctic-policy-cooperation-amid-u-s-russia-china-tensions/#
https://quincyinst.org/research/restraint-and-diplomacy-in-arctic-policy-cooperation-amid-u-s-russia-china-tensions/#
https://www.bruegel.org/first-glance/chinas-arctic-silk-road-now-reality
https://thebulletin.org/2026/02/seabed-zero-baltic-sabotage-and-the-global-risks-to-undersea-infrastructure/
https://www.bso.co/all-insights/mitigate-risk-of-subsea-cables-disruptions-finacial-services
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/mapping-undersea-infrastructure-attacks-baltic-sea
https://www.datacenterdynamics.com/en/news/svalbard-suffers-power-fault-on-subsea-fiber-cable/
https://nordu.net/polar-connect/
https://www.farnorthfiber.com/
https://www.submarinenetworks.com/en/systems/trans-arctic/polar-connect/polar-connect-receives-additional-eu-funding
https://www.submarinenetworks.com/en/systems/trans-arctic/polar-connect/polar-connect-receives-additional-eu-funding
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/security-cables-commission-publishes-landmark-report-and-funding-cable-hubs
https://www.europeaninterest.eu/commission-increases-submarine-cable-security-in-response-to-rising-risks/
https://projects.research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/en/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/restore-our-ocean-and-waters/connecting-europe-facility-cef
https://projects.research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/en/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/restore-our-ocean-and-waters/connecting-europe-facility-cef
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/eu-action-plan-cable-security-mapping-and-risk-assessment-approach-agreed-group-member-states-and
https://www.iai.it/en/publications/c41/chokepoint-above-and-below-surface-red-seas-emerging-infrastructure-challenge
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/why-is-bab-el-mandeb-strait-so-important-2026-09-10/?utm_
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollchap/book/9781803925189/chapter30.xml
https://ecdpm.org/work/eeass-difficult-teenage-years-and-challenge-reform
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EEAS role and how to balance it with the Eu-
ropean Commission’s increasingly external 
posture, the European Union needs to define 
an effective EU foreign policy, which would 
definitely strengthen EU’s role in strategic re-
gions like the Arctic.

These efforts will also need to be coupled with 
institutional commitments that mirror EU’s 
engagement in the region, for instance by 
strengthening the mandate for an EU Special 
Envoy for Arctic Affairs as the European Par-
liament called for. The EEAS could also estab-
lish a dedicated Arctic unit, as well as foster 
partnerships with Arctic like-minded countries 
like Canada.

In spite of the fact that the EU’s dependencies 
in the tech sector hamper its global digital 
standing, the Team Europe approach and its 
flagship set of Team Europe Initiatives, which 
have helped align the work of the Commission, 
the HR/VP and Member States by working to-
gether and pooling our resources and exper-
tise, mirror a commitment to delivering more 
effectiveness and greater impact in joint exter-
nal actions.

In the long run, this would allow for the EU to 
obtain observer status within the Arctic Coun-
cil meetings, bringing further institutional ca-
pacity to the forum and closer cooperation 
with regional actors. Recent research on Arctic 
Council Observers shows that non-Arctic ac-
tors contribute constructively to the Arctic 
Council, supporting its work on climate change 
and sustainable development. This under-
scores the strategic value for the EU of becom-
ing an Observer: it would offer a credible, co-
operative platform to advance its Arctic inter-
ests while reinforcing peaceful regional gover-
nance. 

Toward a resilient 
digital infrastructure 
in Europe’s High 
North

The Arctic region is a priority for the EU, its 
security, and as such the 2026 EU Arctic Strat-
egy should reflect the key role that digital sov-
ereignty and secure data routes can play. Via 
multilateral cooperation, namely among the 
EU, Greenland, Nordic Countries, and within 
the Arctic Council, the EU should establish it-
self as a legitimate strategic actor in the region.

Moreover, the region offers the EU an oppor-
tunity to take a holistic approach to security 
issues, incorporating climate action, societal 
transformation and critical infrastructure. Re-
sponding to hybrid threats in a united manner 
certainly falls within the EU’s scope for action. 
However, the revised Arctic Strategy should be 
more closely aligned with the EU’s In-
ternational Digital Strategy and other initia-
tives in the fields of security and defence.

To ensure its global standing, its digital sover-
eignty and security, it is crucial for the EU to 
establish itself as a strategic actor in both its 
digital external relations and the new Arctic 
Strategy.

https://sieps.se/en/publications/2026/diplomacy-under-pressure/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-10-2025-0229_EN.html
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/policies/team-europe-initiatives_en
https://arctic-council.org/about/observers/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/polar-record/article/six-activities-of-observers-in-the-arctic-council/0814CEAE2EB05738C48D46CE3813D1C2
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