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The Northern Sea Route: Russia’s industrial and 
political expansion, its environmental costs, and 
Arctic shipping risks (report content)

• Climatic and hydrological features of Northern Sea 
Route waters

• Legal framework and plans for utilizing the Northern 
Sea Route

• Volume and origin of cargo transported on the NSR
• Types and number of vessels operating on the NSR
• Emergency and Rescue Infrastructure of the NSR
• Environmental costs and risks associated with the use 

of the NSR
• The impact of international economic sanctions on 

usage of the NSR



Why we care?

• Infrastructure along the NSR is 
a necessary prerequisite for 
the current Russian regime to 
expand its malign influence in 
the Arctic and in global trade

• Fragile climate & environment 
in the Arctic 

https://www.kp.ru/daily/27243/4371862/ 

https://www.kp.ru/daily/27243/4371862/


NSR on the Arctic map

The Northern Sea Route - an industrial and transportation 
complex that includes, in addition to domestic, 
international, and transit shipping route along the 6000-
km Russian Arctic coastline with its supporting 
infrastructure, the extraction of mineral resources on land 
and on the Arctic shelf of Russia, exports of which form 
the basis for the use of the NSR.



Cargo Flow on NSR

Novy Port​ start: 2014​
current capacity: 2017

Yamal LNG​
start: 2017​
current capacity: 2019​



Narratives for the future of 
the NSR

Global 
warming

Less ice in the 
Arctic ocean

Easier all-year 
round navigation

More ships on 
the NSR, no 
climate and 
environmental 
impact

• Increased military 
presence and Russian 
political influence in the 
Arctic;

• Increased emissions 
and environmental risk

Russian narrative:

Global 
warming and 
env. 
degradation

Less ice in the 
Arctic ocean but 
more fast changing 
ice and weather 
conditions

More ships on 
the NSR, if 
Russia “sells” 
the route and 
its Arctic 
resources

Cheaper, quicker, and 
environmentally 
friendly global trade

(What it brings to 
Russia: Profit and 
geopolitical dominance 
in the Arctic)

Reality:

Instability in the Arctic 
and global trade;
Repressions against 
civil society and 
indigenous population 
in the Russian Arctic



Safety concerns
Existing and planned maritime rescue coordination centers

• Lack of emergency and rescue

infrastracture

• Delays in building Arctic

Rescue Centers and search

and rescue vessels

• Real incidents show slow

emergency response

• Declining international

cooperation after 2022

• Lack of transparency



Environmental and climate 
concerns

Risk of oil spill:
- >500 of vessels, out of which >20 cargo vessels, 

without ice class permitted to sail on NSR, 
including oil tankers and shadow fleet (7 in 2024, 
? more in 2025)

- No HFO ban
- No effective technologies to gather oil in Arctic 

waters
- Lack of search & rescue infrastructure
- Secrecy about accidents by authorities

Marine environment disturbance:

- Narrow straights significant for mammals 
migration and birds areas

- Invasive species

- Underwater noise

- Emissions, including soot

- Radiation contamination risk

Map of mportant bird areas:



War and sanctions
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Sanctions targets:
- Mining facilities in the Russian Arctic (Arctic LNG-2, Murmansk LNG, 

Vostok Oil) –> exceptions exist (Yamal LNG)
- Shipbuilding industry –> lack of ice-class vessels
- Shadow fleet ships -> late (cat and mouse game)
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Key messages

➢ Need to minimize shipping in the Arctic;

➢ “Quicker, cheaper and env friendly” is an illusion. Russia 

needs NSR to build national security in the Arctic, ensure 

export income, and establish itself as a player in global 

trade, which will spread its malign practices;

➢ Need for stricter environmental, climate, and safety 

standards for shipping and mining in the Arctic;

➢ EU and allies should not support the intensification of 

shipping via NSR.
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