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SUMMARY
All the excitement around the great possibilities that the opening of the Northwest Passage could
offer the shipping industry — and Canada — could not last. Just a few years ago, as sea ice in the
North seemed to be steadily melting away, observers were eagerly tallying up the savings in time,
fuel and costs that a reliably ice-free route across the top of the planet would provide for shippers.
A couple of trial runs only confirmed that for shipments from Asia to Europe or North America, or
the other way around, the route could shave thousands of kilometres off each trip, compared to
journeys through the Suez or Panama canals. Rapid growth in shipping traffic across the Northwest
Passage and its sister route, the Northern Sea Route, seemed not just inevitable, but imminent.
Just a short while later, it now seems neither imminent nor inevitable. The retreat in sea ice may
persist, but it is evident that due to regular fluctuations in ice coverage, the Northwest Passage
will not be reliably ice-free for many, many years, if ever. Shipping may be more possible through
the Northwest Passage than it was in the past, but it will not be consistently unobstructed. The
challenges of ice combined with Arctic weather conditions may well mean that any shipping
through the passage is slower than expected. Other complicating factors include uncharted or
poorly charted sea lanes and the difficulty in securing insurance for Arctic shipping.
At the same time, the competition from alternate routes is only becoming more intense, with
expansions in both the Suez and Panama Canals and the potential for a new canal across Nicaragua.
Regarding the Northwest Passage, Canada lacks much of the infrastructure in the North that
would make Arctic passage a strong competitor, including multiple ports enroute and sufficient
icebreaking equipment.
There are still advantages that might draw some shipping away from traditional routes to the
northern passages, particularly for the movement of western resources to growing Asian markets.
But even moderate levels of shipping through the Northwest Passage do have the potential to
change Canada’s relationship with its Asian trading partners, especially China. The Canadian and
Chinese governments share a number of priorities regarding the Arctic, including environmental
protection, safer navigation and resource development. These will provide opportunities for more
dialogue and engagement between the two countries. While the Northwest Passage may not
become the important trans-shipment route to Asia once imagined by enthusiastic observers, the
most meaningful impact that a more useful route may provide is to alter, and improve, the course
of Canada’s relations in the Asia-Pacific region.
* This research was financially supported by the Government of Canada via a partnership with Western Economic
Diversification.
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SOMMAIRE
Tout l’enthousiasme suscité par les exceptionnelles possibilités que l’ouverture du passage du Nord-Ouest
pourrait représenter pour l’industrie du transport maritime – et pour le Canada – pourrait être de courte durée.
Il y a à peine quelques années, lorsque la glace marine dans le Nord semblait fondre peu à peu, les observateurs
étaient impatients de comptabiliser les économies de temps, de carburant et de coûts qu’un corridor libre
de glace permettant de traverser le sommet de la planète représenterait pour les entreprises de transport
maritime. Quelques essais n’ont fait que confirmer que pour les expéditions de l’Asie à l’Europe ou à l’Amérique
du Nord, ou en sens inverse, ce parcours pouvait retrancher des milliers de kilomètres de chaque voyage, en
comparaison avec les trajets par le canal de Suez ou celui de Panama. La croissance rapide du trafic maritime
dans le passage du Nord-Ouest et sa route sœur, la route maritime du Nord, paraissait non seulement inévitable
mais imminente.
Peu de temps après, elle ne semble ni imminente, ni inévitable. Le recul de la glace marine peut persister mais
il est évident qu’en raison des fluctuations régulières de la couverture de glace, on ne pourra pas compter sur
un passage du Nord-Ouest libre de glace pendant encore de très nombreuses années. Il ne le sera peut-être
jamais. La faisabilité du transport maritime par le passage du Nord-Ouest pourrait être plus grande que par le
passé mais le passage ne sera pas dégagé en permanence. Les défis de la glace, combinés avec les conditions
météorologiques dans l’Arctique, pourraient signifier que toute expédition traversant le passage sera plus lente
que prévu. D’autres facteurs aggravants incluent des couloirs de navigation peu ou pas cartographiés et la
difficulté d’obtenir de l’assurance pour la navigation arctique.
De plus, la compétition de routes optionnelles devient de plus en plus intense, avec les agrandissements du
canal de Suez et de celui de Panama, ainsi que la construction potentielle d’un nouveau canal traversant le
Nicaragua. Concernant le passage du Nord-Ouest, il manque au Canada une grande partie de l’infrastructure
dans le Nord qui ferait du passage de l’Arctique un fort compétiteur, y compris de multiples ports le long de la
route et un équipement de déglaçage suffisant.
Il existe encore des avantages qui pourraient attirer une partie du trafic maritime loin des routes classiques vers
les passages nordiques, en particulier pour le transport des ressources de l’Ouest vers des marchés asiatiques
en pleine croissance. Toutefois, même des niveaux modérés de trafic maritime dans le passage du Nord-Ouest
ont le potentiel de changer la relation du Canada avec ses partenaires commerciaux asiatiques, surtout la
Chine. Les gouvernements canadien et chinois partagent plusieurs priorités relativement à l’Arctique, dont la
protection de l’environnement, une navigation plus sécuritaire et la mise en valeur des ressources. Ces priorités
constitueront des occasions d’intensifier le dialogue et la collaboration entre les deux pays. Bien que le passage
du Nord-Ouest puisse ne pas devenir la route de transport maritime importante vers l’Asie autrefois imaginée
par des observateurs enthousiastes, l’impact le plus important qu’une route plus utile pourrait avoir est de
modifier et d’améliorer le cours des relations du Canada avec la région de l’Asie-Pacifique.
* Cette recherche a été soutenue financièrement en partie par le gouvernement du Canada via Diversification de
l'économie de l'Ouest Canada.

w w w. policyschool.ca

This paper seeks to examine likely developments and trends in Arctic shipping given the
shrinkage of the polar ice cap, and to situate these trends in the broader context of changing
global maritime and trade realities with particular focus on their impact on trade with Asia.
There are implications for Canada and its relations with Asia, especially China, that flow
from these developments.

SHRINKAGE OF THE ICE CAP
In 2014, Lackenbauer and Lajeunesse published their study “On Uncertain Ice: The Future
of Arctic Shipping and the Northwest Passage,”1 concluding that, for a variety of reasons,
it is unlikely that the Northwest Passage (NWP) will emerge as a viable trans-shipping
route in the foreseeable future. Their paper serves as a response to the enthusiasm that has
been generated, in part through the popular press, regarding the prospects for northern
navigation brought about by the shrinking Arctic cap. Attention has been drawn to the
possibilities of using the Northwest Passage as a trans-shipment route from the eastern
Atlantic seaboard and Europe to Asia by the fact that the polar ice cap has receded by
about 30 per cent since the 1980s2 so that, in most summers, ice-free shipping lanes exist
across the breadth of the Arctic. As early as 1969, the U.S. oil tanker Manhattan transited
the Northwest Passage (accompanied by a self-appointed Canadian icebreaker). Beginning
around the year 2000, several transits of the NWP started to take place annually, often
by small yachts, and the frequency of such passages has increased significantly in recent
years.3 This is especially happening in the NWP’s sister passage, the Northern Sea Route
(NSR).4
The term “Northern Sea Route” is today commonly used to refer to the sea route along the
northern coast of Siberia. It is also at times referred to as the “Northeast Passage” in order
to differentiate it from the Northwest Passage. Both the Northeast and Northwest passages
represent a Eurocentric interpretation of the world, since they are, respectively, northeast
and northwest of Western Europe. While the term Northeast Passage is used less frequently
today, Northwest Passage remains the normal term used to designate the Arctic sea route
connecting the Atlantic and Pacific oceans through the northern reaches of Canada.
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While the ice pack is receding in the Arctic, the shrinkage is not in a linear progression
from more to less ice. While there is a steady downward trend, in any given year ice
conditions can be more severe at particular times than in previous years. The overall record
low for the ice pack was in 2012, closely followed by 2011 and 2007.5 Ice then increased in
the two following years, with 2014 having more difficult ice conditions than a year earlier.
The extent of the permanent sea ice declined again in 2015, although it was significantly
greater than the record lows of other years. While it may be safe to suggest that Arctic
routes are now more likely to be open than in the past, it is very difficult to predict exactly
what shipping conditions will be from year to year, and at any time in any given month,
although the general trend is for more navigation over longer periods of time.
ARCTIC-SEA-ICE PREDICTIONS

Accessed at Princeton University Forrestal Campus, Geophysical Fluid Dynamics Laboratory:
http://www.gfdl.noaa.gov/arctic-sea-ice-predictions.
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Arctic Sea Ice News and Analysis, “Another record low for Arctic sea ice maximum winter extent,” September 15, 2015,
http://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/. In comparing which year had the record low ice pack, it depends on which month is being
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SHORTER DISTANCES OF THE ARCTIC ROUTES
Several years ago, because of widespread reports of the shrinking ice cap and after oil
tankers and bulk carriers made successful trial runs, popular imagination was aroused
by the concept of using the northern passages as a shorter alternative to what were then
pirate-infested waters off the coast of Somalia and as a way to bypass narrow straits
that could potentially be closed in times of conflict, such as the Straits of Malacca. The
distance comparisons with traditional routes are striking. For shipping between Asia and
northern Europe, the distance savings are in the order of 7,635 kilometres from Yokohama
to Rotterdam via the NSR as opposed to using the Suez Canal (12,982 versus 21,759
kilometres, or about 37 per cent in distance savings), and 4,650 kilometres from Shanghai
to Rotterdam (14,901 versus 19,551 kilometres, or 24 per cent in distance savings)6. It is
worth noting that as the point of departure moves further west, for example from Shanghai
to Singapore, the advantages of the northern routes disappear. For the NWP, the distance
savings for the Yokohama-Rotterdam route via the Canadian Arctic versus transiting
through Panama are equally impressive, with a distance savings of over 7,500 kilometres
(15,700 versus 23,300 kilometres). Using the NWP route produces a saving in distance of
about 3,500 kilometres from Shanghai to Rotterdam and 3,850 kilometres from Shanghai to
New York.7 The distance saved clearly depends on the port of embarkation and destination,
but in almost all cases involving ports in north China, Japan and Korea, savings in distance
and, in theory, time, are significant. One study estimates that the comparative distances
from “East Asia” to “western Europe” are 21,000 kilometres via the Suez Route versus
12,800 on the NSR, and 24,000 kilometres via Panama versus 13,600 via the NWP.8

“IRRATIONAL EXUBERANCE” REGARDING EARLY EXPANSION OF
ARCTIC ROUTES
Based on the propositions of less ice and shorter distances, the media and some experts
have predicted rapid growth in using the northern routes for shipping to and from Asia. For
example, in July 2011, The Guardian ran a story headlined “Thawing Arctic opens up new
shipping routes on the roof of the world,” and quoted Viktor Basargin, Russia’s regional
development minister, who predicted that cargo shipments on the NSR could rise from
three million to thirty million tons “in the near future.”9 A tenfold increase was, to say the
least, ambitious — but unrealistic, given that traffic in 2015 barely exceeded five million
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tons.10 A month later, in August 2011, the BBC enthused that “Arctic sea routes open as ice
melts,” noting that “shipping companies are already enjoying the benefits these routes may
bring if they remain open regularly.” The BBC quoted Peter Wadhams, an Arctic ice expert
from the University of Cambridge speaking to the effect that the advent of summers when
routes are routinely open “is not far away.” 11
These enthusiastic accounts were fed by reports of new developments in Arctic shipping. In
2011, the tanker ST1 Heritage left Murmansk on July 19 with 61,000 tons of gas condensate
that was delivered to a port in Thailand on August 16, with an eight-day passage through
the Northern Sea Route.12 This was followed by the Vladimir Tikhonov a month later
with a larger cargo, shaving a half-day off the passage.13 The enthusiasm was not limited
to Europe. Two years later, The Globe and Mail reported that the melting Arctic offered a
new world of shipping and resource opportunities. The Globe reprinted an article from the
Financial Times that stated confidently “melting has cleared large ocean stretches of ice for
much of the year. This is opening up new shipping lanes as well as prospects for resource
exploitation in a part of the world that only years ago was deemed too inhospitable”
(emphasis added).14

ASIAN INTEREST IN THE ARCTIC
Of all the Asian states, the one that has evinced the most interest and has the most active
Arctic program is China. The 2012 voyage of the Chinese icebreaker Xue Long (Snow
Dragon) to Iceland via the Northern Sea Route (returning via the Transpolar Sea Route)15
raised further expectations about regular use of the route. It was reported that, according
to Chinese scenarios, five to 15 per cent of China’s international trade, mostly container
traffic, would be using Arctic routes by 2020.16 In 2013, the 19,000-ton Chinese general
cargo vessel Yong Sheng became the first container-carrying ship to traverse the NSR.
COSCO, the ship’s owner, reported that the Yong Sheng made the transit from Taicang,
China (near Shanghai) to Rotterdam in 27 days, travelling 7,800 nautical miles, which was
nine days and 2,800 nautical miles shorter than the route through the Straits of Malacca
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and the Suez Canal.17 The Yong Sheng made a second return trip in 2015 and COSCO has
announced that it is “actively studying the feasibility of operating regular services on the
northern route” with regular Asia to Europe sailings.18
Many of China’s activities are conducted by the Arctic and Antarctic Administration
based in Beijing, affiliated with the State Oceanic Administration and the well-funded
Chinese Polar Research Institute in Shanghai, which has maintained a High Arctic research
station in Svalbard, Norway since 2004. In addition to the icebreaker Xue Long, acquired
from Ukraine in 1993, China is building its own heavy icebreaker, which is expected to
be in service in 2016. Furthermore, China signed a free-trade agreement with Iceland
in 2013 and the same year achieved its goal of obtaining official observer status at the
Arctic Council,19 along with several other Asian states. China’s Arctic strategy is multifaceted, encompassing scientific research, particularly with respect to the impact on the
environment of the melting Arctic ice cap, exploration and exploitation of resources, and
shipping and trade routes.20
Although China is not the only Asian state to have obtained observer status in the Arctic
Council,21 it is the one that arouses the most interest and concern. China, as with the other
states admitted as observers, agreed to follow a number of principles established by the
permanent members22 such as recognizing the sovereignty, sovereign rights and jurisdiction
in the Arctic of the Arctic states, and accepting the legal framework that applies to the
Arctic Ocean, including the United Nations Convention on Law of the Sea (among others).23
However, it would be disingenuous to pretend that China’s flexing of its Arctic muscles does
not engender some anxiety, if only because of China’s size and global aspirations.24 China
(along with India) has taken the position that the Arctic belongs to all people and the region
is part of the “common heritage of mankind.”25
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Given its role on the world stage it would be surprising if China did not assert its interests
in the Arctic, which it can easily justify by reference to the impact of climate change in
the Arctic on the Chinese environment, among other considerations. Access to resources
and shipping lanes are equally important.26 China, as a major trading nation with bluewater naval ambitions, will not only want to play a role in determining the future of Arctic
shipping lanes but will demonstrate its capacity to do so.

COMING BACK TO EARTH
If the media enthusiasm for Arctic shipping routes waxed in the period 2011–13 and earlier,
it waned somewhat thereafter and the initial excitement began to be tempered with a dose
of reality. Impressive savings in time and distance have been quoted for ships taking the
northern routes, but time savings are dependent on the speed of steaming, which can be
greatly reduced if ice or weather conditions are difficult. While the tanker ST1 Heritage
apparently was able to maintain a speed of 14 knots through the NSR on its passage in 2011,
other ships have traversed at speeds as slow at seven knots. Compared to the average speed
of a container vessel of around 20 knots in open waters (although the fuel-saving “slowsteaming” phenomenon also has to be factored in)27 it is apparent that shorter distances
do not always mean faster passage. That said, although speed on any of the northern
routes is unlikely to approach the average speeds maintained on southern routes, given
the much shorter distances there is still the potential for meaningful fuel and time, and
thus cost, savings, which cannot be ignored. The Nordic Orion, a Danish ice-class bulk
carrier, saved $200,000 and four days’ transit by shipping 15,000 metric tons of coal direct
from Vancouver to Finland via the Northwest Passage in 2013 instead of proceeding via
Panama,28 although the voyage almost didn’t take place owing to the difficulty in arranging
for marine insurance.
There are many reasons why the siren call of shorter distances can be offset by other
negative factors and it is not surprising to see more balanced media coverage emerge as
a result. The Globe and Mail, so enthusiastic in 2013, soon published a series entitled “A
reality check on the Northwest Passage ‘boom.’”29 As Lackenbauer and Lajeunesse have
pointed out,30 and has also been well documented in the definitive work on Arctic shipping
by a team of researchers from the Ocean Futures Institute in Norway,31 difficulties in the
Canadian Arctic are many: shifting ice due to winds and currents; variability in the extent
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of ice-free waters from one season to the next; uncharted or poorly charted sea lanes;32
and lack of port infrastructure and satisfactory icebreaking capacity. These drawbacks,
combined with the shallow 10 metre draft on the southern Northwest Passage route,33 all
of which are reflected in insurance rates, make it unlikely that the NWP will be the first
choice of those wishing to develop Arctic sea routes to and from Asia.34 The history of the
exploration of the Northwest Passage, from Hudson to Franklin, bears testament to the
challenging conditions in the Canadian Arctic.

SHIPPING CHALLENGES ON THE NORTHERN ROUTES
Insurance and Risks
Insurance is a major, but difficult to quantify cost factor facing shipping on both Arctic
routes. Today, even though many of the risks associated with shipping are well known and
understood by insurers, there are still risks related to Arctic navigation that need to be
identified.35 Ostreng et al. point out that underwriters normally base their premiums on a
historic loss record, and the frequency of accidents is a key element of risk. However, in
the Arctic, a lack of empirical data and statistics makes it difficult for insurers to compose
a risk assessment related to the probability of accidents on the various shipping routes.36 As
a result, the provision of insurance for Arctic shipping tends to be on a case-by-case basis,
and expensive for both property and indemnity (P & I) and hull and machinery (H & M)
policies.37 This applies to both the Northern Sea Route and the Northwest Passage. At the
very least, the best that can be said is that availability and cost of insurance is problematic
and will remain so for some time to come. Barring some catastrophic developments
affecting southern shipping routes, the risk profile of transiting the Arctic will always carry
a premium compared to other routes.
Imbalanced Cargo Flows
One of the challenges hindering the growth of the northern routes is the difficulty in
balancing cargo flows. In 2013, 71 vessels transited the NSR (an all-time high so far),
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but a further analysis reveals factors that negatively impact the route’s viability. Forty
vessels travelled eastbound (Europe to Asia), carrying 895,000 tons of cargo and 6,000
tons of ballast, while the 31 westbound vessels carried only 468,000 tons of cargo with
500,000 tons of ballast. From these statistics it is evident that eastbound journeys on the
NSR are more common, fuelled by natural resource products being shipped to Asia, with
only limited cargo movement in the opposite direction. This cargo imbalance inevitably
affects profitability. Moreover, the vast majority of transits originated in Russian ports (not
being true Western Europe-to-Asia transits). At this point, statistics indicate that the NSR
is primarily used as a domestic supply and export route for Russia and much less as an
international transportation corridor.38 In 2014, these volumes dropped significantly39 with
the total number of ships transiting being less than half that of the previous year.40
Icebreaking Costs
While the Northern Sea Route has seen a much greater volume of traffic than the Northwest
Passage, the decline in NSR traffic in 2014 indicates that many obstacles still remain
before either route can become viable commercially. Ice conditions are generally easier
on the NSR but they are still unpredictable, requiring icebreaker services41 and travel by
convoy. Among the principal obstacles is the cost of icebreaking services in the Russian
Arctic. The Russian icebreaking service is mandated to operate on a cost-recovery basis,
which currently makes the fees prohibitive, more than offsetting the fuel costs and transit
fees (e.g., on the Suez Canal) saved by avoiding competing southern routes. With regard
to icebreaking fees, Ostreng et al. indicate a fee of $31.70 per ton is charged for container
cargo, and point out that each 24-ton container (TEU)42 would thus attract charges of $760
for the NSR transit just for these fees alone. Since the current freight rate for Europe (at
the time of publication) via Suez was $800 per TEU, assuming a similar freight cost via
the NSR and adding the icebreaking fees effectively doubles the cost.43 The transit fees for
using Suez have to be added into the cost comparison, but they amount only to about 10 per
cent of the Russian icebreaking fees,44 illustrating the challenge of making the NSR a viable
alternative route.
Yet, at least Russia can provide the service; it has more than 40 modern icebreakers45 and
is building 14 more, including the world’s largest nuclear-powered icebreaker due to enter
service in 2019. Canada, by contrast, does not at present charge for icebreaking services,
but infrastructure in the Canadian Arctic is even more basic. Icebreaking capacity is limited
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(Canada has only two heavy icebreakers and is building one more,46 which is not due to
enter service before 2021, while the U.S. has only one heavy icebreaker in operation). To
compound the challenge, ice and navigation conditions are considerably more challenging
in the Northwest Passage than on the Northern Sea Route.

GLOBAL CHALLENGES
The challenges and opportunities discussed above regarding the future viability of Arctic
sea routes must be examined in the broader context of developments in global maritime
transport and world trade generally. Quite apart from the difficulties presented by the
Arctic routes, which governments can mitigate to some extent (although they cannot control
the weather!), the commercial future of these routes is affected by such factors as the
competition from alternate routes; new infrastructure such as the widening of the Panama
Canal, expansion of the Suez Canal and even, potentially, a new canal across Nicaragua;
fuel costs; security issues; innovations in the shipping industry; and shifting patterns of
global trade.
New Facilities at Suez and Panama
In August of 2015, Egypt celebrated the opening of the expanded Suez Canal. Suez, which
handles eight per cent of global trade, saw 17,148 ships with a net tonnage of 963 million
tons transit in 2014.47 The new facilities have added a 35-kilometre channel that will
allow ships of up to 18,000 TEU to proceed in both directions simultaneously, reducing
waiting times by up to eight hours. Despite the publicity and Egyptian pride at opening the
expansion two years early, serious questions remain about the utility of the expansion at this
point, given the drop in world trade. Volumes at the canal are still 20 per cent below 2008
levels.48
Panama, which last year handled 13,482 ships totaling 327 million tons (or two per cent of
world trade), is scheduled to open its new canal facilities, which will widen the locks and
provide a new lane of traffic in 2016. The capacity of the locks will expand from being able
to handle 5,000-TEU container vessels to vessels of up to 13,000 TEUs.49 However, despite
the widening of the canal, the newer generation of container vessels, some with a capacity
of up to 24,000 TEU, will not be able to use the Panama route.
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Global Shipping Trends
Although world trade has slowed since the 2008 financial crisis, seaborne capacity has more
than doubled since 1990, especially in the bulk- and container-carrier segments, and the
size of container ships has grown. Over the past two decades, container ships have become
the fastest-growing category in comparison with bulk carriers, tankers and general cargo
ships. In the past 15 years they have grown on average about 100 metres in length with new
ships having a length of 400 metres, width of 60 metres and 17-metre draft, with a TEU
capacity of 18,000.50 It is expected that 24,000-TEU-capacity ships will be travelling the
major trading routes between Asia and Europe by 2020, but not via Suez or Panama owing
to size limitations.51 Larger vessels reduce costs of shipping considerably; it is estimated
that an increase of 2.5 times capacity drives cost savings in the vicinity of 30 per cent.52
Despite the current over-capacity, the major shipping lines cannot compete without moving
to larger ships and all are ordering new, larger vessels.53 This reality is driving substantial
institutional and infrastructure changes in port handling facilities, and the major ports, if
they want to stay in the game, are required to undertake costly infrastructure upgrades.
Larger container vessels have other impacts on port operations as well, including quay
utilization, yard space, and operation and labour costs, but larger ships do not necessarily
mean more cargo.
According to the World Shipping Council, nine of the world’s 10 busiest container ports are
located in East Asia, with seven of them being in China.54 The shift to container vessels,
the trend to larger vessels and the current over-capacity in the industry makes the northern
routes less attractive despite the considerable savings in distance (although none of the
northern routes faces the size constraints of both Panama and Suez.)
Larger vessels also result in the “feederizing”55 of smaller ports that do not have the
capacity to handle the latest generation of container ships. Smaller ships operate from transshipment hubs to service lower capacity ports. To be economical, these smaller ships need
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regular ports of call, with cargo drop-off and pick-up opportunities en route, for revenue
generation. Neither the NSR nor the NWP offer any meaningful ports that could develop
into such hubs.
Global Trade Patterns
Finally there are changing global trading patterns to consider. A global slowdown in trade,
combined with the growth of south-south trade,56 makes a new Arctic shipping route
between Asia and Europe, or between Asia and the eastern North American seaboard, less
economically significant than in the past. Since 2008, the steady growth of global trade that
had continued unabated for several decades has slowed considerably. As stated by the Bank
of Canada, “Global trade has been disappointing following the 2007–09 financial crisis.
After outpacing global GDP growth in the pre-crisis era, growth in global trade slowed and
has barely matched the lackluster pace of overall economic activity since 2010. As a result,
the global propensity to trade (i.e., the ratio of trade to global GDP) has stopped rising.”57
The global economy is enormously dependent on seaborne trade — and the shipping
industry is equally dependent on robust global growth — and this mutual dependence had
escalated rapidly in recent years. Efforts to rejuvenate global trade are an important global
priority, but with stasis at the WTO, Europe facing its own financial crisis compounded by
a huge refugee influx, and the Chinese economy slowing, prospects are not good. There is
growing acceptance that slower growth may be the “new normal.”58
Resource Shipments
If cargo and particularly container shipping is unlikely to be a significant user of the Arctic
sea routes owing both to the physical challenges of these routes as well as shifting global
shipping trends, one area where there is likely to be better potential for increased use
appears to lie primarily in bulk resource shipping, with some movement of oil and gas,
directly from sources in the Arctic to markets in Asia. In addition, there is potential for
growth in cruise ship traffic.59 In September 2014, the MV Nunavik, operated by a Canadian
company (Fednav), sailed unescorted from Deception Bay in northern Quebec direct to
China via the NWP with a shipment of nickel concentrate.60 Similar shipments have been
taking place from Siberian ports to Asia, and the Yamal gas fields in Siberia are already
being readied to serve the Chinese market within a few years.61 There are other mineral
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exploitation sites in Canada, such as the Mary River iron ore mine on Baffin Island,62 that
hold potential for shipping direct from the North through Arctic sea routes to Asia.63
Resource exploitation in the Arctic is thus the most likely source for increases in (bulk and
tanker) shipping through the northern sea routes. However, while it is estimated that the
Arctic could hold up to 13 per cent of the world’s conventional oil reserves and as much
as 30 per cent of natural gas reserves,64 climate change concerns along with low oil prices
could see the more inaccessible Arctic reserves left unexploited. The recent decision by
Shell to cease exploration in offshore Alaska waters for the foreseeable future is an example
of the challenges faced by companies extracting resources in the Arctic.65 Thus, one must
exercise caution with respect to estimating the amount of bulk and tanker shipping on
the northern sea routes that the resource sector will generate, although clearly in specific
instances there are viable routes to be exploited.66

IMPACT OF THE NORTHERN ROUTES ON ASIAN ECONOMIES AND TRADE
WITH ASIA
The World Shipping Council estimated in 2013 that of the roughly 61 million TEUs of
containerized shipping on the world’s major trade routes, almost 37 million TEUs, or
roughly 60 per cent, were accounted for by the routes between Asia and North America and
Asia and North Europe, with about double the volume flowing from Asia to Europe and
North America than the reverse.67 It is worth considering how much of this traffic could
conceivably be routed through the Arctic under the best of circumstances.
A recent study modelling the amount of bulk and container traffic “eligible” for shipment
from Asia to northern Europe or North America through the Arctic pointed out that ports
south and west of a line drawn roughly from Hong Kong to Sydney will have little or no
distance advantage for shipping via the northern routes to Europe, and that only about
seven per cent of the transport volume from Asian regions where the NSR has a distance
advantage is shipped via Panama.68 However, that still leaves considerable theoretical
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potential for shipping via either of the Arctic routes from northern China, Japan and Korea,
based on distance savings.
Two Korean researchers conducted a study looking at the potential number of voyages for
trans-shipment of Korean container cargo by size of ship under simplified assumptions
that the NSR was fully navigable and economical enough for shipping and could substitute
1:1 for passages through the Suez Canal. Assuming that the NSR stayed ice-free for three
months a year, they concluded that the number of voyages from Korea to the seven major
European destinations69 would range from a high of 682 for vessels of only 650-TEU
capacity to 56 for 8,000-TEU-capacity vessels.70 While this is a considerable increase from
the maximum number of vessels that transited the NSR in its peak year, 2013 (71 vessels),
it is important to note that these estimates do not take into account any of the obstacles
inhibiting use of the northern sea routes, from ice conditions to economic viability. When
these are factored in, despite the hyperbole about the likelihood of increased use of the NSR
— and to a lesser extent the NWP — as an alternative freight route for Asian products to
Europe and eastern North America, one is drawn to the conclusion that the prospect of a
major shift in container cargo shipping patterns is slight.
China in particular will nonetheless continue to demonstrate an active interest in pursuing
shipping options across the Arctic,71 but it is difficult to conceive that any of the northern
passages will become major game-changers for Asian economies in terms of movement of
freight in the foreseeable future (20 to 25 years or longer), even assuming continued melting
of the permanent sea ice. For China, there are strategic and political reasons as well as
economic factors leading it to continue to express interest in Arctic shipping, and China can
be expected to continue to do so in part to justify its Arctic engagement.72
However, while shipping of container freight via the northern sea routes may not have a
major impact on Asian economies, both the NSR and NWP offer cost-efficient alternatives
for the supply of resources directly from the Arctic to Asia, assuming market and climatic
conditions allow for economic exploitation and recovery of oil, gas and other resources in
these inhospitable regions. In sum, there is likely to be more rhetoric than reality in terms
of these routes being viable alternatives for shipping cargo, especially containers, to and
from the Asian market. Despite this reality, the opportunities for Canada to use its Arctic
presence and the NWP to develop and strengthen its relations with Asia-Pacific economies,
particularly China, should not be underestimated.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR CANADA
For Canada to play a meaningful role with Asia based on its Arctic presence, it will need to
invest in building the infrastructure in the North that will allow it to exercise sovereignty
through providing vital services like meteorological forecasting and search and rescue. So
far there has been more talk than action73 with regard to Canada’s northern strategy, which
was laid out in 2009.74 Of the four pillars of the strategy (exercising sovereignty, promoting
economic and social development, protecting the environment, and improving governance),
all are potentially affected by even a modest growth in Arctic shipping. The 2013 transit
of the Nordic Orion was encouraged by the Canadian government, which waived all
icebreaking fees. Promises were made by the previous Conservative government to invest
in and improve infrastructure. Commitments to new icebreakers have been scaled back,
however, and little search and rescue capacity exists in the North.75
NORDIC ORION TRANSIT
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For Canada to use its claimed ownership of the NWP to promote closer ties with Asia,
a reasonable goal given Asian and particularly Chinese interest in Arctic shipping, it
will need to up its game in terms of commitments to make that route a safe and viable
navigational option. Canada cannot change the rate of sea-ice reduction or the weather, nor
can it make the geography of the NWP more user-friendly, but it can make the necessary
investments so that human infrastructure is in place to complement whatever changes
nature may bring.
The question then arises as to what role can the Arctic play in Canada’s relations with
Asia? The Arctic Council is a forum where Canada has a permanent seat at the table,
unlike in some Asia-Pacific fora where it is not present. As noted, five Asian countries have
become observers to the council on the basis of their environmental, shipping, resource and
strategic interests. As the new Liberal government seeks to recalibrate its relations with
Asia, it will need to identify common interests that Canada shares with its Asian partners
— and the Arctic offers an excellent vehicle to do this.
On the trade and investment file, Canada is likely to revive the Canada-China
Complementarities Study, and move toward the negotiation of a free-trade or economicpartnership agreement with China. In 2014, Canada concluded the Canada-Korea Free
Trade Agreement and is a participant in the just-concluded Trans-Pacific Partnership,
of which both Japan and Singapore are members. Canada also continues to work on an
economic-partnership agreement with India. To these closer economic ties Canada will
want to add other elements to strengthen the fabric of bilateral relations. Among these
will be security, cultural, educational and scientific linkages. The Arctic is an area where
shared goals of environmental protection, safer navigation, and resource development
offer opportunities for constructive dialogue and engagement. As Lackenbauer points
out with respect to the new Asian observers to the Arctic Council, “Canada should seize
the heightened interest in and expanded dialogue on Arctic affairs as a way to correct
misperceptions about the region and promote Ottawa’s vision of regional protection and
sustainable development.”76
China, while among the most active of the Asian players in the Arctic, is by no means the
only one engaged in the region. Canada and Korea upgraded their bilateral relationship
in 2014 to a “strategic partnership.” A strategic partnership indicates that two countries
consider their bilateral relationship to be one of their key foreign engagements, and that
they will give priority to developing and strengthening bilateral ties. Among the areas
where Canada and Korea committed to develop closer relations was Arctic research
and development, along with energy and natural resources, and science, technology and
innovation.77 Korea’s Maritime Institute, for example, is currently undertaking research into
Arctic issues in the following areas: 1) the establishment of Arctic master plans and followup policies; 2) Arctic governance, resource development and new policy demand-response
capacity-building; 3) resource-linkage logistics systems throughout the Arctic Ocean; and
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4) polar science and industry convergence.78 That is a more-than-full menu for bilateral
co-operation. Japan has its own National Institute of Polar Research79 and, as noted above,
China has an extremely active research program.
Resource exploration in the Canadian Arctic will require careful environmental
stewardship and massive investment. Asian investment in Canada has not been without
controversy, notably those investments made by Chinese state-owned enterprises. This
was particularly pronounced during the Investment Canada review of the acquisition of
the Canadian oil firm Nexen by the Chinese National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC)
in 2012. In 2014, the bilateral Foreign Investment Promotion and Protection Agreement
(FIPA) with China came into effect, generating both praise and criticism. China and
Korea are investors in the open-pit iron ore mine at Arcelor Mittal’s Mary River site on
Baffin Island,80 and more Asian investment can be expected. Attitudes toward Asian
investment polled by the Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada in its annual National Opinion
Poll in 2014 showed growing apprehension about developing closer ties with Asia,81 but a
redefinition of the poll questions in 2015 produced markedly different results, with attitudes
toward Japanese investment scoring higher positive ratings among public opinion than
even investment from the U.S.82 This indicates that, while there are concerns regarding
concentration of foreign investment in Canada, particularly in the resource area, there is
also an understanding of the need for such investment and the prosperity that it can bring.
Moreover, public attitudes are not immutably fixed and are influenced by perceptions often
unrelated to economic arguments. A positive engagement with Asia in the Arctic will help
build popular acceptance of more Asian investment in Canada generally and in the Arctic
specifically.
While environmental impact and investment considerations are important, control and de
facto jurisdiction over the shipping lanes of the NWP is a key asset that Canada holds in its
dealings with Asian countries. Although the likelihood of the NWP becoming an important
trans-shipment route to Asia is remote, changing climatic conditions, market factors, and
strategic considerations all require that Canada dedicate policy and financial resources to
maintain and maximize the value of this asset as Russia has done with its development of
the NSR. Canada needs to catch up, and in the process can give further substance to its
claim to be an important and engaged player in the Asia-Pacific region.
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