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Navigating the Arctic-Space Nexus:  
Norway’s security in a new era of great power rivalry

Stine Margrethe Raastad 

•	 As	great	power	rivalry	intensifies,	maneuvering	
Arctic	tensions	is	likely	to	remain	a	challenge	for	
Norwegian	security-	and	defense	in	the	coming	ye-
ars.	Changed	Arctic	dynamics	also	happen	to	coin-
cide	with	developments	in	another	domain,	outer	
space,	similarly	impacted	by	great	power	competi-
tion. 

•	 Norwegian	space	efforts	are	closely	tied	to	its	loca-
tion,	and	the	country’s	northernmost	regions	hosts	
a	significant	portion	of	its	space	infrastructure.	
Likewise,	the	nation’s	long	coastline	has	provided	
several	opportunities	for	the	space	sector.	Previous	
and	current	projects	demonstrate	the	significance	
of	security	considerations	in	Norway’s	approach	to	
space.

Takeaways

•	 Norway’s	status	as	a	small	state	has	been	central	to	
its	approach	to	the	space	domain.	Norway	considers	
it	necessary	to	leverage	relevant	assets	in	a	bid	to	
make	itself	attractive	for	international	cooperation	
and	valuable	within	NATO,	and	over	time,	space	
capabilities	have	emerged	as	a	means	to	do	so.

•	 The	interconnection	between	the	High	North	and	
space	reinforces	the	usefulness	of	this	approach	–	
the	Northern	Flank	is	already	strategically	impor-
tant	to	NATO,	and	possessing	valuable	space	assets	
in	the	High	North	will	make	it	more	critical	for	
NATO	and	the	US	to	defend	Norwegian	territory	in	
a	conflict	scenario.
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Analogously, many of the drivers that have in-
tensified space competition – such as improved 
accessibility and great power rivalry – also af-
fects security in the Arctic. Another similarity 
often emphasized in research relates to the go-
vernance of both regions. In addition to sharing 
certain characteristics, the convenience of satel-
lite technology in remote and climatically harsh 
areas means that there is an intrinsic connection 
between space and the Arctic. 

While great powers have traditionally do-
minated the space domain, small Arctic states 
have always needed to navigate between the 
interests of their major peers. One example of 
this is Norway, historically making up NATOs 
northern flank and, until recently, one out of 
only five NATO-countries bordering Russia. 
A small but strategically located Arctic state, 
Norway is affected by competition in both 
space and in the Arctic. Still an emerging field, 
however, little scholarly attention has been 
given to the potential consequences of space 
competition on a small Arctic state and similar-
ly, few have examined how the increased strate-
gic importance of space might affect the Arctic 
in general. Therefore, this Insight has two main 
goals: first, to shed light on the strategic signi-

INTRODUCTION

Roughly a decade ago, the US National Security 
Space Strategy described space as “congested, 
contested and competitive” for the first time. 
In the midst of growing geopolitical tensions, 
this string of words has been reiterated time and 
again by policymakers, industry representatives 
and scholars alike. Several developments have 
made the three C´s increasingly reflective of the 
contemporary space domain, such as the surge 
in commercial space actors and the proliferation 
of counterspace weapons. More specifically, 
NATO now considers space an operational do-
main, Space Commands have been incorporated 
into many national defense structures and space 
is featured more prominently in security- and 
defense doctrines. In a more general sense, 
these changes relate to how nations fundamen-
tally understand space – oftentimes portrayed 
as a dichotomy between either “sanctuary” or 
“battlefield”-thinking. The inherent idealism of 
sanctuary sentiments in a domain of enduring 
military relevance is comparable to many per-
ceptions of the Arctic. In fact, notions of the 
strategic importance of the Arctic are frequently 
accompanied by descriptions of the region as 
uniquely cooperation-oriented and conflict-free. 

Scholars have frequently drawn a parallel between outer space and the  
Arctic. For example, a recurring analogy refers to the governance of the two  

regions. Another resemblance lies in the perception of both space and the Arctic  
as peaceful and cooperative areas at one end, and as growing in strategic value and  

laden with opportunities for conflict at the other. In any case, the two domains are inherently  
interconnected owing to the utility of space systems in remote and climatically harsh areas,  

as well as the advantages of greater access to polar orbit. Equally as important,  
however, is the proliferation of great power rivalry in the Arctic and in space. 

 
As the prevalence of rivalry continues to affect both domains, it becomes timely  

to examine how increased space competition might impact the Arctic in general, as  
well as smaller Arctic states in particular. In this paper, Norway will serve as an example of 
one such state. With this in mind, this Insight has a twofold goal: first, to shed light on the 

strategic significance of the Arctic, space, and the interconnectedness between them.  
Second, to examine Norway’s approach to space and the challenges and opportunities  

it faces when navigating the nexus between space, security, and the High North. 
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ficance of the Arctic, space, and the intercon-
nectedness between them. Second, to examine 
Norway’s approach to space and the challenges 
and opportunities it faces when maneuvering 
the nexus between space, security, and the High 
North. It begins by outlining the present state 
of the Arctic and recent developments, focusing 
on the US, Russia, China and Norway. Then, it 
sheds light on the increasing relevance of outer 
space for security and defense purposes and 
provides an overview of relevant Arctic space 
activities. Lastly, it looks at Norway’s approach 
and discusses the material - as well as the opp-
ortunities for future research - in the concluding 
remarks.1

RIVALRIES IN THE ARCTIC

Arctic security has been a vibrant scholarly to-
pic for decades, generating a multitude of ideas 
about the prospects of both conflict and peace 
in the region. For instance, a considerable body 
of literature has portrayed the Arctic as a uni-
quely low-tension region unfettered by conflict 
elsewhere, commonly referred to as “Arctic 
exceptionalism”.  At the same time, scholars 
have argued that the Arctic is an area of com-
petition where national efforts are primarily 
driven by strategic concerns.2,3 In any case, the 
Arctic eight have generally pursued cooperation 
despite conflicting interests on other matters. 
This is underpinned by the multifaceted nature 
of Arctic governance, where structures like the 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS) and the Arctic Council have 
helped encourage regional collaboration.4 As 
of now, however, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
and the following suspension of cooperation 
across numerous issues has made it hard to 
picture the Arctic as shielded from great power 
politics. Regardless of how the war may affect 
the Arctic in the coming years, trends indicating 
increased regional military activity and -pre-
sence precede the invasion. In the following 
section, this Insight will offer a brief overview 
of the state of the Arctic and recent events, with 
a focus on Norway and major powers Russia, 
China, and the US. 

The Arctic has occupied a peripheral posi-
tion within the larger context of US security 
policy, demonstrated by a lack of investments, 

infrastructure, and military presence in the regi-
on.5 Today, several advancements suggest that 
the US is, at least partially, moving away from 
its historically modest posture. First, Arctic is-
sues have been featured more frequently in both 
hearings and official documents: over the past 
couple of years, the US has updated and issued 
Arctic strategic documents at multiple bran-
ches of the military, including the Air Force, 
the Navy and Marine Corps, the Army, and 
the Coast Guard.6 Second, the US has under-
taken various measures to increase its military 
presence in the region. This includes the re-
establishment of the 2nd Fleet in 2018, intended 
to strengthen US involvement in the Arctic 
and North-Atlantic. Within the same year, USS 
Harry S Truman became the first US aircraft 
carrier to enter the Arctic Circle since the nine-
ties as part of Trident Juncture.7,8 More recently, 
US aircraft RC-135 Rivet Joint conducted a sur-
veillance mission over the Barents Sea in late 
2022. A few days later, the first live fire of the 
Rapid Dragon weapon system was demonstra-
ted by the US and Allies in Northern Norway 
and this June, USS Gerald R. Ford trained 
with Norwegian forces in Arctic waters.9,10,11 
These are just a handful of incidents that align 
with the larger trend of increased regional US 
activity in air and on sea. The US has also 
strengthened bilateral defense cooperation with 
Nordic countries through a set of agreements 
that will improve the US’ ability to operate in 
the Arctic.12 Logically, increased US activity 
should be expected in the foreseeable future as 
Sweden and Finland join NATO.

The US’ increased Arctic focus must be 
considered relative to the perceived military 
and strategic supremacy of Russia in the region. 
Although de-prioritized after the disintegration 
of the Soviet Union, Russia resumed its em-
phasis on Arctic investments in the 2000s. In 
particular, the past decade has witnessed the 
modernization and construction of military in-
frastructure along several parts of the Russian 
Arctic.13,14 Two decisive factors typically 
explain Russia’s regional military interests. 
The Kola Peninsula hosts the Northern Fleet 
alongside Russia’s sea-based nuclear deterrent, 
and the need to protect and sustain this second-
strike capability largely shape the country’s 
strategic imperatives. Additionally, the Arctic 



Navigating the Artic-Space Nexus: 

© Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Oslo 2023. ISSN 1894-4795

IFS Insights 7/2023 4

is considered to play a key role in Russia’s am-
bitions of re-establishing its great power sta-
tus.15 Despite its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, 
Russia does not appear to have lost sight of its 
Arctic objectives. In 2022, Ural became the 
latest addition to the country’s continuous mo-
dernization of its nuclear icebreaker fleet.16,17 
Satellite imagery from the same year also reve-
aled that several Arctic runways and radar bases 
have been improved over the last 12 months.18 
This spring, Russia amended its Arctic Policy, 
emphasizing “national interest” whilst omit-
ting previous references to Arctic cooperation.19 
Furthermore, exercises and drills in the region 
have persisted amidst setbacks in Ukraine. 
Russia’s increasingly offensive posture in the 
Arctic has alarmed US and Norwegian officials, 
with the commander of the 2nd Fleet affirming 
that the Arctic is now Russia’s “number one 
priority”.20  

Adding to the complexity of Arctic geopo-
litics is the emergence of China. Proclaiming 
itself a near-Arctic state in 2018, China’s am-
bitions in the region have preoccupied scholars 
and policymakers alike. Although legitimate 
interests in scientific research is frequently por-
trayed as a core component of its Arctic objec-
tives, the dual-use potential of China’s research 
activities and infrastructure investments blurs 
the distinction between civilian and military 
ventures. Likewise, non-military investments 
help normalize and reinforce regional influen-
ce.21 Multiple scholars have also stressed the 
strategic dimension of China’s Arctic pivot. For 
example, Doshi, Dale-Huang and Zhang find 
that Chinese documents describes the Arctic as 
a new strategic frontier and a potential site of 
military competition.22 Along the same lines, 
Wright argues that China’s strategy is driven 
by its goal of employing “… the region as 
strategic space from which to threaten the se-
curity of North America…”, while Burke and 
Jahara claim that the polar zones represent one 
of several regions where China can pursue its 
power-as-resources approach.23,24 While other 
assessments are far less alarmist, China’s pre-
sence has been closely monitored by Arctic na-
tions for the past years, and concerns about the 
Arctic being a part of China’s broader effort to 
expand its global reach has bred suspicion. The 
US has been particularly skeptical, dismissing 

Chinas self-proclaimed status as a near-Arctic 
state and highlighting the risks associated with 
its increased engagement in the region.25,26 For 
the Arctic eight, the potential for deepening 
Sino-Russian relations is an additional concern 
arising from China’s regional involvement. 
Despite a resilient partnership, it is essential to 
emphasize that China and Russia do not always 
see eye to eye. For example, Russia initially 
appeared hesitant to China’s polar endeavors, 
demonstrated by its opposition to China’s appli-
cation for observer status in the Arctic Council. 
Currently isolated in the Arctic after its attack 
on Ukraine, however, cooperation with China 
seems necessary to safeguard its interests in the 
region.27 Decades of Chinese investments in 
the Russian Arctic have also paved way for the 
strengthening of Arctic ties. The most recent 
result of regional Sino-Russian efforts includes 
a MoU on maritime security opening for joint 
military exercises, as well as plans to create a 
joint organization for the development of the 
Northern Sea Route (NSR).28,29

With half of its territory in the Arctic and 
a shared border with Russia, changes in how 
the Arctic is perceived and approached greatly 
impact Norwegian security. Since the end of the 
Second World War, Russia has been the key de-
termining factor for Norwegian security policy 
considerations, and the small states´ approach 
to its eastern neighbor is customarily described 
as “twofold”: at one end, Norway’s NATO-
membership and close bilateral relationship 
with the US provides the basis for deterring 
Russia. At the other end, cultivating coopera-
tion and restricting Allied activity in Norway’s 
northernmost regions forms the bedrock for 
reassuring Russia.30,31 Put plainly, balancing 
deterrence and reassurance is a fine-tuned 
strategy for maintaining low tensions whilst 
displaying resolve. When criticizing Norwegian 
policy, official Russian rhetoric often revolves 
around the country’s facilitation of NATO and 
US activity near its borders. As Finnish and 
eventually Swedish NATO-membership adds 
fuel to accusations of Arctic encirclement, 
similar allegations should be expected to flour-
ish.32 Alongside other factors, complex regional 
security dynamics has led Norway to officially 
recognize the High North as its most important 
strategic area.33,34 
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The above allows for one broad, but impor-
tant point: aggravated great power rivalry in 
general - and the deterioration of Russia’s rela-
tions with the West in particular - have increa-
sed the vulnerability of the Arctic. This heigh-
tens escalation risks and raises the likelihood 
of the Arctic becoming a pawn in a broader 
conflict.35 Under the current international situa-
tion, maneuvering Arctic tensions is likely to 
remain a challenge for Norwegian security- and 
defense in the coming years. Added sources of 
concern arise from issues such as the possible 
effects of climate change on regional resource 
competition, managing the interests of other 
Arctic newcomers (Like India and the EU) and 
preserving the traditionally beneficial modes of 
governance. Of most relevance here, however, 
is the fact that changed Arctic dynamics coin-
cide with related developments in another do-
main: outer space. 

THE ARCTIC AND OUTER SPACE 

Against the backdrop of heightened geopoliti-
cal tensions, states are increasingly coming to 
recognize the military-strategic importance of 
outer space. This does not represent a drastic 
shift from the past by itself: space has been mi-
litarized since the beginning of the first Space 
Age, featuring prominently in Cold War compe-
tition. The combination of renewed great power 
rivalry and the development of more complex 
technology, however, has altered the dynamics 
of contemporary space-related defense and 
security. In the US, developments such as the 
creation of the Space Force and the re-estab-
lishment of the Space Command are telling 
of a strategic reorientation.36,37 Furthermore, 
rhetoric has changed, illustrated by a stronger 
tendency towards depicting space as a war-
fighting domain in official US documents and 
doctrine. Russia and China are aware of the 
nexus between space and military services as 
well, perceiving space as a domain that enables 
the pursuit of asymmetric advantages, facilita-
tes competition with stronger adversaries, and 
that permits the targeting of US vulnerabilities. 
Although US dominance in space persists, the 
rapid expansion of Chinese capabilities repre-
sents a real challenge to the current state of 
affairs. For the time being, Russian capability 

development has fallen short of initial predic-
tions: nevertheless, the country has already 
demonstrated that it is in possession of most 
relevant counterspace weapons. This, in combi-
nation with an inclination towards military ag-
gression, creates additional concerns for space 
security overall.38,39 

When linking space and great power politics 
to the Arctic, two main facts deserve special 
mention. First, harsh environmental conditions 
have restricted Arctic infrastructure develop-
ment, making space services and -capabilities 
especially useful - by limiting the need for phy-
sical infrastructure, space systems offer a feasi-
ble way of fulfilling regional surveillance and 
communication needs.40 Second, Arctic locati-
ons offer certain intrinsic advantages for space 
activities because northern latitudes are optimal 
for accessing and retrieving data from satellites 
in polar orbits. These orbits provide near-global 
coverage, rendering them particularly suitable 
for reconnaissance and earth observation satel-
lites.41 In sum, Arctic regions both benefit from 
and provide good grounds for space activities. 
Consequently, it is hardly a surprise that several 
Arctic nations are taking steps to close gaps in 
Arctic awareness by utilizing space services.  

Echoing the above, Norwegian space efforts 
are closely tied to its location, and the country’s 
northernmost regions hosts a significant portion 
of its space infrastructure. To start, SvalSat, the 
largest satellite ground station for communica-
ting with satellites in polar orbits, is located on 
Svalbard. Exempting TrollSat, The Kongsberg-
owned station is the only ground station with 
the ability to deliver all-orbit-support - i.e. the 
capability to spot polar-orbiting satellites at 
every revolution.42 The Archipelagos geostrate-
gic location, as well as legal disputes regarding 
its maritime zones, makes Svalbard a sensitive 
area. In addition, the idea of Svalbard as de-
militarized territory has become widespread 
following restrictions in military activity in ac-
cordance with the 1920 Svalbard Treaty. These 
restrictions have fueled frequent Russian ac-
cusations of treaty violation, repeatedly dismis-
sed by Norwegian authorities. In 2021, foreign 
ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova expli-
citly criticized SvalSat, suggesting that the sta-
tion can serve dual-use purposes.43 The Globus 
radars in Vardø, a city in Norway’s norther-
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nmost county, have been subject to similar 
skepticism from Russia. The radars are a col-
laborative effort between the US Space Force 
and the Norwegian Intelligence Service and, 
alongside other tasks, the system collects SST-
data through surveilling, monitoring, and cha-
racterizing space objects.44,45 Russia suspects 
that Globus is a part of the US missile defense 
system and has signaled its dissatisfaction with 
the system on several occasions. This culmina-
ted in 2018, when Russian bombers simulated 
an air attack against the radars. More recently, 
military official Rudskoy voiced his conviction 
that the stations’ ability to monitor Russia is 
being enhanced, and that its missile defense 
capabilities are also being modernized.46 

Norway also houses an active rocket 
launch site and -range on Andøya in Nordland. 
Beginning with the launching of sounding 
rockets for scientific purposes in the 60s, the 
site has expanded its area of activity to include 
testing of missile- and rocket technology for 
the defense industry, including foreign military 
authorities.47,48 In 2021, Norway placed itself 
in the running to become the first country to 
launch satellites from the European mainland 
when the government approved of funding 
Andøya Spaces’ establishment of a Spaceport 
on the island.49 According to the Norwegian 
Minister of Defense, Allies have already shown 
interest in using the Spaceport for “responsive 
space” capabilities, referring to the ability to 
rapidly replace damaged satellites in a conflict 
scenario.50 Similarly, being able to launch new 
satellites that fulfill previously uncovered needs 
will provide Norway with a key advantage. 
Moreover, Andøya Spaceport represents one 
step towards autonomous space access and will, 
once functional, become another key strategic 
asset in Norway’s space catalogue. 

Furthermore, the Norwegian government 
aims to bolster its space defense cooperation 
with the US. A timely example of the lat-
ter is the Space Norway-led (a government-
owned company) Arctic Satellite Broadband 
Mission (ASBM), a joint effort between the 
US Department of Defense and the Norwegian 
Ministry of Defense.51 The project will provide 
broadband to the Arctic through two satellites 
constructed by Northrop Grumman, planned 
for launch in 2023. Once finalized, ASBM will 

strengthen NATOs ability to maneuver in the 
Arctic regions, from Alaska to the High North. 
Within the Norwegian context, a project that 
involves US payloads being carried by satellites 
that are operated by a Norwegian company is 
unparalleled.52,53 In terms of security, however, 
this design could produce different effects. On 
one hand, few nations will be tempted to inter-
fere with a US venture below the threshold of 
war. On the other hand, possessing shared ca-
pacities with the US might make Norway more 
vulnerable in the event of a full-blown conflict.   

Both Norway and the US have responded 
to the need for increased Arctic connectivity 
with additional national projects. In 2020, the 
Norwegian Defense Research Establishment 
(FFI) announced the launch of a project for 
exploring tactical SATCOM in the Arctic 
through a nanosatellite.54 A year later, the US 
Department of the Air Force allocated 50 milli-
on USD to the testing of polar satellites. Rather 
than building or owning them, the department 
intends to lease services from commercial part-
ners.55 In 2022, the department partnered with 
OneWeb and Starlink to examine the prospects 
for integrating military networks with com-
mercial communication satellites, improving its 
Arctic communication capability.56 This is in 
line with the objectives of the US Department 
of the Air Force Arctic Strategy, which main-
tains that the Space Force will modernize assets 
and “… work closely with allies, partners, and 
the private sector to establish mutually benefi-
cial relationships that address common goals in 
space and the Arctic region”.57 

Likewise, Russia is striving to address 
gaps in its regional domain awareness. The 
country started improving its satellite com-
munications capacity in 2019 with the launch 
of Meridian-M, intended to eventually replace 
older systems. Two years later, Russia launched 
the first satellite of the Arktika-M network, 
with a second satellite planned for 2023. The 
Arktika system will enable Russia to monitor 
the NSR and the North Pole-area at continuous 
15-minute intervals. Furthermore, three radar 
surveillance satellites are planned for 2024, 
and four dual-use communications satellites 
for 2026.58,59 Like Norway, Russia has built key 
space infrastructure in the Arctic. The Plesetsk 
cosmodrome in Archangelsk oblast is particu-
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larly advantageous to Russian space efforts, 
and the Nudol anti-satellite missile system, first 
trialed in 2015, has been tested from Plesetsk 
several times. Russia finally confirmed the ope-
rationality of the Nudol system in 2021 with 
its first direct-ascent anti-satellite (DA-ASAT) 
test, generating thousands of larger pieces of 
space debris. Nudol is thought to ultimately 
become integrated with a weapons program 
focused on destroying adversary’s satellites in 
a conflict scenario.60,61 In addition to new satel-
lite systems and ASAT-tests, Russia’s Space 
Agency Roscosmos revealed last year that it is 
exploring the possibility of establishing a space 
tracking station at Svalbard.62

Just like with broader Arctic matters, space 
is becoming another likely venue for Sino-
Russian partnership. While announcing greater 
cooperation on the NSR this March, Russia 
proclaimed that it is also seeking to partner with 
China for access to satellite data as sanctions 
have limited access to foreign satellite image-
ry.63 China’s regional space initiatives have not 
been limited to bilateral cooperation, however. 
In 2016, the People’s Republic established its 
first overseas satellite ground station at the 
Esrange Space Center in Sweden. The China 
Remote Sensing Satellite North Polar Ground 
Station is controlled by the Chinese Academy 
of Sciences and operated by the Swedish Space 
Corporation.64 Although China has stated that 
the Esrange receivers are used solely for ci-
vilian purposes, experts quickly begun voicing 
concerns about its dual-use nature. In 2020, the 
Swedish Space Corporation declined to renew 
contracts with China over these concerns. The 
expiry date of the contracts and whether China 
still has access to the station is uncertain.65,66 
Other Chinese efforts include plans to launch 
an imaging satellite for monitoring shipping 
routes in the Arctic, bolstering safety of naviga-
tion across the NSR.67 

There are many ways to interpret these 
developments. An optimistic assessment will 
stress that improving Arctic communication and 
infrastructure is a legitimate and necessary way 
of addressing regional challenges. Moreover, 
China’s presence is still modest, the progress 
of Russian projects appears tardy, and US ini-
tiatives have a great deal of development left. 
A more pessimistic evaluation will highlight 

that more activity in general, combined with the 
dual-use properties of space assets, contributes 
to uncertainty that in turn heightens the risk of 
inadvertent conflict. When tied to an already 
sensitive region, efforts to prevent spiraling co-
uld also be less productive. Either way, Norway 
is a small state facing great power interests in 
its immediate neighborhood in tandem with the 
advancement of space competition: what chal-
lenges and opportunities are Norway presented 
with when navigating the nexus between space, 
security, and the High North? 

NORWAY, SPACE AND THE HIGH 
NORTH 

The preceding sections of this paper has 
outlined Russian, Chinese, American, and 
Norwegian strategic interests in space and in 
the Arctic, recent developments, and the inter-
connectedness between the two domains. It has 
also shown that Norway’s room for maneuver 
is shaped by its proximity to the interests of 
great powers. This chapter will focus more ex-
plicitly on Norway by discussing the challenges 
and opportunities that the country faces when 
navigating the nexus between space, security, 
and the High North. To examine this subject, 
the next sections will begin by introducing cur-
rent Norwegian satellite projects and relevant 
policies. Then, it will explore the Norwegian 
approach to space, finishing with a discussion 
of new challenges and opportunities within the 
realm of Arctic space. 

Parallel to how Norway’s Arctic location has 
shaped its space efforts, the nation’s long coast-
line has provided several opportunities for the 
space sector. With jurisdiction over vast mari-
time areas comes a need for greater maritime 
situational awareness to counter illegal fishing, 
pollution, and sovereignty violations. Currently, 
Space Norway is building a new radar satel-
lite system, MicroSar, with the first satellite 
scheduled for launch in 2025. This satellite 
will be part of a constellation enabling near 
real-time surveillance through high-resolution 
photography of vast areas. Like Norway’s older 
satellites, MicroSar is equipped with Automatic 
Identification Signals (AIS) receivers and will 
mainly provide services pertaining to vessel 
detection. However, whereas AIS-receivers 
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rely on data provided by the ships (that are so-
metimes incentivized to relay faulty data) the 
MicroSar system will be able to locate vessels 
regardless of AIS.68,69 Other projects include 
Arctic Ocean Surveillance (AOS), financed by 
the Norwegian Ministry of Trade, Industry and 
Fisheries and the fully commercial, Kongsberg-
led NX3 initiative. Propelled by the Norwegian- 
and European Space agency, AOS will consist 
of three satellites intended to be operational by 
2026. NX3 is anticipated to be up and running 
by 2027, with the Norwegian Armed Forces 
as its main customer.70 Norway has employed 
microsatellite technology for years to surveil 
maritime areas in the High North and ultima-
tely build a national space capability, a pattern 
that persists in newer projects.71 Dual-use assets 
also account for a significant part of Norway’s 
military space ventures.72

The Norwegian government’s key objective 
for public space activities is for them to “func-
tion as a tool to advance national interests”. In 
the Norwegian Space Policy, this objective is 
broken down into multiple broader goals: first, 
that space activities encourage growth, pro-
fitable businesses, and employment. Second, 
that the sector fulfills important societal 
needs. Third, that it safeguards critical infra-
structure and lastly, that space activities secure 
Norwegian security-, defense- and foreign po-
licy interest in space.73 The Policy underlines 
that it aims to ensure that Norway occupies a 
key role among Allies in the development of 
space infrastructure, as well as in leveraging the 
space sector for supporting military capabilities 
in the Arctic and the High North.74 In parallel, 
The Norwegian Space Agency states that it in-
tends to turn Norway into the leading European 
space nation in the Arctic.75 Within the sphere 
of national security, Norway’s Long-Term 
Defence Plan emphasizes that it will strengthen 
the Armed Forces’ access to national, space-ba-
sed maritime surveillance. The Armed Forces’ 
access to satellite communications will also be 
boosted to improve communication, control 
and command in the High North. The document 
underscores the feasibility of cross-sectoral 
cooperation, and stresses that national space 
-capabilities, -services and situational aware-
ness are meaningful contributions to NATO.76 
Additionally, Norway is working on a new 

space law, with the one currently in place dating 
back to 1969.77 The law will factor in national 
security interests along with international legal 
obligations.78

Current satellite projects and relevant na-
tional policies demonstrate the significance of 
security considerations in Norway’s approach 
to space. By fulfilling national needs through 
improving surveillance and communication in 
the High North and across its territorial waters, 
space utilization has emerged as a method of 
addressing the nation´s unique geographical 
challenges. In turn, this has led to a substantial 
reciprocity between Norway’s security- and 
space policies. Furthermore, Sundlisæter argues 
that Norway´s “… aim to use all its space ca-
pabilities as security policy tools to increase its 
status as a space power and reinforce its rela-
tions with its closest allies has emerged as an 
explicit strategy…”.79 Such goals are perhaps 
the most apparent in Norway´s cooperative ef-
forts with the US, and are reflected in the pro-
claimed goal of benefitting NATO in both space 
and the Arctic. The general trend of increased 
civilian-military- and commercial cooperation 
in space has also influenced Norwegian policies 
and its capability development.  

Finally, Norway’s status as a small state 
has been central to its approach to the space 
domain. Being a small state, Norway considers 
it necessary to leverage relevant assets in a bid 
to make itself attractive for international coop-
eration and valuable within NATO. Over time, 
space capabilities have emerged as a means to 
do so, and Norway has taken advantage of this 
by focusing on adding value to the Alliance. 
The interconnection between the High North 
and space reinforces the usefulness of this ap-
proach for two main reasons. First, the Northern 
Flank is already strategically important to 
NATO. Second, possessing valuable space as-
sets in the High North - as space becomes more 
strategically significant - makes it more critical 
for NATO and the US to defend Norwegian 
territory in a possible conflict scenario. Taking 
all of this into consideration, Norway’s space 
efforts and goals should be understood as a 
small state´s attempt at fine-tuning strategy to 
its defense needs. 

In light of the above, what challenges and 
opportunities are Norway faced with when na-
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vigating the nexus between space, security and 
the High North? The most immediate challenge 
is for Norway to avoid unnecessary escalation 
by effectively signaling the defensive purposes 
of its space activities to Russia. This is also 
related to a mid-term issue: comprehending 
the specific challenges that might arise from 
conducting space activities in, to and from the 
Arctic regions. When maneuvering space and 
the Arctic, Norway should devise a method of 
minimizing risk to prevent heightening tensio-
ns. For example, it is essential to evaluate the 
scale of US and NATO involvement in space 
initiatives that is necessary to deter Russia, 
without triggering escalation dynamics. In the 
longer term, Norway needs to assess the pos-
sibility of entrapment as well as the probability 
of losing important assets following attacks 
or capture. SvalSat, Globus, and eventually 
Andøya Spaceport are strategically valuable as-
sets that it would be sensible to attack, or seize 
control of, in the event of an extensive conflict. 
In addition, attacks on Allied space assets cove-
ring the High North area could severely impair 
Norway’s access to Allied reinforcements.   

On a lighter note, the growing importance of 
space also presents Norway with several opp-
ortunities. For instance, Norway has effectively 
branded itself a “peace nation” (although much 
debated) and is likely to consider its influence 
in space as positive. The national attributes that 
follow are frequently accompanied by a percep-
tion of Norway as extraordinarily good at keep-
ing tensions low. In turn, such attributes can 
give Norway added legitimacy in multilateral 
space fora and strengthen its appeal as a part-
ner for cooperation. At the same time, Norway 
has not been at the forefront of promoting a 
norms-based approach to space: becoming a 
member of UN Copuos as late as 2017, seve-
ral other nations have instead spearheaded the 
UN-track. This could, of course, be linked to 
the fact that Norway has a relatively high stake 
in space and, consequently, puts more at risk 
by investing too much effort towards regula-
tory matters. Improved access to satellite data 
is also vital to the planning and reception of 
Allied reinforcements, and bettering the ability 
to monitor strategically sensitive areas can les-
sen the chances of unwanted escalation by pro-
viding a more precise representation of events 

for all parties involved. Lastly, the space sector 
provides plenty of economic opportunities 
and could, for example, create positive ripple 
effects if job opportunities help attract more 
residents to Northern Norway, which struggles 
with out-migration. Because a more heavily 
populated North helps promote territorial inte-
grity, reinforce sovereignty, and provide early 
warning purposes, this is crucial from a security 
perspective.

CLOSING REMARKS

The space domain is expected to play a more 
central role in future warfare. As adversaries 
bolster their capabilities whilst progressively 
incorporating space into their military doctrine 
and strategy, major space powers cannot risk 
falling behind. Additionally, some of the most 
space-capable countries happen to be Arctic (or 
self-proclaimed near-Arctic) nations that can 
benefit from the association between the region 
and space. As of now, the US, Russia and China 
have displayed a varying degree of interest in 
improving their Arctic space capacities: but 
despite the relatively limited developments, the 
potential for increased activity is very much 
present. In light of these new circumstances, 
Norway should be prepared for more space-re-
lated activity in the Arctic region in the coming 
years. 

It is worth repeating once more that non-
military reasons also explain the interconnec-
tedness between space and the Arctic, and con-
sequently the need for improved capabilities. At 
the same time, polar orbits are advantageous for 
reconnaissance satellites serving crucial mili-
tary functions, such as gathering intelligence 
and monitoring enemy deployments. Norway is 
a small state with many important space assets, 
making great power rivalry in space acutely re-
levant for its security and defense. Furthermore, 
the Norwegian government is well-aware of 
the progressive coupling of security, defense, 
and space, and has – when faced with the chal-
lenges that emerge from this - opted for an ap-
proach to the domain that focuses on benefitting 
both Allies and national needs. Ultimately, this 
strategy should be interpreted as a reflection of 
Norway’s small state status and a need to pre-
serve flexibility of action. 
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In the interim, the most urgent challenge 
for Norway is assessing its ability to signal 
its motives. Ensuring transparency (within 
the limits of feasibility) when communicating 
motives and intentions is the most efficient 
way of avoiding misunderstandings that could 
trigger escalation. Given the dual-use nature of 
space technology, managing this in the space 
domain is likely to demand extra diligence. 
These dynamics point to a well-known hurdle 
in international politics: managing the security 
dilemma. Regardless of how this is addressed 
in time to come, the risks arising from great 
powers showing more interest in both the 
Arctic and space should not be overlooked. As 
is the case for other states, Norway too needs 
to assess its space dependency. Vulnerabilities 
emerge as critical functions are dependent on 
space systems, making it crucial that they func-
tion properly and that an adequate degree of 
redundancy is maintained. Lastly, it is entirely 
possible for Norway to promote its space in-
terests in international fora to a greater extent 
than it currently does. Such efforts could, for 

example, help foster a greater understanding 
of challenges and opportunities that are unique 
to the Arctic region within the context of outer 
space utilization.  

This Insight has shed light on the strategic 
significance of the Arctic, space, and the con-
nection between the two. It has also concentra-
ted more specifically on Norway by discussing 
its approach to space and the challenges and 
opportunities it faces when navigating space, 
security, and the High North. To finish, the 
challenge of differentiating necessary develop-
ments from concerning ones should not hinder 
embarking on this topic - more research is 
needed on both the possible consequences of 
space competition on small states, and how the 
increased strategic importance of space might 
affect the Arctic region. For example, possible 
topics for future research include the role of the 
Arctic in China´s space endeavors, the environ-
mental effects of Arctic space ventures, as well 
as a theory of spacepower that deals specifically 
with the polar regions.
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