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Pathways to Unlikely Outcome 

An almost certain race to tap the Arctic’s newly available resources will increase the 
chances of a violent incident leading to conflict. For example, nonpolar states starved for 
resources could claim underwater energy reserves. Canada could require ships using the 
Northwest Passage to pay high licensing fees. Fishing vessels of some polar states might 
harass those of other states, such as Japan. 

Armed conflict could take many forms including the following: Russia versus NATO, the 
United States versus Canada, and polar states versus nonpolar states. A possible armed 
grab for resources and control of shipping lanes could undermine existing alliances and 
open the door to resource grabs by other states. If the “Battle over the Arctic” becomes a 
clarion call in various national media, pressure will grow on all the players to assert their 
“sovereign rights,” possibly ushering in a new era of interstate tension and conflict.

Indicators to Watch For

•	 Russian calls to renegotiate the treaty limiting land claims in the Arctic.

•	 Canada increases patrols in Arctic waters and starts searching ships to demonstrate 
that these are internal waterways. 

•	 Border states send “scientific teams” year round to key Arctic locations. 

•	 More nations plant their flags in Arctic waters.

•	 Special oil carriers and drilling platforms are built for the Arctic.

Factors to Encourage Positive Outcome

•	 International bodies or regional states propose new legal principles to reflect changed 
circumstances caused by sea ice melting.

•	 Support grows for the creation of an international ecological zone that sets parameters 
for resource sharing.

Unlikely Event

Recent trends in the Arctic spur a military conflict among regional players over conflicting 
claims to Arctic resources within the next five years.

Background

The United Nations Law of the Sea prohibits any country from owning the North Pole 
or the Arctic Ocean surrounding it. The treaty permits each bordering country (Canada, 
Denmark, Norway, Russia, and the United States) to expand its claim beyond its permitted 
200-mile economic zone if its continental shelf is geographically linked to the Arctic 
seabed. The United States has not ratified the treaty, however, and does not recognize any 
rights beyond the 200-mile economic zone or Canada’s claim that the Northwest Passage 
represents internal Canadian waters to which it may limit access. 

Events and Triggers

In 2001, Russia made an unsuccessful bid for more of the Arctic, and Canada and 
Denmark subsequently submitted claims on the region. Since 2006, NATO forces, including 
Norwegian and Dutch troops, have conducted annual training exercises in the Arctic. 
Russia planted its flag on the seabed below the North Pole in 2007, raising concerns by 
other states that Russia was trying to claim more territory.

Polar melting is expanding access to untapped energy and mineral reserves that are 
increasingly attractive to both polar and nonpolar states in a resource-scarce world with 
escalating energy prices. Long-term overfishing could spur nations dependent on this 
source of protein to begin fishing in the Arctic Ocean as it becomes more accessible. The 
melting of Arctic ice is likely to open the Northwest Passage to year-round shipping in the 
coming years, undercutting the commercial utility of the Panama Canal. 
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Source: This example was developed by Michael Bannister and Ray Converse, Pherson Associates, LLC.

occur. It challenges the conventional wisdom. What If? Analysis does not require 
new or anomalous information to serve as a trigger. It reframes the question 
by assuming that a surprise event has happened. It then looks backwards from 
that surprise event to map several ways it could have come about. It also tries to 
identify actions that, if taken in a timely manner, might have prevented it.

▸▸ Origins of This Technique
The description here is based on Randolph H. Pherson, “High Impact/Low 
Probability Analysis,” in Handbook of Analytic Tools and Techniques (Reston, VA: 
Pherson Associates, LLC, 2008); and Department of Homeland Security, Office of 
Intelligence and Analysis training materials.




