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Executive Summary

The Arctic Circle Rome Forum highlighted Italy’s expanding Arctic role amid rising
geopolitical competition, climate challenges, and evolving governance debates.
Discussions emphasized observer-state participation, Greenland’s sovereignty, Arctic
security, Sino-European cooperation, and climate impacts. The forum underscored the
growing internationalization of Arctic affairs and the need for sustained multilateral
engagement.

One of the key mandates of the Arctic Circle Assembly (ACA) when it was founded more than a
decade ago was to provide space for non-Arctic scholars and policymakers to deliberate regional
affairs, in keeping with the argument that what happens in the Far North is rarely contained there.
The ACA has also built on the mandate that there were states outside of the Arctic that nonetheless
had significant histories and interests there and so should be included in discussions about its
future, especially given the specific environmental challenges facing the Far North. Italy is such
an example of a ‘legacy’ Arctic player, as although it was a relative latecomer to the roster of Arctic
Council observer governments, as compared with some of its European neighbours, the country
nonetheless has a long exploration and scientific track record in the Arctic.!

The Italian government’s first white paper on Arctic policy, released in December 2015, began
with an overview of the country’s longstanding regional presence, including the voyage of Stella
Polare in 1899 in the waters near Franz Josef Land and the airship exploits of Italian explorer
Umberto Nobile in the 1920s.”> Since the last century, Italy has developed additional
environmental, economic, and political policies in the Arctic as the region continues to open up to
greater human activity. Italy has developed several scientific programmes in the Arctic, including
a focus on atmospheric and local climate research, and opened its primary regional research
facility, Dirigibile Italia, at Ny-Alesund in Svalbard in 1997.% Scientific endeavours have
continued to be the cornerstone of Italy’s Arctic engagement, yet there has been the realization that
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the strategic milieu of the Arctic has changed considerably since the 2015 white paper was
released.

Like other non-Arctic states, Italy has expressed wariness about the growing number of
geopolitical problems facing the Far North. These concerns were reflected in the country’s follow-
up Arctic white paper, published in January this year, which included an extensive section on the
security matters in the Arctic, including Italian support for European Union (including the EU
Common Security and Defence Policy) and NATO efforts to maintain regional stability, as well as
freedom of navigation and support for local scientific endeavours in the face of great power
competition.* As the ‘big tent’ of Arctic political discourse becomes even more crowded, with
many non-Arctic governments seeking greater visibility in regional policies, governance, and
economic opportunities, there has been pressure on many outsider states, including Italy, to place
their own stamp on regional discourses. As Italian President Giorgia Meloni noted earlier this year,
‘Italy has never considered the Arctic to be a remote area of no interest.”

Italian scholars and government representatives have been active in Arctic Track II endeavours for
decades, including via the Arctic Circle Assembly and various spinoff forums. For years, there had
been interest by Italian authorities in hosting an Arctic Circle Forum to reflect the country’s
northern achievements. Since 2015, several non-Arctic states have hosted forums to demonstrate
their specific achievements as well as to announce new policies and cooperation endeavours.
Previous such meetings have taken place in China, Germany, Japan, Singapore, South Korea, and
the United Arab Emirates, while the 2025 India Forum concluded right before a brief conflict
between the country and Pakistan,® underscoring the difficulties in separating the Arctic from
wider geostrategic challenges.

The Rome Forum on Polar Dialogue, which took place on March 3—4 in the capital’s Consiglio
Nazionale delle Ricerche/National Research Council of Italy, was also affected by global events,
with some delegations, including representatives from India and the UAE, unable to participate in
person due to the outbreak of the US-Israel/Iran conflict, which resulted in closed airports and
disrupted travel throughout the Gulf Region. The fighting, along with wider concerns about great
power rivalries spilling over much more dramatically into the Far North over the past few years,
was never far from the discussions both in sessions and outside. Amongst the hallway discussions
taking place during the event were about questions regarding potential changes to American Arctic
policy, given recent US hyper-nationalistic policies towards friends and allies — including those in
Canada and the European north — as well as under what conditions Russian Arctic researchers and
specialists would be allowed to engage directly with Track II mechanisms like the ACA, despite
the ongoing invasion of Ukraine. As with previous Arctic Circle events over the past few years,
there was no official Russian participation in this conference.

Italy has been on the same page as many other observer countries in the Arctic Council in seeking
a louder voice in various regional affairs,” and this issue was reflected in many panels at the Rome
Forum, including within one of the opening sessions. Concerns that observer states may be
marginalized in the Arctic because of securitization were expressed during that panel, especially
considering strained relations between Arctic governments and the appearance of divisive issues
such as the sovereignty of Greenland. This panel stressed the ongoing need for a multilateral
approach to regional challenges, including climate change and local warming trends. One
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participant in the panel, Dr. Nong Hong, Executive Director and Senior Fellow at the US-based
Institute for China-America Studies, later articulated these views within the framework of Chinese
Arctic policies in an April 2026 comment via the Arctic Circle.® The commentary first argued that
observers should be judged less on strategic aims and more through the lens of their contributions,
cooperation patterns, and the transparent provisions of public goods. These points were in keeping
with Beijing’s ongoing interests in articulating its ‘near-Arctic’ status,” as well as its arguments
that there are facets of regional governance that should be more international in scope and open to
non-Arctic state participation.

For the past half-decade, the Chinese government has been seeking to recalibrate its Arctic
policies, given several recent obstacles and setbacks, including the effects of the global pandemic,
the aftershocks of China’s ‘neutrality’ policy towards the post-2022 full Russian invasion of
Ukraine, and the growing interest of NATO in developing a more robust Arctic strategy in the Far
North. Beijing has been seeking to push back against accusations that it is seeking to test
international rules and norms in the Arctic, and it has expressed concern that both the Joe Biden
and the second Donald Trump administrations were seeking to play up the ‘China threat’ in the Far
North as justification for a more hard-security approach to the region. At the same time, China has
been seeking to re-engage Europe in specific Arctic partnerships as well as jump-starting the Polar
Silk Road via the development of the ‘China-Europe Arctic Express’ (Zhong 'ou beiji kuaihang
RRAL R i) initiative.'® Case in point, there was a dedicated conference panel in Rome on avenues
for Sino-Italian scientific cooperation in local climate and biodiversity initiatives, as participants
from China sought to demonstrate its interests in developing more diverse Arctic research
partnerships.

The Arctic policies of Italy, as well as those of other prominent ‘middle powers’ with far northern
interests, were aired frequently during the event, including in terms of how the growing
geopolitical concerns in the Arctic have affected governance and security, and how non-Arctic
states have been affected. Topics included strategic threats from disinformation, potential Sino-
Russian military cooperation, and economic and resource competition. As Isabella Rauti, Deputy
Minister of Italy’s Ministry of Defence, argued in a keynote presentation, her country’s Arctic
interests have intersected on political, security, economic, and environmental challenges.
Undersecretary Rauti has been vocal about the linkages between Italian interests and various areas
of strategic importance, including the opening up of Arctic sea routes at a time when some
maritime chokepoints have demonstrated their vulnerability, as well as a greater Italian military
presence, including via NATO, in the European Arctic.'!

The delicate nature of great power relations in the Arctic was also illustrated during controversial
comments made during the panel entitled ‘ The New American Arctic’ by Thomas Dans, Chair of
the US Arctic Research Committee, regarding the political status of Kalaallit Nunaat - Greenland
and its relations with the United States. The incoming Trump presidency restarted its rhetoric on
the US acquiring Greenland, even going as far as to suggest force might be used, before
backpedalling from that statement.'> Although the diplomatic situation between the United States
and the Kingdom of Denmark has cooled since the start of this year, questions over what sort of
deal regarding an increased US security presence in Greenland would be acceptable remain
unanswered. Mr. Dans, who has been linked to recent reports regarding American influence
policies in Greenland,'? reiterated several talking points from Washington regarding the supposed
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need for the US to ‘acquire’ Greenland. These included the idea of an imminent security threat that
the current status quo cannot address (‘Greenland needs to be protected,” he said). This ignored the
legal guarantees, including via NATO and the 1951 Agreement between Copenhagen and
Washington, that the US can increase its security presence in Greenland without challenging
sovereignty.

In Mr. Dans’s remarks, he also played the oft-used ‘history card’ by explaining the presence of
American vessels near Greenland even before US independence in the late 18th century and cited
US military actions to protect Greenlandic security, including during the Second World War, as
precedents. These statements were challenged by another panellist, David Balton, Senior Fellow,
Harvard Kennedy School - Arctic Initiative, who noted that what were considered acceptable
diplomatic practices, including purchasing territory, were no longer such under modern
international law.'*

Vivian Motzfeldt, then-Foreign Minister of Greenland, also spoke in Rome, and in her statement,
she outlined the broad challenges facing the region as well as Greenland itself, including climate
change and threats to biodiversity, as well as development, mental health challenges, and
Indigenous rights. Without directly citing the United States, she added that Greenland stood with
those who supported the ‘rules-based international order’ in the Arctic and that ‘external attempts
to change the status quo are unacceptable for us.” In closing, and to applause, she stressed that
‘Greenland is not for sale. Greenland has never been for sale,” but it was open to economic
cooperation with those who ‘respect our rules and laws, and who share the same values like we
do.” While in Rome, Foreign Minister Motzfeldt met with Italian Foreign Affairs Minister Antonio
Tajani, as well as Pope Leo XIV at the Vatican.'> Shortly after the Rome conference concluded,
Ms. Motzfeldt’s political party, Situmut, withdrew from Greenland’s coalition government, which
prompted her resignation as foreign minister; she later switched parties, joining Demokraatit, the
governing party, which includes the Greenlandic Prime Minister, Jens-Frederik Nielsen.'®

Although the Rome conference continued the recent trend within Arctic Circle deliberations to
place a stronger focus on military security in geopolitics within panels and plenaries, the
environmental and human costs of climate change were also never far from the discussions. A
keynote speech, ‘The View from Pakistan: Climate and the Poles,” by Senator Musadik Masood
Malik, Pakistan’s Federal Minister for Climate Change and Environmental Coordination, framed
the threat of climate change within the disasters in his country in recent years caused by flooding.

At a time when, as the Minister stated, ‘opinions are becoming stronger and evidence is getting
weaker,” there was a requirement for unfiltered information about environmental threats. He
proposed that the climate change information, reflecting Pakistan’s population of 240 million-plus,
should be studied and placed in an open-source database which he referred to as a ‘green
university’ and a ‘green framework.” He also participated in a separate panel about another issue
that has been linking Asia and the Arctic in research inquiry and political engagement, namely the
“Third Pole’ issue, which asks how climate change in the Himalayan Region can be compared with
what is happening in the polar regions.!”

The host of the Forum, former Icelandic President Olafur Ragnar Grimsson, praised the diversity
of views expressed at the event and also noted the addition of new scientific and political topics,
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such as the ‘hot potato’ of geoengineering, as well as more inclusive discussions about current
events surrounding outside challenges to Greenland’s sovereignty. He also praised the first
opportunity to witness more intensive interaction between Italian Arctic specialists and
policymakers with the wider polar scholarly community, the further internationalization of Arctic
policy discourse including Asia-Arctic diplomacy,'® and the inclusion of other parts of the world,
including Europe and the Americas, in regional debates. He also acknowledged that there remained
the ‘taboo subject’ of when and how Russian specialists would be allowed back into the Arctic
Circle community.

In reminding the gathering about Russia’s long history of polar research, the former president
admonished the crowd that time was of the essence, saying, ‘don’t let us assume that when we are
ready to work with the Russians, they will have any interest in working with us.” As well, he said
that there has been a great increase in Eastern and South Asian participation, including from China,
India, Japan, South Korea, and now Pakistan, and that this engagement would be a ‘counterweight
to this preoccupation with whether we only talk to Russia, and how we talk to Russia.” Although
there were no announced plans for the next Arctic Circle forum, President Grimsson assured the
audience that ‘we will continue in other places, in other continents.’

Dr. Marc Lanteigne is a Professor of Political Science at UiT: The
Arctic University of Norway, Tromsg, specialising in Chinese and East
Asian politics and international relations, as well as Asia-Pacific
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