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U.S. Arctic Sea Lines of 
Communication
The Imperative for a Maritime Complex 
and Corridor in the Bering Region
By Samuel Krakower and Troy Bouffard

M aritime activity has been a 
constant feature of the world’s 
oceans since the development 

of seafaring capabilities. Whether at 
peace or at war, nations use the oceans 
to achieve their national strategic objec-

tives and expand their power projection 
to the world. The United States is no 
different, and in the years following 
World War II, America and its allies 
enjoyed and continue to enjoy unparal-
leled access to the maritime domain. 
Maritime vessels transport millions of 
tons of cargo daily across the world, 
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bolstering the global economy and 
commercial trade. This unprecedented 
access results not from international 
harmony but from sustained maritime 
security efforts. In a world of competi-
tion, global maritime security oversees 
this vital aspect of the world’s trade. 
The maritime domain differs from the 
other domains in that aspect—the land, 
air, and space domains remain relatively 
dormant until activated by conflict and 
do not require the security needs that 
the maritime domain does to continue 
unimpeded activity.

In late 2023, the Red Sea became a 
focal point in global maritime security, 
with Houthi forces attacking shipping 
lanes in the area. The United States 
produced a swift response; the U.S. 
Navy launched Operation Prosperity 
Guardian, bringing together several na-
tions to provide maritime security under 
Task Force 153’s leadership.1 The coali-
tion demonstrated sustained effectiveness 
throughout its control of the opera-
tion, with numerous adversary drones, 
missiles, and small boats destroyed, 
establishing protective coverage for 
commercial traffic to continue maritime 
commerce.2 The operation’s success de-
pended significantly on established allied 
infrastructure in the region. Despite the 
distance from the United States, the U.S. 
Navy not only supported but also led the 
operation to secure continued freedom 
of navigation in the Red Sea and Gulf of 
Aden. This article argues that establish-
ing a deep-draft port at Nome, Alaska, is 
now a strategic necessity for U.S. power 
projection and crisis response in the 
Arctic and therefore merits immediate 
joint action by the Department of War 
(DOW), the Department of Homeland 
Security, and Congress.

As Arctic sea ice continues to dimin-
ish, increased access will likely result in 
more presence and activity throughout 
the Arctic region.3 Such circumstances 
require proportionate operational 
capabilities to help manage numerous 
expected challenges, including emergency 
situations, disaster response, search and 
rescue, law enforcement issues, resupply 
and maintenance needs, and many others. 
The ability to engage with such issues 

in the maritime environment depends 
greatly on—if not outright requires—
proximity to infrastructure support, as 
the Red Sea crisis clearly shows. Presence, 
and the ability to be present quickly, in 
the maritime domain often determines 
operational success. Whether in port 
or steaming into an area of operation, 
distance matters, even more so in difficult 
maritime environments. For the Arctic, 
distances and current U.S. operational 
maritime surface capabilities continue to 
be a problem in proportion to increasing 
activity in the region.

The distance from Anchorage to 
Nome is 1,334 nautical miles, which 
translates to about 4 days of travel at 
14 knots.4 The distance from Seattle 
to Anchorage is 1,428 nautical miles, 
about 4.25 days of travel at 14 knots. 
The distance from Seattle to Nome is 
2,500 nautical miles, or about 7.5 days 
of travel at 14 knots.5 And Nome itself 
remains approximately 150 nautical miles 
south of the Arctic Circle. Anchorage 
as a sea line of communication (SLOC) 
remains a challenge given significant 

daily tidal change, which requires effec-
tive timing, often extending delays to 
operational presence. While a deepwater 
port at Nome cannot replace the infra-
structure role of homeports, its presence 
could change the ability to facilitate 
operational maritime presence. For U.S. 
Arctic-related national security interests, 
a deepwater port in Nome would change 
the Arctic maritime operational calculus 
by becoming an established SLOC.

Sea Lines of Communication
Alfred Thayer Mahan argued that a 
nation’s ability to project power and 
safeguard commerce ultimately hinges 
on assured access to SLOCs—whoever 
“holds the sea” can decide both the 
tempo and geography of conflict.6 
Julian Corbett refined this insight, 
noting that maritime control is rarely 
absolute and therefore concentrates 
on focal areas—narrow passages and 
logistic nodes where fleeting command 
can yield decisive advantage.7 In the 
21st-century Arctic, the Bering Strait 
and the chokepoint at 75° N along the 

Figure 1. Map of Sail Distances and Times

 Source: Authors modified from Google Maps
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Northern Sea Route constitute precisely 
such focal areas: each funnels traffic 
through a corridor less than 55 nauti-
cal miles wide, easing both interdiction 
and rapid reinforcement. As seasonal ice 
recedes and Russian “bastion” patrols 
increase, sustaining American and allied 
freedom of movement will depend less 
on nominal blue-water superiority and 
more on the timely establishment of 
forward-support nodes that mitigate 
Arctic time-distance constraints. Taken 
together, Mahan’s call for sustained 
SLOC access and Corbett’s focus on 
focal-area control underscore that a 
deep-draft port in the Bering Region 
is indispensable to closing the Arctic 
response gap.

Geopolitically, SLOCs play a sig-
nificant role in the success of nations 
through trade and freedom of the seas. 
In peacetime, SLOCs function as the 
main mode of transporting commerce, 
with 90 percent of trade moved by sea.8 
Nicholas Spykman’s America’s Strategy 
in World Politics discusses the importance 
of SLOCs at length in the perspective of 
the United States. Written in 1942, the 
seminal work recognizes that one of the 
greatest U.S. aspirations in becoming a 
global superpower was securing control of 
all oceanic coastal routes and interior lines 
of communication between the Atlantic 
and Pacific.9 Achieving this control, the 
United States and its allies enjoyed signifi-
cant freedom of navigation through major 
sea lanes, both commercial and military, in 
the 20th and 21st centuries, bolstering the 
global economy and ensuring the con-
tinued success of marine transportation. 
Now, with the Arctic opening, a new sea 
lane emerges. Changes in transportation 
routes, and the contests for them, can 
greatly shift both political and economic 
power. America now bears a responsibility 
to protect its new highway emerging in 
the Bering Strait.

America’s History 
With SLOCs
American naval supremacy emerged 
definitively during World War II. The 
United States successfully operational-
ized Mahanian and Corbettian theories 
in the Pacific theater, demonstrat-

ing their strategic validity. Both the 
United States and Japan recognized 
the importance of SLOCs to achieve 
their strategic goals. Japan needed to 
sustain its war effort of Pacific expan-
sion, while the United States sought 
to limit Japan's capability to do so.10 
While major naval battles took place at 
the Coral Sea, Midway, Guadalcanal, 
and Leyte Gulf, the United States used 
its Pacific submarine fleet to effectively 
blockade Japan. With the relentless 
American attacks on mainland Japan 
and its commercial traffic, and the 
Japanese navy’s overextension of its own 
SLOCs, the Japanese found themselves 
systematically isolated from their new 
resources in southeast Asia and with 
progressively diminishing operational 
capability to fight the war.11 The sub-
marine campaign is credited with the 
sinking of 1,178 merchant vessels and 
214 naval vessels, leading to over 5.6 
million tons of sunk Japanese resourc-
es.12 Japan’s goal of a short war was 
thwarted, and its inability to maintain 
its overextended SLOCs led to eventual 
defeat. Thus, the importance of protect-
ing SLOCs became increasingly clear to 
the United States as well as other coun-
tries for future maritime superiority.

The Cold War proved an opportunity 
for the United States to defend its own 
SLOCs and attempt to deter the Soviet 
Union’s use of its own. The Cold War’s 
strategic mission on sea control appeared 
simple in this context—the United States 
needed to move its own military as well 
as humanitarian and economic supplies 
through its respective SLOCs while de-
nying such access to the Soviet Union.13 
How the Navy saw this happening 
changed from start to finish. The United 
States initially and incorrectly assumed 
the Soviet Union wanted a third Battle 
of the Atlantic and to attack America’s 
SLOCs; however, the Soviet Navy 
instead chose to defend its homeland 
and its capabilities rather than pursue 
the offensive.14 While the Soviet Union 
willingly chose not to attack American 
SLOCs and to play the defensive, the 
United States nevertheless bolstered 
its own SLOC defense in the North 
Atlantic with the Navy’s 2nd Fleet on 

patrol to deal with any anti-SLOC risk 
from the Soviet Union.15 Fleet effective-
ness metrics remain contested as the 2nd 
Fleet never saw action against its SLOC 
defense and the Cold War remained 
mostly cold until the collapse of the 
Soviet Union in 1991. Nevertheless, the 
powerful U.S. Navy, and its presence in 
the region, defended America’s SLOCs 
to Europe and guaranteed the safety of 
allied maritime transit.

Today, SLOCs remain ever critical for 
the United States and its allies as a major 
factor in U.S. Navy and North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) strategy. 
The mission of NATO’s Joint Force 
Command–Norfolk explicitly states that 
the command will “defend the Strategic 
Lines of Communications across all 
domains between Europe and North 
America.”16 The 2nd Fleet was initially 
disbanded in 2011 but then recommis-
sioned in 2018 following concerns about 
Russia’s resurgence. Partially due to the 
2nd Fleet’s presence, the North Atlantic 
SLOCs remain comfortably secure. The 
2nd Fleet can easily access its SLOC nodes 
and receive maintenance, supplies, and 
additional support as required for its 
operations, with major allied ports across 
its area of operations. The same cannot 
be said of the North Pacific and Arctic 
oceans, which until recently were not 
SLOCs worthy of significant consider-
ation. Now, however, is the time to focus 
on these oceans, which show significant 
Russian and Chinese presence and in-
creased maritime traffic but do not retain 
a U.S. Navy or Coast Guard fleet.

Expanded Purpose of SLOCs
To defend a SLOC, as previously men-
tioned, requires points to provide relief 
for operators in its area and provid-
ing its defense. Both the military and 
commercial operators seek reprieve in 
heavy or unexpected weather, in emer-
gencies, and in the face of aggression 
from adversaries. Furthermore, these 
points serve an expanded purpose—the 
support through various other services, 
such as air support and seabasing assis-
tance, and supporting other national 
security objectives—and allow greater 
SLOC defense.
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Expeditionary operations require 
the creation of forward-operating bases 
to forward-deploy military units via 
land, sea, or air. Over the last century, 
American military success has depended 
on the ability to send and support 
expeditionary forces in the defense of 
security and economic interests.17 This is 
vital to the success of an objective in an-
tiaccess warfare, such as SLOC defense. 
A force that can maneuver over long 
distances, transition to offense, and fight 
in difficult conditions gains a significant 
tactical advantage over adversaries. To 
do requires a “jumping-off point” from 
which to coordinate its defense. Nearby 
SLOC nodes provide perfect locations 
for forward-operating bases, given their 

infrastructure and logistical support 
network. This includes the capacity for 
increased air forces for both manned and 
unmanned aircraft if an airfield is avail-
able. As a joint network, expeditionary 
operations support will be successful de-
pending on coordinated and reinforced 
land, air, and sea forces.18 This is most 
easily completed through sea control 
and SLOC defense.

Seabasing follows a similar route of 
success with the creation of a nearby 
SLOC node. Seabasing can be defined 
as the ability of the United States to use 
the maritime domain in a similar way as 
other U.S. forces use overseas land bases, 
which include deterrence, cooperative se-
curity, allied support, forward operations, 

and power projection.19 Seabasing also 
requires sea control, which then requires 
successful SLOC defense. Seabasing thus 
further extends sea control into the actual 
maritime domain and becomes crucial in 
remote environments such as the Arctic 
Region. Seabasing creates a forward pres-
ence and produces a deterrent effect that 
cannot be achieved from other domains.20 
The closest SLOC node, then, becomes 
the point from which maintenance, sup-
plies, and other forces will support the 
seabase from shore.

The importance of other nonmilitary 
factors due to enhanced SLOCs and 
SLOC nodes in austere environments 
is also worth consideration. For com-
mercial activities, such as maritime trade 

East Coast–based Naval Special Warfare Operator and Norwegian naval special operations commandos test ice thickness next to Los Angeles–
class attack submarine USS Hampton to establish landing zone for MH-47G Chinook helicopter assigned to 160th Special Operations Aviation 
Regiment (Airborne) during integration exercise, March 9, 2024, as part of Arctic Edge 24, Arctic Ocean (U.S. Navy/Jeff Atherton)



JFQ 119, 4th Quarter 2025	 Krakower and Bouffard  101

or tourism, safe harbors provide welcome 
shelter from storms; maintenance and 
repair opportunities; and resupply. For 
vessels sailing the Transpolar Sea Route 
or Northwest Passage, no major noncon-
tinental U.S. port exists on the North 
Pacific side of North America other than 
Seattle or Anchorage. On the other 
side of the continent, there is Nuuk, 
Greenland, or Nanisivik, Canada— 
which, at present, remains incomplete 
and technically only for use by the Royal 
Canadian Navy. This great distance be-
tween ports is critical not only for repair 
purposes but also for search-and-rescue 
and environmental response capabilities. 
The Northern Sea Route invites closer 
ports in the Arctic Ocean, but under 
the auspices of the Russian Federation. 
A NATO-aligned Arctic Ocean SLOC 
node, either supported jointly by Canada 
and the United States or separately by 
either nation and shared by allies, would 

provide a strong safety net for vessels 
transiting the Arctic Ocean by improving 
proximity and capability.

The Current State of 
Arctic SLOC Defense
Analysis of Arctic requirements and the 
chokepoints requiring SLOC defense 
demonstrates that the “points” Mahan 
covered remain fundamental. Mahan 
specifically notes that distant regions 
require secure ports for vessels, both 
commercial and military, to secure the 
line of communication.21 As noted, 
Alaska does maintain deepwater ports 
used as SLOC nodes for the North 
Pacific and Arctic regions. These include 
Anchorage, Dutch Harbor, and Kodiak. 
Depending on the size and capabilities 
of ships, even Seattle is a key SLOC 
point for the Bering Strait. These facili-
ties contribute to regional operations 
and help establish a line of communica-

tion to the Arctic. The critical deficiency 
involves SLOC support for operations 
in the Arctic Ocean itself. The closest 
American deepwater port to the Arctic 
Ocean is the Port of Dutch Harbor, 
over 700 nautical miles south of Nome. 
For a situation requiring immediate 
action in the North Bering or Chukchi 
seas, deployment and response from 
further south risks operational failure.

The Don Young Port of Alaska 
in Anchorage is Alaska’s largest 
port. Owned by the Municipality of 
Anchorage, the port handles approxi-
mately half of all Alaska-inbound freight 
and enjoys a strong intermodal transit 
network connecting Alaska’s primary 
road, rail, pipeline, marine, and air sys-
tems.22 Additionally, the port maintains 
Commercial Strategic Seaport status 
from the Department of Transportation’s 
Maritime Administration, making 
Anchorage 1 of only 18 port cities in the 
United States designed for force deploy-
ment during contingencies and national 
defense emergencies. The secure port 
operates year-round and maintains seven 
berths dredged to 35 feet, supporting 
commercial and military ships.23 The 
port positions itself as America’s premier 
facility for supporting Arctic shipping 
routes—a claim that, while currently ac-
curate, obscures significant operational 
limitations.24 This assertion requires 
qualification, given the port’s location 
approximately 1,500 nautical miles from 
the Arctic Circle.

Another significant concern is the 
tidal range for Anchorage. The average 
tidal range in Anchorage is among the 
most extreme in the United States, with 
a mean tidal range of over 26 feet.25 This 
significant tidal variation is mostly due to 
the shape of Cook Inlet, which intensifies 
tidal movements as water flows into the 
narrower portions near Anchorage. The 
highest tides can exceed 35 feet at peak 
times, and the lowest ebb tides can drop to 
just a few feet below base level. This wide 
range is extremely important for vessels 
transiting into and out of the port, requir-
ing careful scheduling and adaptation 
to the tidal cycle. In cases of emergency, 
hours could easily be lost waiting on the 
tide to allow vessel movement.

Why Now? Arctic SLOCs Under Pressure (2023–25)

•  �August 2023: China’s Xue Long 2 Sails Through Bering Sea: The expedition 
was organized by the Chinese Ministry of Natural Resources together with 
Beijing’s Polar Institute.

•  �September 2023: Russia Conducts Exercise Finval-2023: A few days after 
the U.S. Coast Guard Cutter (USCGC) Healy sailed into the Chukchi Sea, the 
Russian Pacific Fleet launched a major exercise in the area.

•  �July 2024: Canada Warship Tracks Chinese Icebreaker Through Bering Strait: 
HMCS Regina “interacted safely and professionally” with the Xue Long 2, 
China’s first indigenous polar research vessel.

•  �September 2024: USCG Encounters Russian Naval Vessels Near Alaska: 
USCGC Stratton (WMSL-752) observed the Russian Federation Navy vessels 
transiting southeast along Alaska in U.S. Arctic waters to avoid sea ice.

•  �September 2024: China Conducts Arctic Shipping Voyages: A week after a 
Panamax container ship became the first vessel of its size to successfully 
transit the Arctic, another Chinese shipping operator dispatched a second 
Panamax box carrier.

•  �October 2024: USCG Encounters Joint Chinese and Russian State Vessel 
Patrol in Bering Sea: HC-130J Super Hercules airplane crew from Coast Guard 
Air Station Kodiak observed two Russian Border Guard ships and two Chinese 
Coast Guard ships approximately 440 miles southwest of St. Lawrence Island.

Taken together, these events compress the decision timeline: forward infrastruc-
ture in the Bering Region is no longer optional; it is now the pacing requirement 
for U.S. Arctic presence.
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As Alaska’s main port of operations, 
the port cannot always directly provide 
ready-service fuel for vessels. This in-
cludes an instance in which an Arleigh 
Burke–class destroyer needed its fuel 
requirement to be met via fuel trucks 
rather than through the port’s pipeline. 
A struggle to get marine-grade diesel 
also added to delays to the destroyer’s 
operational schedule. Anchorage re-
mains an unequivocally strong port for 
the Gulf of Alaska and remains a key 
component of the U.S. North Pacific 
SLOC, but the port is too far away to 
support the region as the primary port 
for Arctic SLOC defense.

Approximately 1,000 nautical 
miles to the southwest of Anchorage, 
the Amaxnax̂ Island (also known as 

Amaknak) is home to the closest U.S. 
deepwater port to the Arctic Ocean, 
Dutch Harbor, which is a vital port and 
SLOC point, hosting major vessels on the 
Unangam Tanangin (Aleutian Islands). 
A U.S. Coast Guard favorite for vessels 
operating in the Bering Sea and beyond, 
the port hosts six docks ranging in depth 
from 19 to 50 feet.26 Time-distance 
calculations, however, reveal Dutch 
Harbor’s limitations as an Arctic SLOC 
node. Dutch Harbor lies approximately 
700 nautical miles south of Nome and 
an additional 150 nautical miles south 
of the Arctic Circle, making the trip a 
2-day transit at 15 knots to the northern 
Bering and Chukchi seas. Additionally, 
while Dutch Harbor remains the closest 
deepwater port, as an island the port does 

not possess the capacity to expand its 
multimodal functions, locked into marine 
and air modes of transit.

Both Anchorage and Dutch Harbor 
are vital to the chain of SLOC defense, 
but in the case of the capacity to respond 
effectively and quickly to emergencies in 
the Arctic Ocean, distance and capabili-
ties—and, in the case of Anchorage, its 
environment—limit support. Pointedly, 
there is a significant need for an Arctic 
deepwater port as a SLOC node. The 
American Society of Civil Engineers’ most 
recent Alaska Infrastructure Report Card 
includes a lengthy discussion of the need 
for a deepwater Arctic port to accommo-
date Arctic and sub-Arctic shipping and 
resource extraction. The report states that 
an Arctic deepwater port would provide 

Coast Guard Cutter Stratton transits Glacier Bay, Alaska, August 1, 2024 (U.S. Coast Guard)
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economic development opportunities; 
decrease the cost of goods; offer safe har-
bor and protection for vessels in the area; 
provide vessel repair and maintenance 
support as well as emergency response 
facilities; and most important, provide 
logistical support to vessels operating in 
the Arctic while raising awareness of the 
United States as an Arctic nation.27

Although the U.S. National Strategy 
for the Arctic Region, released in 2022, 
does not outright mention SLOCs, 
it seems to agree on the need for ad-
ditional presence and SLOC defense in 
the region. The first pillar, “Security: 
Develop Capabilities for Expanded Arctic 
Activity,” noted as the highest priority, 
discusses the need to enhance and expand 
civilian and military capabilities in the 
Arctic to deter threats and respond to 
human-made and natural emergencies.28 
This includes the strategic objective to 
advance American military presence 
in the region, specifically in support of 
“homeland defense . . . power projection, 
and deterrence goals.”29 Perhaps most 
significant, the strategy specifically states 
that the White House would “support 
development of a deep draft harbor in 
Nome” to assist in emergency response 
times and recovery.30 As previously stated, 
the current lack of a deepwater port and 
coastal infrastructure in the region limits 
the U.S. ability to sustain power projec-
tion and support forward-deployed sea 
and air assets.31 The evidence is clear: the 
United States requires a SLOC node in 
the Arctic Region.

The Next Arctic SLOC 
Node: Nome, Alaska
The city of Nome (also known as 
Sitŋasuaq) on the southern tip of the 
Seward Peninsula is home to approxi-
mately 4,000 Alaskans. Once the most 
populated city in Alaska, Nome is 
famous for the 1898 gold rush as well as 
the annual Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race. 
Nome represents America’s most viable 
option for establishing an Arctic SLOC 
node. The Port of Nome has seen 
remarkable growth in the last decade, 
with increased numbers of private and 
commercial vessels transiting the Bering 
Strait using Nome as a resupply port.32 

The port accommodates significant 
cruise ship traffic, supports 450 regional 
seafood harvesters, and averaged 7.5 
million gallons of petroleum products a 
year over the past decade.33 The port’s 
current depth is around 22 feet in the 
outer basin, safely accommodating 
vessels with a draft of 18 feet or less due 
to tidal variations.34 This significantly 
inhibits major commercial and mili-
tary traffic, with larger vessels forced 
to anchor in the harbor or ignore the 
port entirely and make way for Dutch 
Harbor. Nome maintains a regional 
airport and a significant surrounding 
road network, but the roads do not 
access major Alaska road systems.35 The 
city, its people, and its leadership, which 
includes the Bering Straits Native Cor-
poration and Sitnasuak Native Corpora-
tion, maintain an effective regional logis-
tics center supporting approximately 50 
communities in western and northern 
Alaska. Port expansion would funda-
mentally transform America’s Arctic 
SLOC defense capabilities.

The Water Resources Development 
Act of 2007 authorized a feasibility 
study into a project to modify the depth 
of Nome Harbor.36 The final report, 
released in 2020, recommended a plan 
to improve navigation access to the 
port, which included, among other sug-
gestions, a new deepwater basin to a 
depth of approximately 40 feet at Mean 
Lower Low Water.37 The report found 
the expanded port could “improve the 
viability of numerous Alaska native com-
munities, strengthen the resiliency of 
the region, and serve as a critical outpost 
for national security.”38 Since the Army 
Corps’ report, the expansion discussion 
has been a controversial topic, with many 
recognizing the economic, national stra-
tegic, and resiliency positives, while also 
acknowledging the massive alteration to 
the lives of the people of Nome should 
the project be completed. Nevertheless, 
significant positive changes would result 
from port development. Primarily, larger 
vessels such as the U.S. Coast Guard’s 
icebreakers and U.S. Navy destroyers 
and submarines could moor at the outer 
basin pier, providing a significant, albeit 
limited logistics hub in an austere and 

remote environment. The deep-draft port 
would enable sustained logistical support 
to these vessels and provide shore-based 
maintenance, logistics, and training 
required for SLOC defense and Arctic 
operations.39 As shown throughout the 
report, a vessel departing from Nome at 
standard transit speed of 14 knots could 
be in the Chukchi Sea in less than half a 
day to respond to emergencies or defense 
operations in the Arctic Region. Given 
Nome’s proximity to the Bering Strait, an 
infrastructure hub supporting these major 
assets greatly enhances timely response 
to national security, environmental, and 
marine traffic crises.

Additional roles Nome could play 
are as a forward-deploying base for al-
ternative forces aside from the maritime 
domain to support SLOC defense—
among them, manned and unmanned air 
support and expeditionary forces—and 
as a jumping-off point for seabasing 
farther north into the Arctic Ocean. 
Infrastructure investments would need 
to go well beyond expanding the port 
depth to make Nome a successful SLOC 
node. Having coastal infrastructure in 
a remote area of operations enhances 
multidomain capabilities in the region. 
To do this would require full Federal, 
state, tribal, and local government sup-
port to transform the city of just under 
4,000 into a logistical hub for not only 
the U.S. military’s increased presence 
but also an increased commercial pres-
ence. This would also likely require 
further road infrastructure to connect 
Nome and its surrounding communities 
to Alaska’s major highways. The Nome 
community has split opinions on the port 
expansion, with some advocating for the 
economic benefit and national strategic 
importance of the port and the infra-
structure buildup, while others believe 
concerns with chronic social problems 
in the region, such as housing shortages 
and substance abuse, take priority and 
prefer the port to stay as it is.40 To make 
the national strategic objective of Nome 
as a permanent SLOC node a lasting suc-
cess, the U.S. Government will need to 
work closely with stakeholders during the 
buildup and into its operational period to 
ensure its longevity.
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Counterarguments and 
Comparative Analysis
While the strategic imperative for 
Arctic infrastructure is clear, legitimate 
concerns about environmental impact, 
economic feasibility, and alternative sites 
merit serious consideration. A rigor-
ous assessment strengthens rather than 
weakens the case for Nome as America’s 
Arctic SLOC node.

The Port of Nome expansion proj-
ect has been stalled by a fundamental 
mismatch between government cost 
estimates and actual contractor bids, with 
the Army Corps of Engineers forced to 
cancel the initial $662 million solicitation 
in October 2024 when pricing exceeded 
statutory procurement limits,41 leading 
to a scaled-down Phase 1A approach that 
reduces scope from 3,500 to 1,200 feet 

of causeway extension and armor stone 
from 22 to 18 tons.42 The core problem 
stems from underestimating the true 
costs of Arctic construction logistics, 
weather delays, and material transport to 
remote Alaska locations, compounded 
by rigid Federal acquisition regulations 
that prohibit accepting bids more than 25 
percent above government estimates, cre-
ating a cycle where realistic project costs 
cannot be legally awarded despite secured 
funding of $425 million from Federal 
and state sources.

Environmental assessments identify 
potential impacts on the Bering Strait 
region, which hosts critical habitats 
for sea birds and marine mammals.43 
Increased vessel traffic could disrupt 
subsistence hunting patterns, while 
dredging operations risk disturbing 

contaminated sediments from gold 
rush–era mining. However, the envi-
ronmental risks of inaction may exceed 
those of controlled development. 
Without adequate port infrastructure, 
vessels anchor offshore in unprotected 
waters, increasing pollution risk.

Costs continue to cause concern for 
the project, which is not uncommon 
for U.S. Arctic infrastructure debates. 
However, comparative analysis strength-
ens the economic case for an improved 
port in Nome. Canada’s Port of Churchill 
generates $100 million annually despite 
serving a smaller population.44 Iceland’s 
Akureyri added a new pier in 2019, which 
continues to help bolster economic op-
portunities.45 Similar effects at Nome 
would generate significant jobs and reve-
nue, eventually producing positive returns 

Seaman Sarah Treacy stands watch on navigation bridge of Coast Guard Cutter Healy as cutter transits Chukchi Sea, June 30, 2025 (U.S. Coast 
Guard/Steve Strohmaier)
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within 8 to 10 years. Notably, Kotzebue 
and Utqiaġvik (formerly Barrow) advo-
cate leveraging their proximity to Arctic 
waters as well. However, cost comparisons 
demonstrate Nome’s decisive advantages. 
Kotzebue would require $1.2 billion 
in dredging costs—double Nome’s 
requirements—plus massive breakwater 
construction. Utqiaġvik faces 300-percent 
higher construction costs and ice condi-
tions, limiting navigation to 60 to 90 days 
annually versus Nome’s 150-plus days. 
Nome’s existing jet-capable airport, fuel 
storage, and regional networks provide 
irreplaceable advantages. Rail extension 
to Nome would cost $2.1 billion com-
pared to $3.8 billion for Kotzebue. While 
Utqiaġvik remains economically unfea-
sible, Kotzebue feasibility studies were 
discontinued because of coastal erosion 
rates alone.46

The greatest risk lies in continued 
inaction. Each year allows Russia to 
consolidate Northern Sea Route control 
while China maps underwater terrain 
through “research” voyages. Arctic 
contingencies without infrastructure 
upgrades could force disadvantages 
involving territorial disputes or naviga-
tion restrictions. The above analysis 
suggests that controlled development 
at Nome could reduce environmental 
risk while generating positive economic 
returns. Moreover, alternative sites face 
insurmountable obstacles that make them 
unsuitable for timely SLOC develop-
ment. Most critical, the strategic risks of 
inaction far exceed manageable develop-
ment risks. The question is not whether 
America needs Arctic infrastructure—but 
whether it will act before competitors 
make that choice irrelevant.

Policy Recommendations
The October 2024 joint Chinese-
Russian patrol in U.S. Arctic waters 
indicated intent to demonstrate pres-
ence where the United States is lacking, 
representing objectives that facilitate 
and enable operational capabilities 
and further strategic competition. The 
following recommendations provide 
urgent actions required within 24 
months to establish Nome as a critical 
maritime infrastructure hub.

DOW must designate Nome as a 
Strategic Arctic Port under the National 
Port Readiness Network (NPRN), 
unlocking priority funding streams for 
military specifications.47 This notion 
may initially seem implausible, but based 
on Maritime Administration NPRN 
criteria, Nome presents a compelling 
case for designation as a Strategic Port, 
particularly given evolving Arctic threats 
and the DOW’s explicit identification of 
the Arctic as a strategic priority region. 
To be sure, the multitude of NPRN 
criteria–related requirements presents 
challenges, some demonstrated in this 
article, and warrants comprehensive 
analysis. Additionally, DOW can ef-
fectively improve presence capabilities 
through quarterly destroyer visits during 
ice-free months, while showing allies 
and adversaries that America can project 
power into Arctic waters. At a mini-
mum, critical infrastructure substantial 
capital requirements must include shore 
power for Arleigh Burke–class destroy-
ers, 15-million-gallon fuel storage, and 
emergency repair capabilities for Polar 
Security Cutters.

Coast Guard aviation must deploy 
to Nome seasonally, and for extended 
periods of time, reducing Bering Sea 
and Chukchi Sea rescue response. In 
2024, Coast Guard aviation maintained 
a forward presence in Kotzebue for only 
3 weeks, entirely unsatisfactory for the 
traffic in the neighboring waters. An 
Arctic Maritime Operations Center is 
essential to coordinate the 150-plus daily 
vessel transits now occurring through an 
essentially unmonitored Bering Strait. 
Prepositioned spill response equipment 
and ice-capable rescue vessels would help 
prevent another disaster on the scale 
of MV Selendang Ayu in waters where 
backup is days away.48

An additional policy consideration 
is an executive order establishing an 
Arctic Infrastructure Task Force, co-
chaired by the deputy secretaries of War 
and Homeland Security, which would 
break traditional stovepipes that have 
paralyzed Arctic policy for decades. Such 
a task force could potentially include 
representative advisors from the North 
American Aerospace Defense Command 

and the Canadian Coast Guard. A $50 
million Community Impact Fund, man-
aged with Alaska Native Corporations, 
would address legitimate local concerns 
about housing, health services, and cul-
tural preservation. Finally, support for 
public-private partnerships could gener-
ate annual funding from cruise ships and 
transpolar shipping for the purposes of 
creating sustainable operations funding.

Conclusion
In October 2024, the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers canceled the solicitation 
for the Port of Nome Modification 
Project’s first phase of construction, 
citing costs well above statutory cost 
limits and exceeding allocated funds 
made available by the Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act.49 Only one 
company placed a bid on the proj-
ect.50 Although the project has not 
formally been canceled, the project 
delays frustrate Arctic policy experts 
who recognize the region’s escalating 
geopolitical significance. As countries 
such as China and Russia continue to 
expand their presence in the region, 
the United States once again finds itself 
lagging in the Arctic. Protecting the 
“great highways” that Rear Admiral 
Mahan articulated over 100 years ago 
proved the basis for American success at 
sea since World War II. SLOC defense 
ensured success during the Cold War 
and continues to deter adversaries across 
the globe today.

In regions where commercial and 
military maritime activity increases at 
an expeditious rate, the United States 
especially must maintain the capabil-
ity to control the newfound SLOCs, 
sustain freedom of navigation, and deter 
adversaries from harming U.S. national 
strategic interests. As the new North 
Pacific and Arctic SLOCs open, evidence 
suggests the current U.S. SLOC nodes 
in Alaska and elsewhere cannot support 
the sustained presence, proximity, or 
capability required to successfully react to 
emergencies in the High North, be they 
environmental, lifesaving, or security-
based in nature. Expanding the Port 
of Nome for U.S. Navy, Coast Guard, 
and commercial use would significantly 
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Coast Guard MH-60 Jayhawk helicopter crew 
lowers hoisting cable to crew members on 
flight deck of Coast Guard Cutter Alex Haley 
while underway in Bering Sea, April 8, 2024 
(U.S. Coast Guard/John Hightower)
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enhance America’s ability to protect the 
region as a key SLOC hub. The ability to 
eliminate days’ worth of travel to respond 
to events and the capability to use dif-
ferent domains suddenly made available 
through an increased infrastructure pres-
ence would show the United States is 
serious about its role as an Arctic nation.

The October 2024 solicitation 
failure should serve as a catalyst for re-
newed urgency rather than resignation. 
Congressional appropriators, defense 
planners, and Arctic stakeholders must 
recognize that the cost of inaction—mea-
sured in permanent loss of Arctic access 
and freedom of navigation—justifies the 
infrastructure investment required. The 
strategic arithmetic is straightforward: 
an investment today prevents far more 
expensive strategic disadvantages tomor-
row. Through coordinated action among 
the city of Nome, its corresponding Alaska 
Native Corporations, and the State of 
Alaska, the U.S. Government can create a 
new SLOC node in Nome that will sup-
port the national strategic objectives within 
America’s Arctic maritime domain. JFQ
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