Norway Between the “High
North” and the Baltic Sea

By Hakon Lunde Saxi

Norway has access to rich natural resources in vast ocean areas, and borders on a great
power in the north. These two factors largely define [Norway’s] regional dimension.
Norwegian Ministry of Defence, 2004'

his article will discuss contemporary Norwegian security and defense policy within a regional and

contemporary historical perspective, with particular emphasis on the relative importance assigned

to the North Atlantic and Arctic “High North™ versus the Baltic Sea area. The main argument is
that Norwegian security and defense policy is focused on deterrence and defense in the country’s immedi-
ate vicinity. The Russian Federation is identified as the main source of regional insecurity. Furthermore, the
Nordic-Baltic region is increasingly perceived as one interconnected strategic space, with the geopolitical
fault-line between NATO and Russia running straight through the region.

While not divisible, the region arguably has two sub-theaters: the North Atlantic and Arctic “High
North” and the Baltic Sea area. Norwegian decisionmakers view the Baltic States as being more at risk from
Russian revisionism than Norway itself. This effort is less likely to take the form of overt conventional mili-
tary aggression than of ambiguous and nebulous “political” and “hybrid” warfare. Therefore, in Norwegian
security policy, the Baltic Sea area is today allotted far more attention and resources than before 2014. After
years of neglect, Norway realized during the Ukrainian crisis that it had vital security interests in the Baltic
Sea region. Nevertheless, the main security priority for Norway remains its maritime High North and Arctic
region. The Baltic Sea area, while important, remains a secondary theatre in Norwegian strategy.

This article also discusses which allies and partners are considered vital for Norwegian security. Among its
security and defense relationships, Norway has long favored building close ties with the larger “maritime pow-
ers” to the west over the “continental powers” to the south or the smaller Nordic-Baltic neighbors to the east. To
its east, Norway has been linked by shared bonds of common values, histories, and identities to the other Nordic
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countries and to a lesser extent to the Baltic ones.
However, hardnosed calculations of Norwegian inter-
ests have continued to favor focusing on developing
good and close relations with the maritime Anglo-
Saxon powers to the west. As has been the case since
Norwegian independence in 1905 and since Norway
joined NATO in 1949, the western powers remain the
ultimate guarantors of Norwegian security.’

At the same time, Norway has continued to
place some limitations on its “integration” into the
Euro-Atlantic security structures. These included
restrictions on placing nuclear weapons or per-
manent allied bases in Norway, as well as some
limitations on allied activities and exercises in the
High North. The main purpose of this “screening”
has been to alleviate Russian security concerns.* This
so-called policy of “reassurance” toward Russia aims
to maintain the High North as an area of (relative)
low tension.”> As one Norwegian Minister of Defense
wrote a few years before 2022, the purpose is to com-
bine “deterrence and reassurance” vis-a-vis Russia, in
order to achieve “dialogue and cooperation . . . trans-
parency, predictability and good neighborly relations
in the High North.” The Russian invasion of Ukraine
in February 2022 has reduced dialogue and coopera-
tion with Moscow to a bare minimum, but has so far
not led to the fundamental abandonment of Norway’s
“reassurance” policy toward Russia.

The Pre-2014 Period: The Baltic Near
Abroad as a Peripheral Region

While Norway joined the Council of the Baltic Sea
States in 1992, this was almost as an afterthought.
Economically and in terms of security, Norway’s
stakes in the Baltic Sea region were far lower than
for those states that shared a Baltic Sea coastline.
Meanwhile, its political, economic, and security
stakes in the developments in the High North region
were far greater. Norwegian leaders and officials
therefore devoted far more attention and energy
toward developing a successful regional cooperation
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in the Barents region through, for example, the
Barents Regional Council, established in 1993. For
Norwegian foreign ministers such as Thorvald
Stoltenberg (1990-1993) and Bjorn Tore Godal
(1994-1997), it seemed vital to build trust, familiar-
ity, and economic integration between Norway and
the northwestern regions of Russia. Ideally, Russia
would become a partner and be integrated into the
Euro-Atlantic security community.”

However, that Russia would develop favor-
ably and become a stable, liberal, and democratic
partner could not be taken for granted. After the
end of the Cold War, Russia was perceived as an
unstable and unpredictable great power, with which
Norway shares a 196-kilometer border. The polit-
ical, economic, and military relationship between
Norway and Russia was characterized by asymme-
try. Following the recommendations of the 1992
defense commission, post-Cold War Norwegian
defense policy remained focused upon invasion
defense in northern Norway. The main reason for
this continuity was concern about the “lingering
threat” emanating from Russia. From 1998 to 2002,
defense policy became somewhat less focused on
territorial defense and Russia.® Since 2002, invasion
defense has given way to the dual tasks of participat-
ing in international military operations abroad and
carrying out robust short-notice military crisis man-
agement at home. Nevertheless, the main scenario
for which the armed forces were designed was a
security policy crisis between Norway and Russia in
the High North region.’ Such a limited political-mil-
itary crisis was expected to be short in duration,
take place in international waters and airspace, and
involve mainly air and maritime forces."

All the Nordic states began to extend consid-
erable amounts of military and security assistance
to the Baltic states after 1990, especially following
the withdrawal of Russian forces in 1994. Norway’s
engagement was, however, of a lesser order than that
of Denmark, Sweden, and Finland." Norway was
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also at the time perceived, with some justification, as
one of the countries that was more skeptical about
NATO enlargement eastward. Instead, Norwegian
officials tended to advocate integrating “our Baltic
friends” as far as possible into the Euro-Atlantic
institutions but without full membership in NATO
in the near term. Norwegian officials were on the
one hand concerned with not “diluting” NATO’s
Article 5 security guaranties, stressing that the abil-
ity to carry out collective defense of member states
also had to be preserved in the “new” post-Cold
War alliance. On the other hand, while carefully
stressing that a Russian veto on enlargement was
not acceptable, Norway was also worried about

the consequences for Western/Russian relations. If
enlargement caused a backlash to Russia’s integra-
tion as a “normal” member of the European security
community, this would not be in Norway’s inter-
ests.”” In this careful and “gradualist” policy toward
enlargement, Norway differed from Denmark."
Sharing no border with Russia and standing to ben-
efit more directly from enlargement, Copenhagen
much more quickly came to champion full NATO
membership for Poland and the Baltic states.**

By the time NATO enlarged to include the
countries around the Baltic Sea—Poland in 1999
and Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania in 2004—
these Norwegian concerns had largely been laid
to rest. Norway by that time had come to support
enlargement. Both before and after enlargement,
the Norwegian armed forces worked closely with
their Nordic and Baltic counterparts in NATO
operations in the Balkans and in Afghanistan.

The enlargements also meant that the Baltic Sea
became a virtual “NATO and European Union (EU)
lake.” However, this did not immediately increase
Norway’s attention to the Baltic Sea region.

The foreign policy priorities of long-serv-
ing Minister of Foreign Affairs, Jonas Gahr Stere
(2005-2012), were not directed eastward but north-
ward, toward the High North and the Arctic, with
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“The High North is the Government’s number one foreign
policy priority.” Image by: The Norwegian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. December 1, 2006

their crucial oil, gas, and fishery resources."” The
minister repeatedly emphasized that “the High
North is the Government’s number one foreign
policy priority.” Stere was fond of quoting at length
from a poem by the Norwegian poet Rolf Jacobsen
that suggests its listeners “look north more often”
(se oftere mot nord).!* The government’s policy
reflected longstanding economic realities. The
Norwegian economy remains heavily dependent on
natural resources extracted from its huge exclusive
economic zone. Since oil was discovered in 1969,
the petroleum sector alone has grown to account
for about 20 percent of gross domestic product and
50 percent of the country’s exports."” The revenues
generated by the oil and gas sector made Norway a
wealthy country, and by investing revenues abroad
the Norwegian state has built one of the largest
global sovereign wealth funds, holding more than
$1 trillion USD in foreign assets." The revenues
from this “oil fund” (Oljefondet) played a key part
in financing the Norwegian welfare state. Fisheries
and shipping were also key maritime sectors making
important contributions to the Norwegian economy.
Unsurprisingly, this maritime dependence heavily
influenced Norwegian foreign policy.
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This foreign policy preoccupation with the
“High North” was given a stronger military dimen-
sion from about 2007, when Norway again became
concerned about growing Russian capabilities and
assertiveness in the region. In response, Norwegian
defense policy experienced a “retro-tendency.” In
2008, Norway also introduced a Core Area Initiative
within NATO, which aimed at strengthening the
focus in the Alliance on more traditional “in-area”
security and collective defense.”

To accompany his story about the importance
of the north, Stere was fond of showing his audi-
ences a map that was centered on the North Pole and
showed Norway’s vast northern maritime areas. On
this map, the Baltic Sea appeared only as a small lake
in the lower right-hand corner. Its appearance on the
map reflects its position in Norwegian foreign and
security and defense policy: at the periphery and off
to the side; an afterthought.”

Nordic-Baltic Cooperation in the 2000s

In the second half of the 2000s, there was a surge
toward greater Nordic and Nordic-Baltic cooper-
ation on security and defense. In 2009, many of
these defense initiatives among the Nordic coun-
tries were brought together under the Nordic
Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO) framework.
Simultaneously, the by-then elder statesman
Thorvald Stoltenberg was asked to present proposals
for more Nordic foreign and security policy cooper-
ation. Presented in February 2009, these proposals
became known as the Stoltenberg Report.*

The Norwegian military identified a strong
need to cooperate internationally to meet the dual
challenge of rising costs and shrinking force size
and found the Nordic neighbors to be agreeable and
willing partners.” The Baltic states were, however,
seen as less interesting. They were small, had fewer
relevant capabilities and less equipment common-
ality, were culturally more dissimilar, and were
geographically not adjacent to Norway. Nonaligned

116 | FEATURES

Sweden and Finland, and especially NATO member
Denmark, appeared as more appropriate partners to
meet the Norwegian military’s needs.

However, for the wider Norwegian security
policy establishment, even the Nordic framework
was seen as problematic. The preference was rather
for building close cooperation with the Allies to the
west and south who would ultimately guarantee
Norway’s security in a crisis. This applied particu-
larly to the major maritime powers to Norway’s west,
the United States and the United Kingdom (UK), but
also to the southern continental powers, Germany
and France. The Nordic and Baltic states were too
small to offer much in the way of support in a crisis,
even if Sweden and Finland were to abandon non-
alignment and become members of NATO. For this
reason, the Norwegian security policy community
warmly welcomed the British initiative to establish
the so-called Northern Group in 2010. The Northern
Group was more of a security policy talking shop
than NORDEFCO, which aimed toward more
concrete military cooperation on training, educa-
tion, acquisition, and maintenance. However, it had
a strong security-policy appeal in its inclusion of
several key NATO countries; It consisted not only of
the Nordic-Baltic states but, more important, also the
UK, Germany, Poland, and the Netherlands.**

The 2009 Stoltenberg Report contained a num-
ber of suggestions for joint action favored by Norway,
since they focused on northern maritime issues.
These included surveillance of Icelandic airspace,
satellite-based maritime monitoring in the Baltic
Sea, joint sea patrols, and more political cooperation
on Arctic issues.” In Sweden and Finland, officials
stressed that this emphasis on the High North and
the Arctic needed to be balanced by a greater focus on
the Baltic Sea area.”® Norway, however, demonstrated
a limited willingness to invest political and economic
capital in Baltic Sea security. Not surprisngly, when a
“wise-men” group convened in 2010 to identify how
to advance the cooperation between the Nordic and
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Baltic countries (NB8), the joint initiative was com-
prised of Denmark and Latvia.”

The Sea Surveillance Cooperation in the Baltic
Sea (SUCBAS) provides an interesting case of
Norwegian non-involvement in Baltic Sea security.
Originally launched in 2006 as a Swedish-Finnish
undertaking, SUCBAS has since enlarged to also
include all the NATO member states around the
Baltic Sea (Denmark, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania,
Poland, and Germany). In 2015, the UK also joined.
Norway remained skeptical about its usefulness,
though, and did not wish to pay the entry costs. Oslo
was, however, eager to encourage the other Nordic
states to join a very similar Norwegian project,
Barents Watch, which focused on maritime situa-
tional awareness in the High North, the Barents Sea,
and the Arctic.?®

NATO air-policing in the Baltic states and
Iceland also provides tangible clues to national
priorities. Norway, with its long Atlantic coastline,
contributed to both missions but concentrated more
on patrolling Icelandic airspace. Denmark, with
both an Atlantic and a Baltic Sea coastline, split its
efforts more equally between the two.”

The 2014 Ukraine Crisis: Norway
Discovers the Baltic Sea

With the 2014 Ukrainian crisis, Norway now viewed
the security situation as significantly changed. In
an interview conducted a year after the start of the
crisis, Norwegian Minister of Defense, Ine Eriksen
Sereide, told CNN in an unusually clear, but not
alarmist way, that “I want to warn against the fact
that some people see this as something that is going
to pass. The situation has changed. And it has
changed profoundly.” She argued that there was now
“no going back to some sort of normality.”*
Considering its relatively small size, Norway
now took an unusually prominent and active
role in NATO’s Immediate Assurance Measures
toward the Baltic states in the wake of the crisis. In
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April 2014, following an Alliance request, Norway
assumed out-of-rotation command of NATO Mine
Countermeasure Group 1, contributing the flagship
KNM Valkyrien and the minesweeper KNM Otra.
The naval force was active in the Baltic Sea as part of
NATO’s reassurance measures. In June and October,
Norwegian infantry companies also trained in Latvia
for several months in exercises with a similar pur-
pose.* Following the September Wales Summit,
Germany, the Netherlands, and Norway also agreed
to contribute to NATO’s interim Very High Readiness
Joint Task Force (VJTF) in 2015. This brigade-sized
force (approximately five thousand troops) should be
able to rapidly reinforce frontline Allies, thereby acting
as a deterrent to potential aggressors. The VJTF was
to form a more responsive core of the existing NATO
Response Force (NRF), which the three countries had
already been slated to provide. The Norwegian army
committed its high-readiness force, the Telemark
Battalion battle group, to the interim VJTF.

Some of these land exercises, as well as the
Norwegian commitment to the NRF, had been
planned already before the Russian annexation of
Crimea but were now framed in the completely new
context of deterrence and reassurance. To explain
the increased Norwegian military presence in
the Baltic states, the Norwegian Chief of Defense
stressed that Norway’s actions were intended to
communicate “clearly” to Russia that the Baltic
states were behind “NATO’s red line.”** Sgreide told
reporters, “When one is a member of NATO, one
has to respond when Allies request support, just as
we would expect support if we needed it.”*

Norway had come to discover two vital interests
in Baltic Sea security: preserving the inviolabil-
ity of international law in general and upholding
NATO’s Article 5 security guaranties. These were
longstanding priorities in Norwegian security
policy, sometimes described as the United Nations
track and the NATO track.* As a small state with
limited military resources but with huge maritime
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Defense of the Russian Federation.

areas rich in resources, Norway considered the
upholding of international law to be its “first line of
defense.” Furthermore, within NATO, Norway was
often grouped together with the “new” Central and
Eastern European member states as “Article 5ers:”
countries that first and foremost see the Alliance as
a provider of (primarily American) security guar-
anties. These countries all bordered or were located
close to Russia.* For the Article 5ers, the credibil-
ity of Alliance collective defense was the bedrock
upon which their security rested. The seeming
vulnerability of the Baltic states now threatened to
undermine this vital foundation. Additionally, with
key Norwegian allies such as the United States, the
UK, and Germany leading the efforts to reassure

the Baltic states and Poland, Norway viewed it as
important to work closely with these major powers.”

All Quiet on the Northern Flank

One reason why Norway could commit itself to
such an extent to the reassurance of its Allies on the
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eastern flank was that things were initially compar-
atively quiet on the northern flank.*® The situation
in the High North and the Arctic regions was not
considered to have changed in the same alarming
way after February and March 2014. As Sereide told
the press in February 2015, the Russians “have not
breached our territory and that is different from
what is happening in the Baltic Sea area. They are
breaching territory there all the time.” By October
2014, the number of intercepts of Russian aircraft
by NATO in the Baltic area had tripled compared to
2013. In what was described as “dangerous brink-
manship,” Russian pilots were also reported to be
acting aggressively and unpredictably. This new
pattern of activity was initially very different from
in the Norwegian High North, although this later
changed around 2017, when, for example, Russian
aircraft began simulating attacks against Norwegian
military installations in the High North.*

The Norwegian Intelligence Service has for
years closely watched the increase in Russia’s air
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and naval activity in the Arctic. Since 2007, this has
included the resumption of strategic bomber patrols
over the Barents Sea and Norwegian Sea. Russia’s
Northern Fleet has also increased its activities in
the Arctic. This Russian resurgence included a
revitalized “bastion defense concept” intended to
protect its strategic submarines in the European
Arctic Ocean, with ambitions of sea-denial extend-
ing west and south to the Greenland-Iceland-UK
gap. However, the increases in Russian capability
in the High North and Arctic regions were seen

as a “normal” part of Russia’s long-term military
modernization as developments had taken place
gradually over many years.*!

In the Norwegian High North, unlike in the
Baltic Sea area, there was no sudden change in the
patterns of Russian military behavior following the
outbreak of the Ukrainian crisis. The two Norwegian
F-16 fighter aircraft assigned to act as NATO’s Quick
Reaction Alert (QRA) in Norway had intercepted and
identified more or less the same number of Russian
aircraft in 2014 as in 2013.*> The relative continuity in
Russian behavior in the High North gave Norway the
necessary freedom of action to increase its efforts to
strengthen Baltic Sea security in 2014 and 2015.

In light of the tense situation in Norway’s near
abroad, the country nevertheless did increase its
national military preparedness and situational
awareness efforts at home. This, together with the
already mentioned in-NATO-area efforts on the
eastern flank, was given priority over out-of-NATO-
area missions on the Mediterranean, North African,
and Middle Eastern “southern flank.” In 2011,
during NATO’s UN-sanctioned air war over Libya,
Norway and Denmark provided almost identical
contributions to the Alliance effort: six F-16 combat
aircraft.* In October 2014, Norway differed mark-
edly from Denmark. Unlike Copenhagen, Oslo now
declined a request to provide combat aircraft to sup-
port the U.S.-led coalition in Iraq fighting against
the Islamic State group.
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At the time, Norway’s F-16AM/BM aircraft were
showing signs of aging. Cracks had been discovered
in their 1980s-era fuselage, which meant that many
aircraft were at least temporarily unavailable. This
forced the government to prioritize. Prime Minister
Erna Solberg (Conservative Party) argued that, “due
to our border with Russia, Norway is in a different sit-
uation than countries such as Denmark, Holland and
Belgium.” The government’s decision and reasoning
enjoyed bipartisan support. Jonas Gahr Stere (Labor
Party), now the leader of the largest opposition party,
stated that “we not only have a long coast to patrol,
but we also have assumed responsibility for large sea
areas, which has strategic importance for NATO.™*
The Minister of Defense echoed this sentiment: “Right
now and today, we have to make sure we can keep our
situational awareness and . . . keep up our presence
in the High North, both with frigates and planes.™
Norwegian leaders effectively argued that the Alliance
expected Norway to keep its house in order at home,
maintaining good situational awareness, presence,
and readiness on NATO’s northern flank.

The 2016 Warsaw Summit: Making
NATO “Look North More Often”

Moving into 2015 and 2016, Norway continued to
maintain its strong support for NATO’s reassur-
ance and deterrence measures on the eastern flank
of the Alliance. From May until September 2015,
Norway assumed lead-nation responsibility for
NATO’s air-policing mission in the Baltic states,
providing four F-16s and seventy personnel.*® At the
2016 Warsaw Summit, Norway pledged to provide

a company-sized unit as part of NATO’s Enhanced
Forward Presence in the Baltic states.*” The security
of the Baltic states also enjoyed a newfound promi-
nence in Norwegian security thinking. In October
2015, a government-appointed expert commission
on defense delivered its advice for the next long-term
plan for the armed forces. The commission allotted
high priority to the defense of the Baltic states.
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The expert commission outlined three scenarios
to illustrate some of the situations the armed forces
now had to prepare for. Scenario one was an (ini-
tially) bilateral crisis involving Norway and Russia in
the High North. Scenario two was a NATO collective
defense operation in the Baltic Sea area in defense of
the Baltic states. The third was a nonstate terrorist
attack on Norway. Considering that Norway is itself a
“frontline” state bordering Russia and vulnerable to
Russian “horizontal escalation” in case of a NATO-
Russian conflict, the commission recommended a
high level of ambition for Norway’s participation
in the collective defense of the Baltic states: “The
Norwegian Armed Forces must be able to rapidly
provide and transfer units to the Baltic area, to
demonstrate political will and an actual ability to
exercise collective defense. . . . The Norwegian forces
must be prepared for both military combat and to
remain in the area for a protracted period of time.™®

However, Norwegian politicians and govern-
ment officials soon came to champion an increased
NATO focus on the maritime High North. One
reason for this was that the initial calm in the High
North gradually gave way to more bellicose Russian
behavior. The Norwegian Intelligence Service
reported larger and more frequent Russian exercises
near Norwegian borders, including unannounced
“snap readiness exercises.™ The number of “scram-
bles” and identifications of Russian aircraft in the
High North by the Norwegian QRA aircraft sta-
tioned in Bode also increased after 2016 to a level
not seen since the end of the Cold War.* In 2017,
Russian aircraft simulated attacks against radar
installations in Norway.*" In 2018, GPS signals in
northern Norway were periodically jammed by
Russia. This affected Norwegian and Allied air
traffic and represented a threat to civilian air traffic
safety in Norway. Surface vessels from the Northern
Fleet also held live fire exercises off the Norwegian
coast.”> These developments led Norway to bolster
its own defenses in the High North and to increase
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its efforts to strengthen Allied awareness and
engagement in the region.”

In the run-up to the 2016 NATO summit in
Warsaw, Sereide stressed that the “new security
environment” required “maritime power and pres-
ence” and the need to “raise NATO’s profile in the
maritime domain.” Russia’s new high-end military
capabilities and infrastructure in the Arctic, such
as its submarines, aircraft, and long-range missiles,
were identified as the challenge.’* Norwegian deci-
sionmakers believed that a major NATO-Russian
conflict was unlikely to start in the High North, but
that a crisis could quickly spread to the region.*

A key Norwegian concern was that in the event
of a NATO-Russian conflict in the Baltic Sea area,
Russia could seek to put into effect the previously
mentioned “Bastion defense concept” designed to
protect the Barents Sea patrol areas of its ballistic
missile-carrying submarines and their bases in
the Kola peninsula. This would involve securing
Russian control over the Barents and Norwegian
Sea and parts of northern Norway, as well as seeking
to establish sea denial in the North Atlantic Ocean
down to the Greenland, Iceland, and UK (GIUK)
gap. Norway’s main military response was to
encourage greater military engagement in the region
from the United States, UK, and the Netherlands,
who were judged to possess both the political will-
ingness and relevant naval, air, and amphibious
forces capable of supporting Norway in case of a
High North contingency.*

At the Warsaw summit in 2016, Norway joined
forces with the UK, France, and Iceland to suc-
cessfully champion new proposals to strengthen
NATO’s activities and force posture in the North
Atlantic.”” The summit communiqué reflected
this effort. It added the North Atlantic to the list
of strategically important areas where the Alliance
faced “evolving challenges” and committed NATO
to strengthen its maritime posture and situational
awareness. The Alliance would deter and defend
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against threats to “sea lines of communication and
maritime approaches of NATO territory.”*

Following the inauguration in January 2017 of
President Donald J. Trump, who cast doubt on U.S.
commitment to NATO in general and Article 5 col-
lective defense in particular, a muted debate gradually
emerged regarding the reliability of the United States
as a security provider. However, no credible alter-
native existed that could replace Norway’s security
reliance on the United States in the short or medium
term. After four turbulent years, the election and
subsequent inauguration of President Joe Biden in
January 2021 was therefore greeted with a collective
sigh of relief in Norway. It seemed to signal a return to
greater normalcy. Nevertheless, Norway continued its
existing efforts to strengthen security and defense ties
with its key Northern European allies and partners,
including the UK, Germany, the Netherlands, and
its Nordic and (to a lesser extent) Baltic neighbors.
While more credible deterrence and better “bur-
den sharing” in the Alliance were formal objectives,
reducing dependence on the United States was one
unstated objective of Sweden and Finland’s decision
to apply for NATO membership in May 2022. This
was warmly welcomed in Norway, as it would, one,
make it easier to prepare and organize the collective
defense of the region within the framework of NATO,
and two, simultaneously make the region more capa-
ble of ensuring it’s own security. It would significantly
improve the prospects for successfully defending the
Baltic states against Russian aggression.*

The high priority given to the defense of
the Baltic states and the wider eastern flank in
Norwegian defense policy has to be understood
as part of Norway’s priorities as an Article 5er. If
NATO’s security guaranties were tested and proved
ineffective, it would have devastating repercussions
for Norwegian security. For this reason, making
NATO?’s deterrence efforts credible and effective was
of key importance for Norway. On the one hand,
from this point of view, strengthening Norwegian
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security and strengthening the security of Norway’s
Baltic Sea Allies and partners were two sides of the
same coin. There were mutual interests both in
Norway and among the Baltic Sea states in strength-
ening the security of the latter.

On the other hand, Norwegian leaders simul-
taneously worried that the deterrence, defense, and
reassurance measures so far enacted after 2014 were
too reactive and one-sidedly focused toward the
eastern flank. NATO’s military efforts—such as
the VJTF—were also perceived as too land-centric.
Norway’s desire to see NATO revitalize collective
defense in the Northern Atlantic maritime area,
while strengthening its maritime capabilities, should
be read as a reaction to this perceived one-sid-
edness.* If one regards the attention, focus, and
military capabilities of the Alliance as zero-sum—
which is debatable—then such a shift toward an
increased northern maritime presence would neces-
sarily have to come at the expense of the eastern or
southern flanks. From this point of view, there were
also some competing interests at work.

Facing Up to New Security Challenges:
“Hybrid” Warfare and the “Gray Zone”

In 2015, during the European refugee crisis, more
than 5,500 migrants were unexpectedly permitted
to cross the heavily guarded and closely monitored
(on the Russian side) Russian-Norwegian border on
bicycles, cars, and mini-buses in the course of a few
weeks. This caused a tug-of-war between Moscow
and Oslo, as Norwegian authorities scrambled to
reign in this uncontrolled flow of migrants.®' It was
not seen as credible that this could have occurred
without the active endorsement and support of
Russian authorities.®> As such, the incident can be
regarded as a Russian attempt to “weaponize” the
flow of asylum-seekers to Europe in order to desta-
bilize, punish, and influence its western neighbors.
In October 2020, the Norwegian Government
took the unprecedented step of carrying out the
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Bikes of the Syrian refugees that made it to the Norwegian border (this is in front of passport control). Image by: Rosa
Menkman (Wikimedia Commons). October 11, 2015

public attribution of a cyber intrusion against the
Storting (Norwegian parliament). “Based on the
information the Government has, it is our view
that Russia is responsible for these activties,” stated
the Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs.® The
attribution was based on information provided by
the Norwegian security and intelligence services.
Its primary purpose seems to have been to punish
Russia and thereby potentially exert a deterrent
effect against future cyber intrusions, attacks, or
influence operations. The Norwegian Intelligence
Service, in its annual assessment of current security
challenges, also took the unusual step of stressing
the heightened risk of foreign interference in the
2021 parliamentary election in Norway.*

The cyber intrusion in the Storting was the
most recent, but by no means the only, “gray zone
activity” undertaken by Russia against Norway since
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2014. These activities were all below the threshold of
armed conflict, but they represented unfriendly acts
against Norway designed to destabilize, unbalance,
or influence the Norwegian state, society, and key
decisionmakers.

The 2015 refugee crisis and 2020 cyber intru-
sion are but two examples of how the Russian
Federation has employed ambiguous and nontradi-
tional tools to influence, destabilize, or even coerce
Norwegian authorities and society. To address these
new “gray zone” challenges, Norway has sought to
strengthen civil-military cooperation by revitaliz-
ing and modernizing its total defense concept. It
is important to note that this “modernized” total
defense concept differs significantly from its Cold
War-era counterpart in several ways.

The Cold War-era total defense concept was
geared toward mobilizing civilian resources for
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military and civil defense in case of a massive “total”
war of national survival against the Soviet Union.
At its peak in the 1980s, about one million citizens
were assigned a function in the total defense sys-
tem, divided equally between military and civilian
functions—about a quarter of the population of
Norway! Prepared plans existed for the massive
requisitioning of private vehicles, buildings, ships,
helicopters, and other aircraft by the military.* The
“modernized” concept is far less “total” in scope,
encompassing fewer people and resources. It is
designed less as an instrument of last resort and
more as a tool to be utilized regularly if and when
needed, in order to face up to a more fluid security
environment where the distinction between peace-
time, crisis, and war has become unclear and fuzzy.
Rather than requisitioning, it depends much more
upon partnerships and commercial agreements with
businesses and industry—particularly in logistics.®
The old concept was one-sidedly focused on mobi-
lizing civilian resources for military and civilian
defense in wartime. The new concept envisages and
encourages greater civil-military cooperation and
more mutual support between the armed forces and
the different civilian-government agencies. This
cooperation extends in principle to all types of crisis
situations, from peacetime events, such as natural
disasters and pandemics, to security policy crises
and war.”

The modernized total defense concept aims to
address new and more diverse threats and chal-
lenges, including “the increased flow of migrants,”
“serious terrorist attacks,” “frequent extreme
weather events,” and “cyber-attacks.”® Enhancing
emergency preparedness and building increased
societal resilience, especially within “critical soci-
etal functions,” are important objectives within
the modernized concept.® One concrete mea-
sure undertaken was the establishment in 2019
of a Norwegian National Cyber Security Center
within the National Security Authority, built on
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public-private cooperation. The Center was tasked
with enhancing Norway’s resilience in the digi-
tal domain and handling severe computer attacks
against critical digital infrastructure.”

Building on this theme, in October 2020, the
government submitted a report to the Storting enti-
tled “Societal Security in an Insecure World.””' The
report underscored how the security and defense
of Norway is no longer solely focused on military
issues, but on creating a whole-of-society approach
to maintaining societal security and building resil-
ience.”? Nevertheless, it should be stressed that at
its core, the total defense concept still also seeks
to retain and modernize the traditional principle
of extensive civilian support to the armed forces
in crisis and in war. If necessary, the state will still
attempt to mobilize “society’s total resources.. . . in

the defense of the nation.””?

Svalbard: Norway’s Soft underbelly?

The most serious potential challenge posed by
Russia to Norway—below the threshold of war—is
arguably the Svalbard archipelago in the Arctic.

To understand why, some background is required.
Svalbard became a part of Norway in 1925 when the
Svalbard Treaty came into force. The treaty recog-
nized Norwegian sovereignty over the archipelago,
but gave all citizens and companies from signatory
states equal rights to engage in commercial activi-
ties on the islands. The treaty also limited taxation
and placed some limits on establishing perma-

nent military installations on the islands. Mainly
Norwegian and Russian companies are engaged on
the islands. A Russian mining company runs the
“company town” Barentsburg on the Spitsbergen
Island, with about 450 inhabitants—mostly Russian
and Ukrainian citizens.”

As a sovereign part of Norway, there is no
question that the Svalbard archipelago is covered by
NATO Article 5 security guaranties. Nevertheless,
the islands are virtually defenseless. The Svalbard
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Aerial view of Svalbard Satellite Station in 2011. Image by: Erlend Bjartvedt (Wikimedia Commons). September 13, 2011

Treaty prohibits Norway from establishing “naval
bases” and “fortifications” or from using Svalbard
for “warlike purposes.””> Norwegian authorities
interpret these stipulations strictly, so the islands are
de facto demilitarized most of the time. Norwegian
military forces do, however, visit the islands regularly
and are permitted to use them for transit purposes.
Russian military forces have similarly used the island
for transit purposes. In 2016, there was consider-
able attention and some controversy when units of
Russian Federation special forces and airborne troops
used the islands to move equipment and personnel
participating in exercises close to the North Pole.”

A Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs
once remarked that when the phone rang late at
night in his home, his first thought was, “it’s about
Svalbard.””” The interpretation of the Svalbard Treaty
has long been a source of contention in relations
with Moscow. Russian authorities have, for example,
protested against Svalbard environmental protec-
tion rules as “discriminatory” against Russia. The
Kremlin has also since 1970 opposed Norway’s claim
to exclusive rights in the maritime areas around
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Svalbard. At times, Moscow has deployed warships
into the zone to signal displeasure with how the
Norwegian Coast Guard has enforced Norwegian
sovereign rights in the zone. The matter is exac-
erbated by the fact that few NATO allies support
Norway’s claim to exclusive rights in the maritime
areas outside Svalbard’s territorial waters.”®

The Svalbard archipelago is a part of Norway
that is also strategically important to Russia in the
Arctic, is demilitarized most of the time, and has
some unresolved legal issues concerning the inter-
pretation of the Svalbard Treaty. These three factors
make it a potential flashpoint in relations with
Russia and therefore a continuing source of concern
for any Norwegian government.

Norwegian Defense Policy Since
February 24, 2022

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022
has caused some dramatic changes in Norway’s secu-
rity environment and in Norwegian defense policy.
Most significantly, Sweden and Finland’s decisions
to abandon military nonalignment and seek full
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membership in NATO has been a boon to Norwegian
and regional security. To name but one benefit, it

will mean that Norway’s challenging defense of its
exposed northern flank will become far more man-
ageable.” Reports that Russian units garrisoned on
the Kola Peninsula have suffered heavy casualties

in Ukraine have added to this improved security
environment.®* The war also led to rapid changes in
Norway’s arms export policy—within days of the
invasion, Norway abandoned its historical restriction
on delivering arms to warzones and has since become
a significant supplier of arms to Ukraine.*"

At the same time, there has been no radical
reconceptualization of Norway’s defense priorities,
which continue to be focused on deterring Russia
in the High North. Norwegian policy is therefore
marked more by continuity rather than change since
February 2022. Norway has remained a steadfast
ally in NATO and a reliable partner to the EU,
following NATO allies and EU partners closely.

For example, it has signed on to virtually all EU
sanctions and has followed its allies in condemning
Russian actions and expelling Russian diplomats. At
the same time, Norway has not abandoned its efforts
to strike a balance between deterrence and “reas-
surance” vis-a-vis- Russia, and it continues to seek
cooperation in some fields, such as fishery manage-
ment. In short, developments since February 2022
have so far reinforced rather than changed existing
priorities in Norwegian security and defense policy.

Conclusions

In 1939, the Swedish Embassy in Oslo wrote home
to Stockholm complaining about the “complete
lack of interest from the Norwegian side for all
Baltic Sea problems.”®* If we had had access to

the same kind of correspondence written sixty or
seventy years later, it would portably have revealed
a similar disinterest in Oslo for Baltic Sea security
issues. As Thorvald Stoltenberg once lamented,

“it was not always easy to get the Icelanders and
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Norwegians to realize that what was happening

in the Baltic also affected their safety.”® Until the
2014 Ukrainian crisis, the Baltic Sea area in general
and the security of the Baltic states in particu-

lar were issues of relatively minor importance in
Norwegian security and defense policy.

From a Norwegian point of view, the Baltic
states were allies, friends, and partners, but their
importance was limited. In contrast, Sweden
and Finland share a 2,366-kilometer border with
Norway (92 percent of its total land border), are far
more populous and economically significant, and
are, arguably, more similar to Norway culturally—
for these reasons, they have figured much more
prominently in Norwegian thinking. However, this
interest did not carry as far as the Baltic Sea or to
the Baltic states. Among the Nordic capitals, with
the possible exception of Reykjavik, Oslo paid the
least attention to the Baltic Sea region. Instead,
Norwegian attention was directed northward
and westward. In the High North and the Arctic,
Norway sought to develop and protect its huge
exclusive economic zones, with their rich natural
resources. In the west, Norway sought to maintain
and strengthen its ties with those Western powers
that ultimately guaranteed its security.

The 2014 Ukrainian crisis generated an upsurge
in Norwegian interest in the Baltic Sea and, in par-
ticular, in the security of the Baltic states. Russian
revisionism now appears to threaten the law-based
international order and Western security guaran-
tees upon which Norwegian prosperity and security
rely. Furthermore, in military-strategic terms, the
Nordic-Baltic area appears increasingly to be one
strategic space.®* In response, Oslo has committed
political and military resources to ensure a more
credible deterrence posture for the Baltic states.
Simultaneously, Norway has also sought to modern-
ize its total defense concept in the face of Russian
“hybrid” or “gray zone” activities, including cyber
intrusions and the “weaponization” of migrants.
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However, Norwegian attention soon turned toward
strengthening its national defenses at home and
bringing NATO to engage more assertively in the
High North and the North Atlantic. While Norway
has not abandoned its newfound awareness of the
Baltic Sea area, Norwegian security policy returned
in a sense to its classical pursuit: to tie the Western
(maritime) powers more closely to the defense and
security of Norway and the wider northern flank of
the Alliance. PRISM
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