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Arctic Geopolitics as a Major Public Issue: the Reasons Behind a 
Lack of Awareness. 

by Oleg Kobtzeff, Associate Professor, American University of Paris; 
member of the Scientific Council, International Geostrategic Maritime 
Observatory (IGMO). 

Only ten years ago, few would have considered the Arctic as more than 
a marginal issue in global affairs. Growing awareness of issues such as 

global warming's impact on the Great North and on the rest of the planet 
or reports of a "rush towards the Arctic", has somewhat changed the public’s representations of the Arctic 
Ocean. Yet, the idea that the Arctic Ocean could become the « Mediterranean » of the future—a 
representation defended throughout the first half of the Twentieth Century by Canadian geographer and 
geostrategist Vilhalmur Stefanssoneven—still seems too bold for a decreasing but still important number 
of "reasonable" scholars, journalists and educators. This article attempts to identify the causes that have 
hindered serious political and debate over the Great North through an analysis of the historical context in 
which public representations of the Arctic may have been constructed. 

Harvesting Arctic Authority: The Protection of Arctic Biomarine Resources, Sovereignty and Global 
Security. 

by Lieutenant Commander John S. Ash, Royal Navy (ret.); PhD; Institute Associate, Scott Polar Research 
Institute (University of Cambridge). 

The protection of natural resources is a key responsibility of a polity and a clear expression of its 
sovereignty.  Conversely, deliberate harm to those resources by a third party not only inflicts economic 
injury to a states party, but also affronts the sovereignty of a state’s government.  Much attention has been 
given to Arctic mineral resources in the context of sovereignty, yet one of the most important aspects of 
the Arctic region economy is the living resources – particularly as the demand for protein continues to 
grow in the course of the 21st Century.  Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing – sometimes 
referred to as pirate fishing - is lamented as an economic and ecological harm, yet relatively little has 
been reported in respect to its political significance as an indicator of sovereignty.  This article examines 
the nature of pirate fishing in the Arctic; efforts to control it, and the political significance of collaboration 
in its suppression.  The potential for anti-IUU measures within the purview of the developing model of 
governance is also examined.         

The Case for an International Régime for the Arctic. 

 by Camille Lamouille, Institut Libre des Etudes en Relations Internationales, Paris 

"If you don't pay attention to the periphery, the periphery changes and the first thing you know the 
periphery is the center". These words pronounced by Dean Rusk (US Secretary of State, 1961-1968) have 
become a reality when considering the geopolitics of the High North. They also express the 
unpreparedness of an international community challenged by the global implications of the evolution of 
the region. Not only is the Arctic Ocean not resisting the ravages of global warming, it is becoming an 
area where international tensions are mounting, revealing new interests articulated not only by 



circumpolar states, but also by a growing number of actors from the remotest regions of the globe. 
Governments and investors are attracted by new opportunities made more easily available by receding ice 
and snow: hydrocarbon and mineral reserves, potential fishing grounds, shipping lanes and strategic 
positioning in an ocean being reshaped in its hydrography at record speed. This policy paper first analyzes 
the flawed, overlapping, contradictory or absent legal standards allowing to face, in an orderly manner, 
the rising geopolitical challenges that can be seen either as a bonanza (real or perceived) or as a threat to 
the indigenous peoples, to the balance of diplomatic relations and to the ecological equilibrium of the 
entire planet. Secondly, the paper argues that the soft law system currently governing the region is 
becoming obsolete and urges to establish a uniform and binding legal framework as once established for a 
very different Polar region—the Antarctic.  

25 Years ago: the Odyssey of the Astrolabe. A personal recollection and analysis. 
by Pascal Yrissou, professor, CEA-Paris (University of New Haven); co-president and treasurer, 
Columbia University Business School. 

In the summer of 1991, the French shipping corporation Compagnie Nationale de Navigation sent its 
vessel l'Astrolabe from Le Havre in Normandy to Japan on a mission to test the practicality of opening 
the North East Passage as a commercial shipping lane. The Astrolabe traveled from the French Atlantic 
coast to Japan through the Bering Sea, thus becoming the first vessel in history to join Western Europe to 
Asia sailing North along the shores of the Arctic Ocean since Nordenskjöld's expedition aboard the Vega 
in 1878-1879 and since the Maud’s expedition in 1917-1918. The Astrolabe travelled along the Northern 
coast of Russia while unexpectedly witnessing the USSR's collapse from the unique viewpoint of its 
remotest region. On the 25th anniversary of that event and of the expedition, Pascal Yrissou, Chief 
Financial Officer of the owner of the Astrolabe, who played a major role in preparing it then monitoring it 
aboard the vessel, shares his recollections of the adventure and, having since become an academic, 
revisits the experience from a historical and geopolitical viewpoint.  

A life in the service of France, of the Pacific, and of the Arctic and Antarctica:  Michel Rocard 
(1930-2016), Senator, Prime Minister of France, Ambassador of France for International Negotiations 
on Polar Regions  

By Oleg Kobtzeff, Associate Professor, American University of Paris.   

More than an obituary, this biographical retrospective analyzes the legacy of an individual who, without 
doubt, will be recognized by historians as an important figure in the history of France’s post-colonial 
overseas geopolitics. The South Pacific and the Polar Regions are the two areas where France continues 
to exercise a positive role, thanks to Michel Rocard. This essay looks back at this head of France’s 
government’s brokerage of a historic conflict resolution agreement in one of France’s last and largest 
overseas possessions, New Caledonia. It was Rocard’s, experience in Pacific geopolitics, through 
diplomatic contacts made during the new Caledonian conflict, that progressively involved him in 
Antarctic then Arctic affairs. His commitment to the advancement of the sustainable development of the 
Polar regions and peaceful relations between the actors or Polar affairs should not be considered as simple 
material for journalists or writers of factual history (i.e., anecdotal history—“histoire évènementielle”). 
Michel Rocard offers an interesting case study for researchers investigating how biography can become a 
revealing sample of its context of historical and geopolitical processes, situations and collective 
representations.  In the individual Michel Rocard, like in Jacques-Yves Cousteau, Paul-Emile Victor, 
Jean-Louis Etienne, one can recognize France’s evolving maritime and environmentalist culture and—for 
reasons that will be clarified here—even Nordic aspirations. 
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John S. Ash, Ph.D., is a Lieutenant-Commander of the UK’s Royal Navy. As an oceanographer and 
submariner in the Royal Navy he was involved in the collection of data in the Arctic Ocean to support the 
study of thinning in the polar ice pack. He was selected to lead a team of Russian researchers at 
Cambridge University and was later assigned to undertake the initial design work for the Navy 
Department's Environmental Management System. In 1998 he retired from active duty to devote himself 
to research into environmental risk management in the Polar Regions. He has also held the British Safety 
Council Fellowship at the Judge Institute of Management Studies (now the Judge Business School) where 
the focus of his research was the management of dynamic risk problems in operational environments. He 
is an Associate of Cambridge University’s Scott Polar Research Institute, one of the World’s most 
prestigious institutions specializing in the Arctic and Antarctic. 

Oleg Kobtzeff, a historian and Fellow of the Royal Geographic Society, is an associate professor of the 
American University of Paris and a member of the scientific council of the International Geostrategic 
Maritime Observatory. He is the great-grandson of a once interim governor of the province of Arhangel’sk 
in the Russian Arctic and mayor of Saint Petersburg. With numerous publications, a frequent guest in the 
French media, he is known as an expert on Russia and former Soviet allies and Republics, but is mainly a 
specialist on the geopolitics of extreme environments (Oceans, Outer Space, Polar regions). A resident of 
Kodiak, Alaska for four years, he co-created and managed an ethnographic museum and archival facility, 
and a major regional monthly magazine.  

Camille Lamouille is a lawyer with experience in humanitarian aid. She obtained her law degree from 
the Catholic University of Lyon, supplemented by a certificate in International Humanitarian Law from 
the Red Cross. She has worked for the International Institute of Human Rights Fondation René Cassin in 
Strasbourg, and has been a part of an important humanitarian mission in Cambodia. She is completing a 
Master's degree in international relations at the Institut Libre des Relations Internationales, the school 
founded by René Cassin, one of the authors of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948.     

Pascal Yrissou (ESCP – “SupdeCo, Paris” 1979, MA, Sciences Po 1982,  MBA, Columbia University, 
1995, Beta Gamma Sigma Honor Society) is co-president and treasurer of the Columbia Business Club in 
France. After an intense career in international trade, representing multinational corporations (he has 
negotiated at state level in China, Ukraine and Russia), he made a move towards an academic career 
(although remaining active in the global business world). After lecturing in a variety of universities, he 
now teaches at the Paris campus of CEA Studies Abroad program, (University of New Haven). As Chief 
Financial Officer of the French shipping company Compagnie Nationale de Navigation he negotiated 
with Soviet authorities the authorization for a record-breaking exploration expedition along the entire 
Soviet coast of the Arctic Ocean, then participated in the voyage. 

  


