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A history of scientific and environmental 
management cooperation

For centuries, a shared presence in the Arctic has under-
pinned relations between Norway and Russia in the 
North. These relations have mainly been to the advantage 
of both countries and have developed through trade, 
other forms of economic activity, exploration, scientific 
cooperation and cooperation on environmental manage-
ment. They have been forged through institutional and 
person-to-person contacts and collaboration through 
periods of shifting national constellations: Norway was 
under Danish, then Swedish, rule and then became fully 
independent; Russia became part of the Soviet Union, 
which later dissolved.

The Pomor trade between the northern counties of 
Norway and north-western Russia developed centuries 
ago, as fish, fur, timber, grain and other natural resources 
changed hands. Russian and Norwegian hunters and 
trappers took polar bears, seals, reindeer and foxes in 
Svalbard when it was a no man’s land (Arlov 2003).

Scientific cooperation can be dated back to the 1890s. 
There was a contact between the Russian polar explorer 

Nikolai Knipovitch and the Norwegian explorer and sci-
entist Fridtjof Nansen. Russia was proud to show its new 
ocean research vessel, the Andrey Pervozvanny, in Oslo in 
1898 on her maiden voyage to the Kola Peninsula 
(Jakobsen & Ozhigin 2011). A few years later, the new 
Norwegian ocean research vessel Michael Sars visited 
Murmansk. Russia initiated the Kola oceanographic tran-
sect in 1900, and it has been repeated annually ever 
since. This oceanographic transect is among the oldest 
and most valuable of its kind.

Fisheries cooperation started in 1958, when a Russian 
delegation approached Norway’s IMR, headquartered in 
Bergen, because they were worried about the conse-
quences of the European trawl fishery for the cod (Gadus 
morhua) stock in the Barents Sea. The following year, an 
IMR delegation visited PINRO, in Murmansk. Since the 
early 1960s, Norway and Russia have annually conducted 
cooperative surveys of the joint fish stocks in the Barents 
Sea (Jakobsen & Ozhigin 2011). The Joint Norwegian–
Russian Fisheries Commission was established in 1975 
and has been functioning since 1976 (Joint Fish undated 
a). Through this cooperation, the parties have agreed on 
the division of the North-east Arctic cod stock (43% to 
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each and 13% to others). Similar fixed shares have been 
agreed for haddock (Melanogrammus aeglefinus), redfish 
(Sebastes mentella) and Greenland halibut (Reinhardtius 
hippoglossoides). For capelin (Mallotus villosus), Norway has 
a 60% share, and Russia has 40%. The quotas are set 
annually based on scientific assessments and recommen-
dations by the International Council for the Exploration 
of the Sea, and the Barents Sea fisheries are generally 
regarded as being sustainably managed (Gullestad et al. 
2014). This is an excellent example of cooperation 
between neighbouring countries managing shared natu-
ral resources in a sustainable way (Jakobsen & Ozhigin 
2011). 

I have been involved in this cooperation for many 
years and in many capacities, especially as research direc-
tor (2000–2012) at IMR and director (2017–2023) at the 
NPI (Haug et al. 2009; Misund 2024). Initially, I became 
involved as a relatively junior scientist at the joint IMR–
PINRO symposium in Bergen in 1994 (Valdemarsen & 
Misund 1995), and, from 2005 to 2011, as leader of the 
Norwegian scientific delegation to the Joint Norwegian–
Russian Fisheries Commission (Misund 2024). The min-
utes from these formal meetings are available (in 
Norwegian) on the commission’s website (Joint Fish 
undated b). Here, I share the perspective of a participat-
ing eyewitness. Over the years, the numerous disagree-
ments and difficulties that arose were sorted out, one by 
one, through discussion and diplomatic channels. The 
principles for this cooperation have been equality and 
respect, with scientifically based advice on management 
measures as a foundation. One of the most difficult issues 
was Russian overfishing of cod in the Barents Sea in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s (Torsvik 2023). By about 
2009, this overfishing was considered to have ended.

Gradually, an interest in environmental cooperation 
increased. For the Barents Sea region, this was formalized in 
1992 when the Joint Norwegian–Russian Commission on 
Environmental Protection was established. One of the com-
mission’s activities planned for 2022 was a 30-year jubilee. 
For reasons I shall come back to, this event was not held.

Norway was given sovereignty over Svalbard in the 
Svalbard Treaty during the post-WWI negotiations in 
Versailles. Subsequently, the Soviet Union developed 
two settlements on the archipelago, both based on coal 
mining. Pyramiden was abandoned in 1996 after a 
tragic plane crash on Opera Mountain (Arlov 2003). 
Being the site of coal mining, research and tourism, 
Barentsburg is still a viable settlement. The Governor 
of Svalbard represents the Norwegian government in 
Svalbard and enforces Norwegian laws and regulations, 
including in the Russian settlements. There is a Russian 
governor in Barentsburg, but Norwegian sovereignty is 
not challenged.

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Thorvald 
Stoltenberg, then Norway’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
developed a policy to improve cooperation within the 
Russian Barents region. Especially after the NPI moved 
from Oslo to Tromsø nearly 30 years ago, cooperation 
with Russian institutions has expanded substantially. 
Since then, many contacts between the NPI and Russia 
have developed on the bilateral, institutional, project 
and personal level. The Joint Norwegian–Russian 
Commission on Environmental Protection has been 
functioning for 30 years.

Cooperation following Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine

Just a few months after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, on 
24 February 2022, I participated in a seminar about 
Nordic perspectives on security policy in the Arctic, held 
in Tromsø. Below, I further explore the ideas and experi-
ence that I first presented at that seminar regarding how 
cooperation between two Norwegian research entities—
the IMR and NPI—and Russia has been affected by 
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine.

After Russia unleashed a full-scale war on Ukraine, 
Norway (not part of the EU) followed the EU sanctions 
policy. The bilateral cooperation between the countries at 
the national level was put on ice. The same applied to 
institutional cooperation, but there were exceptions to 
the sanction policy and the Norwegian authorities left 
openings for scientist-to-scientist contact, so that import-
ant series of climate and ecological data could be main-
tained. This policy was developed within a few days after 
the Russian invasion. During this time, the Norwegian 
research community had much contact with, and received 
much guidance from, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
the Ministry of Climate and Environment regarding how 
to handle the situation. Scientist-to-scientist contact 
within collaborations that was active when the war 
started was permitted to continue, to ensure that data 
were collected and processed, and long time series were 
maintained. However, nearly three years after the war 
broke out, these contacts are reported to be less frequent 
and to have shifted in character, becoming more techni-
cal. The Norwegian scientists involved say that informa-
tion provided by their Russian counterparts does not 
extend beyond the subject at hand.

Fisheries

Norwegian–Russian fisheries cooperation continues to 
some extent as before (Table 1). Russia was suspended 
from the International Council for the Exploration of the 
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Sea in spring 2022 (ICES 2024; Table 2), but Norwegian 
and Russian fisheries scientists met in Bergen in early 
June of that year to prepare their annual recommenda-
tions to the Joint Norwegian–Russian Fisheries 
Commission, and the commission’s 52nd session was 
held digitally in the autumn of 2022 (Joint Norwegian–
Russian Fisheries Commission undated). This coopera-
tion continued in digital format in 2023 and 2024. In 
June 2024, an online scientific symposium on marine 
ecosystem research involved the IMR and its Russian 
counterparts: VNIRO, in Moscow, and its polar branch, 
PINRO, in Murmansk (Table 1). The symposium had 
about 80 participants and is said to have been a rather 
successful arrangement. Selected contributions are being 
prepared for a proceeding’s publication. In 2024, Russia 
left the International Council for the Exploration of the 
Sea (ICES 2024).

Russia and Norway continue to cooperate regarding 
fisheries science and management in the Barents Sea, 
albeit with some limitations: meetings are mostly held 
digitally (Norwegian Government 2024), and the dia-
logue is rather limited. Norway and Russia both partic-
ipate as before in the North Atlantic Fisheries 
Commission, the North-east Atlantic Fisheries 
Commission, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization 
and the Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic 
Marine Living Organisms—all international manage-
ment bodies that consider fishing from transborder 
marine resources.

Cooperation regarding other kinds of 
environmental management and science

Projects regarding the state of Arctic biodiversity, the 
Barents Sea environment and climate have been running 
(Table 1). A large part of the cooperation takes place 
under the auspices of the Arctic Council, such as the 
Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna working group 
and the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme 
(Table 1). Russia had the chairmanship of the Arctic 
Council when war broke out in February 2022, and the 
other member countries decided to pause the work of the 
Arctic Council (Steinveg et al. 2024). The seven western 
member countries of the Arctic Council later decided to 
continue work on projects that did not include Russia 
(Steinveg et al. 2024). In a digital meeting on 11 May 
2023, Norway took over the Arctic Council chairmanship 
as planned. Attempts are now being made to gradually 
restart the working mode of the Arctic Council: informa-
tion is being exchanged through e-mails and letters, and 
digital meetings are held. These efforts include Russian 
participants.

The NPI has had much contact with Russian scientists 
through the IUCN’s Pinniped and Polar Bear specialist 
groups. The NPI is also represented in the Norwegian del-
egation to meetings of the Polar Bear Range States. The 
five parties to the Agreement on the Conservation of 
Polar Bears—Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia and the 
US—met in Canada in May 2023.

Table 1 The status of activity carried out by bilateral commissions on fisheries, polar science and environmental management involving the IMR, NPI and 

Russian partners VNIRO and PINRO, from March 2022 to the present.

Bilateral commission 2022 2023 2024

Joint Norwegian–Russian Fisheries Commission Functional Functional Functional

  IMR–VNIRO/PINRO symposium Delayed Delayed Online

  Joint IMR–VNIRO/PINRO assessment meeting Bergen, June Online Online

  Annual meeting Online Online Online

Joint Norwegian–Russian Commission on Environmental Protection Paused Paused Paused

Table 2 The status of activity carried out by international organizations related to polar science, environmental management and fisheries management 

involving the IMR, NPI and Russian partners Arctic and Antarctic Research Institute, VNIRO and PINRO, from March 2022 to the present.

International organization 2022 2023 2024

International Council for the Exploration of the Sea  

(Russian participation paused)

Functional Functional Functional

Arctic Council Temporarily paused Partly functional (via e-mail) Partly functional (via e-mail)

Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting Functional Functional Functional

Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research Functional Functional Functional

Council of Managers of National Antarctic Programs Functional Functional Functional

Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living 

Resources 

Functional Functional Functional
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Following the development of the Norwegian man-
agement plan for the Barents Sea and the waters off 
Lofoten, a large project was launched to study and map 
the distribution and ecology of seabirds in the Arctic. This 
project is financed through Norwegian sources, but 
Russian institutions have been contracted to conduct 
fieldwork on seabirds in the Russian areas of the Barents 
Sea. This project is still running, and fieldwork is being 
conducted on the Russian side without Norwegian sup-
port. There are also institutions from Russia participating 
in the EU-funded projects, which are aimed at developing 
an oceanographic monitoring system in the Arctic. NPI is 
a partner in both projects. The Arctic and Antarctic 
Research Institute, which is headquartered in St. 
Petersburg, leads the Kola Science Centre in Barentsburg, 
Svalbard. The NPI’s Management Group visited the cen-
tre (which was then called the Russian Science Centre) 
on 29 May 2021 (Jenssen 2021). Those of us who had 
visited the centre in previous years noted during this visit 
that it had undergone a substantial upgrade, featuring 
modern laboratory facilities, among other improvements. 
Our hosts told us about their clear ambitions for develop-
ing the centre’s scientific activity, which at that time 
involved about a dozen Russian research institutes. Until 
2022, the NPI was involved in a few projects with the 
centre, and the University Centre in Svalbard sent stu-
dents to the Russian research centre in Barentsburg for 
lectures. After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, these 
contacts ceased.

An important forum for information about research 
issues and activity in Svalbard is the Svalbard Science 
Forum, led by the Norwegian Research Council. The sci-
entific leaders of the Norwegian and non-Norwegian 
research units and stations in Svalbard are members of 
this forum. The Kola Science Centre in Barentsburg used 
to have a representative at the annual Svalbard Science 
Forum meetings. After February 2022, the Russian repre-
sentative has no longer been invited to these meetings.

The NPI is the host of the Ny-Ålesund Research Station 
in Svalbard. Russian institutions have been involved in a 
handful of projects through the Ny-Ålesund flagship pro-
grammes. For the past two years, this involvement has 
paused.

Contact via international organizations and fora

Since the establishment of the International Arctic 
Science Committee in the early 1990s, Arctic Science 
Summit Weeks have been arranged annually by the dif-
ferent member countries in the Northern Hemisphere. At 
the 2022 Summit Week, jointly organized by International 
Arctic Science Committee, UiT The Arctic University of 

Norway and NPI in Tromsø in March, Russian scientists 
were not allowed to participate. At the Arctic Frontiers 
Conference in Tromsø in May 2022, there were 12 
Russian participants; one even spoke at the podium in a 
debate with Norway’s Minister of Climate and 
Environment. At the Arctic fox symposium arranged by 
the NPI in Longyearbyen in late August 2022, Russian 
scientists were allowed to participate and to give presen-
tations virtually (NPI 2022). At the Arctic Frontiers 
Conferences in 2023 and 2024, in Tromsø, there were no 
Russian participants.

With longstanding interests in Antarctica (Fig. 1), 
Norway and the Soviet Union were among the 12 coun-
tries that played a role in developing the Antarctic 
Treaty; they both signed in 1959. Norwegian and Russian 
scientists, experts and diplomats met in the context of 
international organizations that handle Antarctic man-
agement and cooperation throughout 2022 and in the 
following years to discuss issues related to Antarctica 
(Table 2). The activities involved staff from the NPI’s 
advisory, operations and logistics, and scientific 
departments.

About three months after the attack on Ukraine, both 
Norway and Russia were represented at the 44th ATCM 
in Berlin. Staff from the NPI led the Committee for 
Environmental Protection during that meeting. Russia is 
one of the 42 countries participating in these committee 
meetings. Norway and Russia are among the 29 countries 
participating in the Commission for the Conservation of 
Antarctic Marine Living Resources. The NPI and Russian 
research entities were represented in the scientific com-
mittee and relevant projects of this commission in 2022. 
As a director of the NPI (2017–2023), I was the Norwegian 
delegate to the general meeting of the Scientific 
Committee on Antarctic Research in Goa, in September 
2022, and sat beside and talked to my Russian colleagues. 
At the 45th ATCM and the Committee for Environmental 
Protection meeting in Helsinki in May 2023, a Russian 
and a Norwegian delegation participated. At previous 
meetings of these groups, NPI representatives partici-
pated as part of the Norwegian delegation.

NPI staff also meet Russian participants in COMNAP. 
In 2022, the COMNAP annual meeting and general 
assembly were held digitally, with participants from both 
the NPI and Russia. In 2023, a COMNAP symposium, 
annual meeting and general assembly were held in 
Hobart, again with NPI and Russian representatives 
participating.

Through the Dronning Maud Land Air Network, 
information is exchanged about flights to the Russian 
Novolazarevskaya Station and the Norwegian Troll 
Research Station (Fig. 1). Vital for aviation security in 
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Antarctica, this cooperation and information exchange 
continues as before.

Border control and search and rescue 
cooperation

As Norway and Russia border one another in the Arctic, 
both on land (200 km) and at sea (1600 km; Fig. 1), it is 
natural that close cooperation regarding border control 
and search and rescue developed between the two coun-
tries (Sydnes et al. 2017). There is still operational contact 
and cooperation regarding border control and search and 
rescue in the Arctic (Vyvial 2023). Through this coopera-
tion with Russia, the Governor of Svalbard arranged the 
emergency evacuation of a sick person from the Russian 
research vessel Severnyi Polus in the Arctic Ocean in 
September 2023. The Governor of Svalbard monitors all 
activity in and around Svalbard and keeps regular contact 
with the Barentsburg settlement.

The pandemic

The covid pandemic preceded the invasion and compli-
cated matters. Norway went into lockdown on 12 March 

2020. Monitoring activities at the Ny-Ålesund Research 
Station and elsewhere in Svalbard continued as planned. 
Through procedures of quarantine and testing, the NPI 
was able to conduct its planned field activity and cruises 
in 2020 and 2021. There was little contact with Russian 
polar researchers during this period. The NPI and other 
polar institutes expected to be able to meet with their 
Russian counterparts during 2022 and 2023 to exchange 
data, discuss the analyses and results, and identify gaps 
and deficiencies caused by the pandemic. Instead, the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine led to at least another three 
years of little or no Arctic science exchange.

Reflections on the current state of affairs and 
the future

Through fisheries cooperation, aspects of oceanographic 
and ecosystem development in the western and eastern 
Barents Sea are exchanged, in addition to data that under-
pin assessments of the commercially important fish stocks 
that are distributed throughout the Barents Sea and scien-
tific advice on their sustainable management. To ensure 
the scientifically based management of these joint fish 

Fig. 1 (a) Norway and Russia share borders on land and in the sea in the Arctic. (b) Russia’s Novolazarevskaya Station lies within the Norwegian sector 

claim of Antarctica, in Dronning Maud Land. Norway’s Troll Research Station is nearby, by Antarctic standards.
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stocks in the Barents Sea, Norway will most likely con-
tinue bilateral cooperation with Russia regarding the liv-
ing marine resources in the area. Apart from this, formal 
contact between Norwegian and Russian institutions 
regarding environmental issues has stopped, but scien-
tist-to-scientist contacts are still in place. The frequency of 
these contacts is much lower than before. To be well-pre-
pared if formal contact should be re-established, project 
activity on the Norwegian side under the Joint Norwegian–
Russian Commission on Environmental Protection has 
been maintained through 2022–24. This means that proj-
ects have been running, data for important time series 
have been collected and compiled and reports on envi-
ronmental themes are being prepared. But the exchange 
of data with Russia, dialogue regarding their preparation 
and processing, and analysis and reporting have not taken 
place. We now lack five years’ worth of scientific informa-
tion about what is happening in Russian Arctic ecosys-
tems. Since the Russian Arctic constitutes about 45% of 
the terrestrial and marine Arctic, this is rather concerning 
(Øvretveit 2023; Rees & Büntgen 2024).

Except for the fisheries research cooperation, there 
seems to be a contrast between the Arctic and the 
Antarctic regarding scientific cooperation. The organiza-
tions and arenas for scientific cooperation regarding 
Antarctica are functional, whereas the arenas for similar 
scientific cooperation in the Arctic are partly functional, 
or Russian participation in them has been paused (Tables 
1, 2). This may be because the Arctic science organiza-
tions are more directly affected by the Western sanction 
policy against Russia, following its attack on Ukraine. The 
Antarctic organization has a more global domain and can 
therefore function even if some member states are 
engaged in regional conflicts.

A difference between marine and terrestrial issues in 
the Arctic can also be discerned.

Due to the pause of the Norwegian–Russian environ-
mental commission, there is little cooperation regarding 
terrestrial issues like biodiversity, permafrost and pollu-
tion. However, through the restart of the Arctic Council 
in 2023, there are now activities—with Russian involve-
ment—in the working groups of the council that deal 
with terrestrial issues.

The Russian–Ukrainian war is entering its fourth year. 
If the war drags on, Western sanctions against Russia will 
most probably continue. In such a scenario, Arctic science 
cooperation will likely continue at the same low level as 
now. If cooperation under the auspices of the Arctic 
Council peters out—for instance, if Russia withdraws or 
is expelled from the organization—it will be detrimental 
for holistic scientific cooperation on Arctic issues. 
International organizations with a broader global scope, 

like the IUCN, are functional but will probably not be able 
to provide the regional focus that the Arctic Council pro-
vides when it is fully functional. This is because the IUCN 
is a non-governmental organization with voluntary 
membership, whereas the Arctic Council is an intergov-
ernmental forum chartered by its member states.

Although Russia constitutes a large part of the Arctic 
and operates several stations in Antarctica, other nations 
publish more polar research results. In a review in con-
nection with an evaluation of Norwegian polar research, 
Russia ranked tenth in the international publication of 
polar research results (Research Council of Norway 2017). 
There are indications that Russian scientists became less 
active in international publication of polar science since 
2014 (Rees & Büntgen 2024). Another analysis showed 
that only 7% of the NPI’s scientific publications between 
2015 and 2018 had Russian co-authors (Aksnes 2019). 
Over the same period, 85% of the 436 articles to which 
NPI scientists contributed had international co-authors. 
These statistics can be interpreted as an indication of the 
comparatively limited involvement of Russian scientists 
in international knowledge production about the polar 
areas. Nevertheless, data from the Russian part of the 
Arctic are vital for a complete understanding of the devel-
opment of marine and terrestrial ecosystems in times of 
accelerating climate change. In particular, there is con-
cern about thawing of the vast permafrost regions in the 
Russian Arctic (Rees & Büntgen 2024).

Whether the national and institutional relations on 
polar research that were put on ice in late February 2022 
should be allowed to thaw is a political issue, closely 
linked to the sanction policy implemented in response to 
the Russian war against Ukraine. Continuing to allow sci-
entist-to-scientist contact, so that important environmen-
tal data series and projects are carried on, is a pragmatic 
way to avoid cutting off contact completely. Similarly, the 
gradual resumption of work in the Arctic Council, 
through the exchange of information via letters, e-mails 
and digital meetings, is a way of maintaining a steady 
baseline of contact in important fields of polar science in 
a difficult and tense geopolitical context. Cooperation in 
Arctic natural sciences has the potential to be used as a 
channel for other kinds of contacts between Norway and 
Russia. We can look back on long traditions in this 
context.

If the war continues, and serious hostilities between 
Russia and the West escalate, the existing scientist-to-sci-
entist contacts will be difficult to maintain. Many may 
deteriorate, and the exchange of information on import-
ant aspects of the polar environment and joint living 
marine resources will be further reduced. In such a sce-
nario, scientists on both sides will have a responsibility to 
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inform their national authorities about what is at stake if 
the natural environment of the Arctic becomes divided 
into two blocks that do not communicate.

As this article goes to press, talks have begun to the 
end the war that Russia started against Ukraine in 
February 2022. Let us hope a just and lasting solution can 
be reached, and that scientific contacts regarding the 
development of the polar regions may be resumed 
through formal channels.
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