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Greenland in Arctic geopolitics

Abstract:

Greenland is an immense and icy territory, located in an arctic that has been incorporated
into globalisation and to which the confrontation between the great powers has arrived.
The island, sparsely populated by the Inuit, is part of the Kingdom of Denmark which,
considering the distance from the metropolis and population, has been endowed with a
wide autonomy that includes the possibility of eventual independence. Support for this is
the majority as long as it does not imply a loss of quality of life. But, for the emergence of
such a State, it would lack the economic and institutional resources that would allow it
and guarantee its viability. In addition, Greenland is a territory strategically located at the
entrances to the Arctic Ocean, and also in the vicinity of the United States. We are facing
a territory rich in natural resources, rare earths and oil that make its control coveted by
many.
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Resumen:

Groenlandia es un inmenso y gélido territorio, ubicado en un Artico que se ha incorporado
a la globalizacion y al que ha llegado la confrontacion entre las grandes potencias. La
isla, escasamente poblada por inuit, forma parte del reino de Dinamarca que, atendiendo
a la distancia a la metrépoli y poblacién, la ha dotado de una amplia autonomia con la
posibilidad de una eventual independencia. El apoyo a esta es mayoritario siempre que
no impliqgue una pérdida de calidad de vida. Pero, para la emergencia de tal Estado, le
faltarian recursos econdmicos e institucionales que garantizaran su viabilidad. Ademas,
esta estratégicamente ubicada en los accesos al océano Artico; y también en las
proximidades de Estados Unidos. Estamos ante un territorio rico en recursos naturales

—tierras raras y petroleo— que hacen que su control sea ambicionado por muchos.
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Napoleon placed the future of a country in its geography. In the case of Greenland, this
has not been true, at least so far. Although geographically it belongs to North America,
as its integrated in North America’s tectonic plate, it is politically and culturally European,

belonging to Denmark for the last 300 years.

Greenland, at 2,166,086 kmz is the largest island in the world; by comparison, the size of
the EU is 4,237,473 km2. However, more than 84% is formed by an ice sheet up to 3,000
metres thick; 10% of the world's freshwater. With the Arctic melting at three times the
warming rate of the rest of the world, 200,000 to 250,000 tonnes of Arctic ice melt each
year. If it all melted, sea level would rise by six metres®. In addition, the melting of its
permafrost is accelerating, which could destroy infrastructure on the ground. It is
estimated that, by 2050, it would affect 20% of industrial infrastructure and 45% of

housing?.
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Figure. Greenland and the Arctic
https://www.csis.org/analysis/geopolitics-and-neglected-arctic-spaces (accessed 24/04/2024)

1 AL ACHKAR, Ziad. «Melting Arctic: Implications for the 21stCentury», Seton Hall Journal of Diplomacy and
International Relations. Autumn-Winter 2018, p. 48.

2 CANOVAS SANCHEZ, Bartolomé. ¢,Por gué Groenlandia es un factor estratégico en el Artico? Spanish Institute for
Strategic Studies. DIEEEO 148/2020.

https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs opinion/2020/DIEEE0148 2020BARCAN Groenlandia.pdf (accessed
24/04/2024)
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Greenland lies between the 59°N and 84°N parallels; there are 2,600 km between
extremes. It has the closest coastline to the North Pole. And Denmark ratified the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea in 2004, submitting a claim to 895,000 km?
over the Arctic. This includes the 1,800 km Lomonosov mountain range, the North Pole
and reaches the Russian EEZ, whose claims exceed 1.2 million km2. It is also claimed by

Russia and Canada.

It is an area of great strategic value due to its size and position. Geographically, it is
located at the barycentre of the triangle formed by North America, Russia and Europe.
The Arctic connects with the Atlantic, at the NATO-designated GIUK (Greenland, Iceland
and United Kingdom) or GIN (Greenland, Iceland and Norway) gap. The area north of the
Scandinavian peninsula and the Barents Sea is known as the "bastion area". This
includes support bases and SSBN (Ballistic missile submarines) deployment areas

capable of disrupting the link between Europe and the United States?®.

The geographical challenges remain. We are facing an immense ice-free pocket all year
round, the only access to which is this one?.. The Faroes, halfway between Iceland,
Norway and Scotland, complements Danish control over GIUK and GIN. Moreover, along
its western and eastern coastline are the new shipping routes known as the north-west
and north-east, respectively. This can turn the islands into a major supply and support

centre®.

It is located with respect to the US between Russia and the Atlantic, so it has been
integrated into US early warning systems. The Thule Air Base, halfway between New
York and Moscow, on the northwest coast of Greenland, operated by the US, is part of
the missile defence shield and is therefore integrated into the US Home Land Security .

3 ALBERT FERRERO, Julio. «Incidencia del deshielo en la geopolitica del Artico», Revista de Marina. November
2011, pp. 681-690.

4 MACKINLAY, Alejandro. Escandinavia, una geopolitica marcada por lo maritimo. Research paper 46/2018 of the
Spanlsh Instltute for Strateglc Studies, 20" Aprll 2018.

. .pdf (accessed
24/04/2024) )
5 CANOVAS SANCHEZ, Bartolomé. Op. cit.
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Political-administrative geography

This territory is practically uninhabitable (0.14 persons/km?, 56,621 inhabitants, in 2022).
It is also ageing and declining by 0.5% per year. It is fifty times the size of its metropolis,
some 3,165 km away, but with only 1% of its population. This situation, in addition to its

geopolitical relevance, will generate many contradictions and paradoxes.
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Image. Administrative map of Greenland. Population density.
Source: GEO REF. www.geo-ref.net/sp/grl.htm (accessed 24/04/2024)

Furthermore, around 88% of Greenlanders belong to the Inuit people . The rest are mainly
Danish, although their numbers have been declining since the 1980s. The Inuit, around
150,000 in number, are spread across Canada and Alaska. It is the only American

territory whose official language is the native language. Until the 1960s, most of the
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population lived in villages and practised a subsistence economy, but they have been
urbanising and replacing seal hunting with fishing. In fact, 60% of the population lives in
the six main cities and the rest in more than 120 villages. Thus, 81% of the population
can now be considered urban. Such population centres are located in ice-free territories,
which facilitates fishing, mainly on the west and south coast®. It is important to note that
there are problems of alcoholism and the territory has the highest suicide rates in the

world.

Its workforce aggregates less than 27,000 people, 87% of whom are unskilled.
Unemployment is between 10% and 22% of the workforce (2015) and has a strong
seasonal component. The level of education is low. Half of the population aged 25-64 has

no education beyond lower secondary’.

There is no road network, supplies arrive by air and sea, which makes the exploitation
of resources and even education more expensive. Greenland's GDP is $3,076 million
(2021). Its trade balance is endemically negative. The large size of the public sector, even
by Nordic standards, is worth mentioning, reaching up to three quarters of GDP. 90% of
its exports come from fishing, a percentage that has remained stable over the last 20

years. This puts their economy in a very vulnerable situation.

Structural problems, a poorly educated workforce, transport costs and climatic challenges
make economic diversification difficult and explain its narrow industrial base®. This means
that a fall in fish prices can have a serious economic impact and affect Greenland's

viability as a political entity.

The desire to break away from Denmark is widespread and shared by almost all political
forces. However, there are two distinct lines: while the two main parties, the social
democratic Siumut and the socialist Inuit Ataqatigiit, advocate securing economic
autonomy first; other minority political forces are in favour of rapid independence, even if

quality of life is lost®.

6 «Conoce Groenlandia- La sociedad y su gente». https://www.groenlandia.com/conoce-groenlandia /people
(accessed 24/04/2024)

" THE ARCTIC INSTITUTE. https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/country-backgrounders/denmark/ (accessed
24/04/2024)

8 OLE, Bent y MORTENSEN, Gram. «The Quest for Resources — the Case of Greenland», Journal of Military and
Strategic Studies. Centre of Military and Strategic Studies, Volume 15, Issue 2. 2013.

9 CESCE. «Nota riesgo pais: Groenlandia», CESCE. October 2018.
https://www.cesce.es/documents/20122/352439/NOTA+GROENLANDIA+-+9+octubre+2018.pdf/f1ab1920-1a73-
7b6d-d566-334da72671b5?t=1606929573442 (accessed 24/04/2024)
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Political developments

In 1721, Hans Egede, a Danish-Norwegian Lutheran clergyman, made Greenland a
Danish colony. It remained isolated until the Second World War, when it established a
special relationship with the United States, creating a sense of self-sufficiency that
underlies its desire for independence. In 1953, with the adoption of the Danish
Constitution, it was integrated into the Kingdom of Denmark. Decolonisation was thus

avoided. But post-colonial relations are paradoxical and complex.

From that moment on, a strategy of assimilation of the indigenous culture was
implemented. Although this strategy brought about a significant social and customary
change and improved the quality of life of its inhabitants, it also revitalised their identity.
This provoked, around the 1980s, a movement of cultural reaffirmation and re-
appropriation that displaced everything Danish (language, names, place names,etc.) and
replaced it with the local ones. Thus, with such an activation of identity, far from favouring
integration with the metropolis, yearnings for self-government were fostered. As we shall

see below, "indigenism" evolved into "indianism", or more properly, "inuitism".

In 1973, the problems heightened when Greenland unsuccessfully opposed - 74% of
Greenlanders said so in a referendum - Denmark's accession to the European Economic
Community, because, although EEC membership was beneficial to the Danish economy,
it was detrimental to the Greenlandic economy. It should be noted that the Faroe Islands,
making use of their autonomy, opted out. This prompted even greater yearnings for self-
government, which led in 1979 to an Act of Autonomy. In 1985, after a close referendum,
it left the EEC, dissatisfied with the Common Fisheries Policy - which had opened its
fishing grounds to large fishing companies - and with the regulations on hunting and

sealskin products.

In 2008, Greenland approved in a referendum the limits of its self-government to the point
of recognising the right of self-determination. The Act includes 1) recognition as a people;
2) empowerment of self-government, both executive and legislative, with extended

jurisdiction over the police and courts; 3) full rights over land and subsoil; and 4) extended

[ |
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power both for foreign policy matters and to keep abreast of significant Danish foreign

policy decisions?©.

But with globalisation, it is no longer possible to draw clear lines of separation for
significant issues; it is not even possible to distinguish the inner from the outer. Especially
not with the Arctic fizzle. This has meant that many issues that were previously
insignificant or had no security implications now do, and all decisions can be returned to
the metropolis. In order to rebalance the system, Greenland needed to be brought into

the decision-making process.

This is why the Council for Foreign, Security and Defence Policy Cooperation was
established in 2021. This Council includes representatives from Denmark, Greenland and
the Faroe Islands. It is intended to serve for reaching agreements on issues technically
controlled by Greenland or the Faroe Islands, but with foreign and security policy
implications. And conversely, to avoid decisions on Greenland and the Faroe Islands

without consulting them, even on defence issues?!!.

Moreover, Denmark, in its self-image as a "model citizen of international society",
committed itself to a grant to improve the quality of life of Greenlanders. This subsidy
was, in 2018; about EUR429 million , which represents almost 60% of Greenland's its
budget and about 25-30% of its GDP. Obviously, it would disappear in the event of

eventual independence.

As an example of this interaction, although Greenland tried to continue its relationship
with Russia despite the sanctions imposed by the EU - to which Denmark belongs - over
the war in Ukraine, it finally abandoned its reluctance and followed the orders of the

metropolis, for example by suspending the fisheries agreement with Russia.

The geopolitics of resources. Uranium

The concentration of commodities in some regions of the world increases their
geopolitical risk. A World Bank study found that countries that derive more than 25% of

10 S@BY KRISTENSEN, Kristian. "Greenland, Denmark and the debate on missile defence a window of opportunity

for increased autonomy", DIIS Working Paper, no. 2004/14, 2014.

1 WINTHER POULSEN «Groenlandia la convirtié en un campo de batalla geopolmco» Forelgn Policy. 18/12/2022.
- - litical-battl d

(accessed 24/04/2024)
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their GDP from non-manufactured exports are four times more likely to experience

internal conflict!2.

Copper and cryolite have been mined in Greenland since the mid-19™ century and in the
20™ century, zinc, lead and silver were also mined. Coal mining began in 1906. Uranium
was discovered in 1956 and the search for it lasted until the 1980s, when the metropolis
abandoned plans for nuclear power. The 1970s saw the start of offshore oil and gas
exploration, which was interrupted but resumed in the 1990s. Significant offshore oil and

gas reserves were estimated to lie to the north-east and north-west of Greenland.

We are looking at deposits equivalent to half of Saudi reserves, but which would not
radically alter the world market. In the long term, exploitation would have a major impact
on Greenland's economy. However, it would not improve the labour market permanently;
and it would incorporate environmental risks. Their exploitation would be detrimental to
Greenland's main industry: fishing. This is why the government announced the end of

exploration in 2021, without having seen the forecasts ratified.

As far as mineral resources are concerned, most of them are in inaccessible areas and
require infrastructure. Consequently, there is only room for large projects that make
investments profitable. Its extraction may indeed require a few thousand employees, but
only for a few years. And that is when Greenland can hardly provide the required skills,
as these require qualifications, the necessary mobility as well as a command of English®3.

The global uranium industry revived in 2002. Greenland is the sixth of the ten countries
with the most reserves. Its production raises political, security and pollution-related issues
at national, regional (EU) or global level. Thus, it is strategically significant, even if it

confronts Denmark with its contradictions.

Denmark is committed to de-nuclearisation. In 1957, its parliament rejected the presence
of nuclear weapons on its territory in peacetime. In 1985 it extended this rejection to the
civilian use of atomic energy and the construction of nuclear power plants on Danish soil.
In contravention of such a ban in 1958, the US began building Camp Century, a real city

under the ice, complete with a portable nuclear reactor and planned to be armed with

12 MOLINERO HUGET, Jorge et al. Guerra global permanente. Editorial Catarata, Madrid, 2005, p. 126.
13 OLE, Bent and MORTENSEN, Gram. Op. cit.

[ |
Ieee.es Analysis Document 31/2024 9

Instituto Espafiol de Estudios Estratégicos



iee

Instituto E

| di

Federico Aznar Ferndndez-Montesinos

Greenland in Arctic geopolitics
e.es

nuclear missiles. However, due to structural and terrain reasons such a project became

infeasible. And there is still nuclear waste there today.

For that matter, in 1968, a US plane carrying nuclear waste crashed near the Thule base.
This nuclear incident is considered to be the most serious nuclear incident in the West.
In fact, part of a lost hydrogen bomb has not yet been recovered. The accident revealed
the rhetorical and hidden nature of Danish policy towards the region, fuelling an anti-
nuclear narrative that today contributes to the rejection of uranium mining. And, moreover,
the memory of it rekindled distrust; it had been noted that, in a serious matter, the
metropolis had declared one thing while doing another. Denmark negotiated behind

Greenland's back and publicly denied it.

In any case, Denmark undertook legal obligation to control any uranium exports, even
from Greenland, and is ultimately responsible for them. Greenland is part of a kingdom,
Denmark, where both mining and nuclear power are banned. But after autonomy, in 2010,
the island relaxed its uranium mining policy and authorised prospective studies. In 2013,
the Greenlandic Parliament repealed the ban on uranium mining. And in 2021 there were

already 70 active uranium mining exploration licences when uranium mining was banned.

Uranium is found in connection with the mining of rare earths, as it is a by-product of rare
earth mining. Greenland has the largest untapped deposits of rare earths. Some sources
put them at 10% of the world total. These minerals can be found at Kuannersuit
(Kvanefjeld in Danish), in the south-west of the island, and at Kringlerne (Qaqgortoq) in
the Illimaussaqg complex. In fact, Kuannersuit could be the world's second largest rare
earth mine; and also the most important outside China. It is estimated to be able to supply
some 30,000 tonnes per year, around 20% of the world's demand for rare earths'#. And

also uranium as a by-product.

The controversy focuses on this project, Kuannersuit. Retrieved around 2007 by an
Australian company, Greenland Minerals Limited. But in 2016 its main shareholder was
the Chinese company Shenghe Resources Holding Co Ltd, to which it sold a 10.5% stake

in its capital®®,

14 OLE, Bent and MORTENSEN, Gram. Op. cit.
15 KALVIG, Per and LUCHT, Hans. «No green future without China Greenland’s minerals to consolidate China’s rare
earth dominance?», DIIS Policy Brief. February 2021.
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Greenland Minerals, after several attempts, in late 2020, got the go-ahead for its
environmental impact report. This procedure initiated the public hearing period, which led
to strong political and social tensions'®. In 2021, 141 environmental organisations
launched a campaign against mining projects in Greenland. This triggered a new political
crisis and the calling of general elections as a way of resolving the dilemma between
economic and environmental development. Thus, the factual background to an election

call was a minel’,

Since 1979, the social democratic party Siumut in the 2018 elections formed a coalition
government with two other parties, including Partii Nalerag and Nunatta Qitornai, two
radical pro-independence forces?'®. After the 2021 elections, the pro-independence party
Inuit Atagatigiit -which opposed Kuannersuit mining for being too dangerous and polluting
and had pledged to stop the project- formed a government with Partii Naleraqg. But in 2022
a new coalition was announced between Inuit Atagatigiit and Siumut, to hold a

referendum on mining?®.

The main argument is environmental and 71% of the population opposes uranium mining.
But Kuannersuit also raised geopolitical concerns about the presence of Chinese capital
and its entry into Greenland. On the contrary, supporters see it as a path to
independence. In fact, Greenland Minerals claims that the exploitation of Kuannersuit
would generate some USD240 million annually for Greenland's coffers, a third of the
annual subsidy. This is seen as a solid business opportunity, given the quality of the ore,
relatively low operating costs and attractive logistics, considering the inhospitable nature

of the territory?°..

Pursuant to the autonomy statute, revenue from these resources is deducted from the
grant, around EUR429 million in 2018. The criterion for allocation is that the first DKK75

million (about EUR10 million) of annual revenue from resource exploitation accrues to

16 VILA, Nuria. «Groenlandia: el precio de la independencia», La Vanguardia. 04/04/2021.
https://www.lavanguardia.com/internacional/20210404/6626050/groenlandia-yacimiento-mina-china-estados-unidos-

dinamarca-independencia.html (accessed 24/04/2024)

17 |bidem.

18 CESCE. Op. cit.

19 WINTHER POULSEN, Regin. Op. cit.

20 KALVIG, Per and LUCHT, Hans. Op. cit.
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Greenland. Of the remainder, half will also go to the island, and the other half will reduce
the amount of the subsidy?*.

China and Greenland

Both for its strategic position and its resources, Greenland has been a key part of China's
Arctic strategy. In fact, it has been used as a gateway to the region, taking advantage of
the circumstances of its internal political life. As it approached Greenland it was also
approaching US territory. It did so with respect for the territorial integrity and political life

of States.

In addition, China has important interests in the emergence of new maritime routes. It is
not to be forgotten that 46% of China's GDP depends on maritime traffic. Its presence in
the Arctic is also related to its revisionist goal of global power. All of which led to the
publication in 2018 of a strategy for the region under the name China Artic's policy in the

context of which it defines itself as a 'quasi-Arctic state'.

China's goal in Greenland has thus been to gain a foothold in the Arctic, to move closer
to US territory and to provide itself with critical resources to reinforce its monopoly.
Between 2011 and 2012, shortly after expanding their autonomy, there was an exchange
of government visits between Pakin and Nuuk, which was viewed with concern that it
could lead to an imbalance in the Arctic. And by 2020, 19.2% (a significant share of

Greenland's exports) were already going to China.

That is why its policy of penetration has been contested jointly by Washington and
Copenhagen, which have managed to practically nullify it, to the extent of leaving only a
few workers in the fishing sector??. Thus, in 2016, China attempted to acquire a former
Greenlandic naval station, but was vetoed by the metropolis, and even attempted to
reopen it to prevent this. In 2018, Copenhagen committed to upgrading Nuuk and llulisat
Airports, after a Chinese State-owned company - convened at the request of local
authorities - was pre-approved?3,

21 CESCE. «Nota riesgo pais: Groenlandia». Op. cit.
22 \yAN BRUNNERSUM, Sou-Jie. "China failed in its Arctic ambitions in Greenland", Politico.eu. 22/10/2022.

https://www.politico.eu/article/china-arctic-greenland-united-states/ (accessed 24/04/2024)
23 WINTHER POULSEN, Regin. Op. cit.
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It is interesting to note how China approached the expansion of Nuuk airport. Thus, when
it came to financing the airport, an investment company, the Chinese Communication
Construction Company (CCCC), offered to finance the project. Denmark considered the
Chinese financing to be an unacceptable risk and decided to contribute 33% and CCCC
withdrew its bid. The question is what would have happened in an independent
Greenland?*. However, according to polls, Greenlanders are much more inclined to
favour the United States (69%) than China (39%)2°. But sympathy for China is not
negligible.

United States and Greenland

2019 was a special year for Greenland. First, because of the thaw; and then because of
President Trump's attempt to buy the island. This may have been an attempt to put an
end to the imponderables of China's growing presence in the region and its influence on

Greenlandic self-government.

Greenland dominates the north-eastern approaches to the North American continent. The
Greenland Autonomous Government considers the US presence significant from an
economic and political perspective, both in terms of gaining independence from Denmark
and the technical capacity to exploit its resources. The United States, in the second
decade of the new millennium, has rediscovered Greenland's geopolitical importance and

reassessed its interests in the face of China's arrival in the Arctic.

The purchase attempt is not novel, even if it is difficult to fit into the 215t century; and it
can be interpreted as a lack of respect for Greenlanders. In fact, the issue was already
being raised in Congress around 1867, at which time such a course of action had a better
chance of success. During World War II, the Danish Ambassador to the United States,
Henrik Kauffman - a moment captured in the film The good traitor, negotiated without the

authorisation of his government, occupied by Germany, an agreement on the occupation

24 PARSONS, Erin. «¢,Esté la "diplomacia de la trampa de la deuda" de Chlna en Groenlandla S|mplemente
congelada?», The Diplomat. 05/01/2022. https: - - - - -
reenland-simply-on-ice/ (accessed 24/04/2024).

25 BOHNERT, Michael and SAVITZ Scott. "Should Greenland and Denmark become part of NORAD?", Breaklnq

(accessed 24/04/2024)
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and presence of US bases on the island. After the war, in 1946, the United States made
a takeover offer of 100 million gold dollars, which was rejected by Denmark.

Thus, after the war, Denmark regained control of the territory, but the United States
maintained its presence. In 1951, following an agreement with the United States,
construction began on Thule Air Base, which employed around 10,000 people, and
remains a strategic asset?%as part of the strategic missile defence shield and the defence
of US territory. These agreements were supplemented in 2004 by two trilateral
declarations on economic, technical and environmental issues, known as the Igaliku

Agreements.

The US presence in Greenland is a recurrent and contentious issue in relations with the
mainland for two historical reasons. First, the forced and covert displacement of Inuit
communities for the construction of the Thule Base. And second, the presence of nuclear
weapons in Greenland - hidden but tolerated by the Danish government - discovered after
the nuclear accident of 1968; which links to the continued presence of radioactive waste
at Camp Century.

Then there are the benefits of the metropolis. Thus, there are recurrent complaints from
the Greenlandic government of a lack of information and even of being excluded from
negotiations or hidden contacts, such as President Trump's controversial offer. It is also
true that US possession of the island, a superpower, would improve Greenland's position

on its Arctic claims.

Greenland and the European Union

Denmark has several identities, which, conversely, takes the Arctic to distant spaces. Its
2011-2020 Arctic strategy (the subsequent edition for the 2021-2030 cycle is probably
being delayed for reasons of political complexity) is clearly global in scope, with an
emphasis on economic, scientific and cooperative opportunities. The result gives the
whole a confederal character that is very appropriate to the diversity of identities and
distances. This mix means that EU legislation does not apply to Greenland and the Faroe

Islands, but brings the EU's gaze to the Arctic.

26 WINTHER POULSEN, Regin. Op. cit.
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Finally, Greenland's exit from the European Economic Community in 1985 is a precedent
for Brexit that has not been given much attention. This is no small matter, as it has caused
the EU to lose almost half of its current size and limits it geographically, when it used to

reach as far as the Arctic.

Greenland's relationship with the EU after it left the EU took the form of fisheries
agreements, the first in 1985. The European subsidy for fishing rights was paid from the
general budget; it is the fish for cash in force between 1985 and 20062’. In 2003, a Court
of Auditors report stated that the EU "paid for fish that potentially did not exist" and "the
need to improve future relations between the European Union and Greenland". This led
to the decision that financial assistance should be partially decoupled from fishing

quotas?®.

Finally, Greenland has been linked to the EU through the Overseas Countries and
Territories Association (OCTA; its individual members are OCTS) into which it was
accepted. It was founded in 2000 and brings together 13 special territories of Member
States such as Aruba or French Polynesia. This is a post-colonial space in which
Greenland's presence is certainly atypical. As the only OCT in the Arctic, leads to the
expansion of EU interests and actions in this region, but also brings Greenland into

Europe.

EU cooperation with Greenland falls within the framework of Part IV of the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union and Council Decision (EU) 2021/1764 on the
association of the Overseas Countries and Territories with the European Union including
relations between the European Union on the one hand, and Greenland and the Kingdom
of Denmark on the other (Decision on the Overseas Association, including Greenland)k??,
which is an evolution of the Greenland Treaty of 1984. The "double partnership” or "Kayak
Agreement”, signed in 2006, proposed the case of this territory as "special”, which due to

its political evolution makes it a "privileged neighbour".

27 KOBZA, Piotr. "European Union-Greenland relations after 2015 - a partnership beyond fisheries", Journal of
Military and Strategic Studies, Volume 16, Issue 4. 2016.

28 |bidem.

29 EUROPEAN UNION. "Annex Multiannual Indicative Programme (MIP) 2021-2027 for EU cooperation with
Greenland". https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2021-12 /mip-2021-c2021-9159-greenland-
annex en.pdf (accessed 24/04/2024)
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And that is when Greenland's Arctic location favours EU interests. Greenland finds in the
EU an ally for the region. The EU cannot substitute the metropolis, but it can provide
reference, political patronage, economic and regulatory support. And, above all,

protection against external pressures.

Consequently, the island is an essential part of Europe's Arctic strategy. It is a territory
that is not an EU territory but belongs to a Member State; and it is geopolitically significant.
Moreover, it is the only territory rich in raw materials that is connected to the EU and can
be seen or presented as a party. And that is when, as a result of the thaw, access to
resources becomes possible and new transport routes emerge. This accentuates
geopolitical rivalry and is the reason for the EU's emphasis on the region. Nuuk's
increased autonomy may prove useful in making the EU's presence felt in the area and

thus on the global agenda, while re framing its policies locally.

However, despite the EU being Greenland's second largest donor after Denmark., in the
period between 2009 and 2012, more than half of the resource exploration permits were
obtained by US companies; EU companies received only around 15%. To try to reverse
this situation, in 2012 the Commission and the Greenlandic Government signed a letter
of intent on the exploitation of raw materials. From 2014 to 2020 the amount allocated for

Greenland increased to EUR217 million31.

In 2010 Greenland's exports to the EU amounted to EUR331 million (a share of 92.7%
of Greenland's total exports) and Greenland's imports from the EU were valued at
EUR614 million (68.9% of all Greenlandic imports). In 2020, 52.6% of Greenland's
exports were destined for Denmark, its main trading partner; the second largest export
market is Iceland, while Sweden follows. China with 19.2% has established itself on the
Greenlandic market, Russia 3.88% and Germany 3.93%. Other players also included
Spain with 0.59%732,

There has been a lack of European sensitivity towards the Arctic and Greenland. Thus,
in 2006 the European Parliament, influenced by animal rights groups, passed a regulation

30 KOBZA, Piotr. Op. cit.

31 HIGH REPRESENTATIVE OF THE UNION FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND SECURITY POLICY. "Joint
Communication to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the
Committee of the Regions A stronger EU engagement for a peaceful, sustainable and prosperous Arctic", Brussels,
13/10/2021. https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2 en act partl v7.pdf (accessed 24/04/2024).

32 OEC. World. "Greenland (GRL) Exports, Imports, and Trade Partners | OEC - The Observatory of Economic
Complexity". https://oec.world/en/profile/country/grl/ (accessed 24/04/2024).
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banning the trade and import of sealskin goods when sealskin hunting is a traditional Inuit
livelihood and even a symbol of their national identity, with areas where it was the only
means of livelihood. This generated a backlash against the Union, even though in 2009,

seal pelts hunted by the Inuit were excluded from the measure®.

Climate change and global warming have made the Arctic and the island more visible.
This, in addition to yearnings for autonomy and independence and attempts at a US
takeover, has generated concern and contributed to increased attention. All of which has
increased the willingness to cooperate with the EU, materialised in an "Arctic window" in
the Northern Dimension of the European Neighbourhood Policy and in the Arctic policies

of many of its members34.

After 2013, the EU-Greenland relationship has been enriched with new areas of
cooperation - regional and multilateral - in the idea of "Global Europe"2°. However, despite
all the declarations and efforts to initiate a new "post-fishing" phase, the fisheries sector
remains the most important, accounting for more than 90% of exports to the EU between
2011-2014. In commodities, and given the political ups and downs, the EU is waiting in

the wings?6.

Preferential trade agreements are one of the major means of support to OCTAs (with a
forecast of EUR225 million for the period 2021-2027). This will contribute to the
development and diversification of the economy and is aimed at strengthening the training
and education system - identified as a vulnerability - and know-how of its socio-economic
system?’. The EU has renewed its sustainable fisheries partnership in 2021 and wants to
expand its cooperation in areas such as green growth linked to economic diversification.
In addition, it has opened a consulate in Nuuk2.

Indigenism and Indianism. Greenland's independence as a disruptive factor in

Arctic space

33 ADLER-NISSEN, Rebecca. "Diplomacy as Impression Management: Strategic Face-Work and Post-Colonial
Embarrassment”, CIPSS Speaker Series on International Security and Economy McGill University. 2012.

34 CINELLI, Claudia. «La «Cuestion Artica» y la Unién Europea», Revista Espafiola de Relaciones Internacionales
(accessed 24/04/2024). 2009, pp. 138-163.

35 EUROPEAN UNION. Op. cit.

36 HIGH REPRESENTATIVE OF THE UNION FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND SECURITY POLICY. Op. cit.

37 EUROPEAN UNION. Op. cit.

38 HIGH REPRESENTATIVE OF THE UNION FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND SECURITY POLICY. Op. cit.
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The Inuit movement, first for autonomy and then for independence, can be seen in the
context of ethnic movements in the Americas. But with the Nordic component of the forks.
Indigenism is an identity-based proposal that emphasises the indigenous and their culture
as part of the nation's identity, which is why its creators, who are not indigenous, assume
that these groups should be protected through State policies, which aim to incorporate
them as full citizens through their development and assimilation. With indigenism, non-
indigenous people pursue developmentalist and assimilationist policies for the benefit of

indigenous people.

Denmark's policy of granting autonomy to the island in 1973 can be considered indigenist,
but it provoked the emergence of "Inuitism”, a local equivalent of Indianism. Inuitism,
which we can define, in Indianist logic, as the particularity of those who consider
themselves and are considered Inuit, has replaced indigenism, of which it can be
considered a continuation. It provides a narrative that makes the regrouping of Inuit
peoples possible, something that indigenism, hence its assimilationism, did not do. This
facilitates the creation of a movement in which the diversity of its components does not
prevent the achievement of results at a global level through a populist discourse and

which links up with global issues®...

The word Inuit is revalued and ceases to be an object of politics and becomes a subject
and promoter of politics. In the same way, and according to this logic, the re-appropriation
of the past implies the revision of the region's history. This allows for cultural re-
appropriation and the reaffirmation of their own identity which is considered to have been
undermined during the colonial period. In this sense, it is worth recalling the changes in
language, place names... a real process of eliminating the traces of the metropolis and

its colonial past, which accompanied the 1973 autonomy.

It should also be noted that in 2009 a delegation of Inuit leaders from Greenland, Canada,
Alaska and Russia, the Inuit Circumpolar Council, made a declaration of sovereignty over
the Arctic?. .. The Inuit discourse, like other forms of Indianism, is linked to issues such

as climate change, ecology, the environment... and with them, globalisation. There is little

39 LAVAUD, Jean-Pierre and LESTAGE Francoise. "El indianismo en la América hispanica. Una nebulosa politica
equivoca", Revista Politica de la Universidad de Chile, Vol. 47. 2006.
https://revistapolitica.uchile.cl/index.php/RP/article/view/16986 (accessed 24/04/2024).

40 ZELLEN, Barry. "Cold Front: Hillary, Ottawa, and the Inuit: A Year after the Inuit Re-Assert their Sovereignty,
Washington Takes Their Side", Journal of military and strategic studies, volume 12, Issue 3. Spring 2010.
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consultation between the various Inuit groups, although Greenland's Inuit leaders, with

their commitment to independence, are leading the movement.

As can be seen, the conceptualisations of Indianism and indigenism in the Americas are
applicable to the Inuit case. And as far as we are concerned, it should be noted that in
the Americas, the demands of Indianism have not led to processes of independence, at

least not until now. If so, Greenland would set a precedent?!.

The generalisation of the principle of self-determination of peoples grants full rights over
an area equivalent to half of Europe to its 59,000 inhabitants alone. In this sense, there
is a logical leap from cultural nationalism (Greenlandisation) to independence, which may
be natural in post-Westphalian Europe, but which does not link up with the Inuit tradition,
which is supra-State in nature, as the Inuit traditionally know no borders other than those
of nature. This logic clashes with a nationalism that seeks to make each territory a nation
and, in doing so, quite the contrary, fractures the Inuit people by neglecting their cultural

agenda“?.

On the other hand, the process brings with it, as in Greenland, claims to land and resource
rights#3. These communities do not usually have elites with an adequate or comparable
level of education and experience, and often have rights over important and sought-after
natural resources. Moreover, they are often located in weak States, where other States

and even powerful multinationals have an interest and exert pressure.

But also the alleged lack of preparedness and elites - mixed with the very high rates of
alcoholism and suicide - might just be gaslighting, i.e. a subtle way of discrediting,
hindering or delaying independence, undermining Greenlanders' self-confidence**. In
fact, there is an almost historical mistrust of the metropolis that does not favour events
such as its eventual sale to the United States, which was arranged behind the backs of

the Greenlanders, the nuclear accident at Thule or the uninformed sterilisation campaigns

41 For further information, see AZNAR FERNANDEZ-MONTESINOS, Federico. "From indigenism to indianism. Ethnic
Movements in Latin America" in VV. AA. Geopolitical Conflict Landscape 2022. Spanish Institute for Strategic
Studies, 2023. https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/panoramas/PGC2022/PGC2022 Capitulo10.pdf (accessed
24/04/2024).

42 S@BY KRISTENSEN, Kristian. Op. cit.

43 OLIVA, Maria Elena. Negritude, Indianism and its intellectuals: Aimé Césaire and Fausto Reinaga [thesis].
University, Santiago de Chile, 2014.

44 HANSEN, Sondaj. "Postcolonial Gaslighting and Greenland When Post-Truth Gets in the Way ofIndependence» E-
International Relations. 04/10/2022. https: lighti d-
post-truth-gets-in-the-way-of-independence/ (accessed 24/04/2024).
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of the 1960s and 1970s. Greenlanders are wary of Denmark entering into agreements, if
not secret at least discreet, with the United States that are not favourable to them, or that

could be replaced by others that are even better for the island.

Polls show that there is a majority feeling for independence. But it declines if it leads to a
loss of quality of life. The issue thus shifts to the exploitation of natural resources, their
capacity to generate income and jobs to replace the Danish subsidy without damaging
either the environment or the main economic resource, fisheries. Greenland's self-
sufficiency will not come from mining alone, let alone from a single project, however huge
it may be. Their exploitation would prove that mining expansion is a realistic way forward,
but other issues need to be resolved before this can translate into a real improvement in

the economic situation.

In 2014, an independent commission report concluded that independence based on oil
and minerals was not viable in the medium term, despite the large volume of resources.
Therefore, giving up the Danish subsidy would mean a significant deterioration in living
standards#®. Not only that, but the long-term economic viability of the State needs to be
determined. As a Spanish Company for Export Credit Insurance (CESCE) risk report
details, although Greenland's public finances recorded surpluses from 2016 to 2019
thanks to favourable economic conditions, further fiscal consolidation was not achieved.
This implies a risk to fiscal sustainability due to the ageing of the population. In 2018,
falling commodity prices dampened expectations of "express independence" based on

the mining sector?6.

For CESCE, financial autonomy is far from being achieved. The Danish subsidy is one of
the few sources of income that is not subject to economic or biological fluctuations and
provides stability and sustainability for the administration. It allows Greenlanders a
standard of living beyond the island's means and European standards. Even in the most
optimistic scenario of resource extraction, it is not possible to replace the subsidy as a
source of income; the island's economic situation needs to be stabilised to reduce
dependence on the subsidy while maintaining welfare levels and ensuring the

sustainability of public accounts*’.

45 CESCE. Op. cit.
46 |bidem.
47 |bidem.
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But however much the Greenland independence debate is presented as an economic
and quantifiable issue, it has other parameters as well. The exploitation of mineral
resources would transform the social space independently of environmental changes.
This could result in the relocation of Inuit to towns near the farms; it would bring hardship
to their traditional way of life; or the dilution of their ethnicity among the huge skilled

migration needed“®.

Furthermore, Greenland has been culturally, economically and politically dependent on
Denmark for more than 300 years. On the island, for example, there were 41 politicians*°
in 2017, including the mayors of its non-populous cities. They have no political preparation
for high-level relations, big business or superpowers. The economy, in addition to
maintaining the quality of life, should enable Greenland to equip itself with a state

apparatus. as well as engage with Russia, Canada, Norway, the United States and China.

Iceland, a country almost 7 times more populated and 20 times smaller (382,000
inhabitants in 2022 and 103,000 km?) could be considered, with its limitations, as a model.
This is a country with a small foreign service and no military capabilities, which are
covered by NATO. Greenland has other shortcomings. Thus, it requires an improvement
in the quality of education. It also requires a major improvement of its infrastructure.
Moreover, economic diversification is imperative; a modern State cannot survive on

fishing alone, and that with the imponderables of the market.

The independence of a weak Greenland could even upset Arctic balances in a boiling
point. This eventuality cannot be alien to its environment, which is geopolitically activated
by a logic of confrontation and surrounded by superpowers. Russia and China are
becoming more visible in the Arctic, including in military terms. Thus, the Arctic Council,
since the invasion of Crimea, has ceased to be operational. Arctic exceptionalism’, its
disconnection from the problems and dynamics of the rest of the world, has ceased to
exist. Globalisation also globalises the undesirable. It will also make progress in this

region where it has not yet done so.

An eventual Greenlandic independence would also be viewed with interest from Moscow

as the entry of a weak NATO actor into the region, which could even be undermined by

48 GERHARDT, Hannes. "The Inuit and Sovereignty: The Case of the Inuit Circumpolar Conference and Greenland".
49 WANG, Nils. "Arctic Security - An Equation with Multiple Unknowns", Journal of Military and Strategic Studies
Centre of Military and Strategic Studies, Volume 15, Issue 2. 2013.
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acting against it, would lead to a shift in the balance of power. All this overlooking
outstanding issues as important as the delimitation of the continental shelf in the Arctic,
and with it the territorial sea and sovereignty claims. These are supervised directly from

the metropolis in a discreet manner.

It can be concluded that Greenland's situation will continue in the medium term, as it
needs a strategic partner for its economic and sustainability shortcomings, but also for its
institutional deficit. This patronage may be exercised by Denmark, a small player in the
geopolitical confrontation, but perhaps it is precisely its weakness that makes it the best
possible partner for Greenland. Other actors would probably give it less autonomy and

Denmark is part of the EU.

In order to change the status quo, Greenlanders need a consensus and the right
alternative. Formulas such as buying and selling, in the 21%t century, are not
understandable; and it does not seem reasonable to abandon a country with an
established relationship to submit to another, such as the United States, with which there
is not and never has been such a relationship, and which can hardly have a sensitivity for
autonomy such as Denmark has. That is with all the imponderables that a change

incorporates, with a slim profit margin and altering the balance of power in the region.

Conclusions

The Arctic is where all the major powers converge and whose isolation the Crimean War
has put a definitive end to. An eventual independence of Greenland is not only in
Denmark's interest, as it alters the geopolitical balance in the Arctic and could even be
used by Russia to undermine NATO. This depends on the operation of a mining project
whose main shareholder is an Australian company with Chinese capital. This project,
which global warming favours, may also affect the environment and fisheries, the island's

economic base. All factors are interrelated and beyond any boundaries.

Greenland, geologically American and politically European, is an emerging player in the
Arctic, the basis of its indigenous identity. It may be a demographically small actor, but its
influence is growing because of its geography, location, size, resources and autonomy.
This empowers it to influence the global agenda on issues such as the fight against
climate change and global warming, as well as the future of this region.
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Between Greenland and Denmark there is a relationship of interdependence, a complex
one to be sure, but one that is well established and not so easy to undo, for it has been
centuries in the making, even if there is mistrust between the parties. Greenland needs
Denmark for economic, institutional and territorial integrity reasons; and Denmark needs
Greenland for the leverage it empowers it with regionally and globally. This territory not
only places Denmark politically in the Artic-8 —the members of the Arctic Council— but
also in the Artic-5, the select club of Arctic coastal states. Denmark is undoubtedly

Greenland's best possible partner.

But it is far from Greenland, which puts stress on their relationship and attracts the interest
of other actors. In 1953, the island abandoned its colonial status, and in 1979, it was
granted autonomy, which was extended in 2008, giving it control over its own resources

and leaving open even its right to self-determination. We are facing a confederal system.

According to surveys, the desire for independence is in the majority, but changes if it
implies a loss of quality of life, which is no small thing. New sources of income are
therefore being sought. However, Greenland's isolation from markets excludes traditional
industries. The aim is to replace subsidy with the exploitation of natural resources;
however, this has not happened. And neither oil nor mining is enough. Moreover, the final
outcome, which is economic, depends on exogenous factors such as demand and the
price of resources. Consequently, many of these ideas and policies - including the future
of Kuannersuit (Kvanefjeld) or independence from Danish rule - are a challenge to the

status quo that had made Greenland an attractive investment destination for years®°.

But this is not the only issue. Greenland is a very large, inhospitable and sparsely
populated country. Its economic structure is unbalanced and not very diversified, and it
also has major infrastructure problems and a poorly qualified workforce, the result of

training and education problems. Nor does it have enough experienced political cadres.

The eventual birth of an Inuit state would result in the emergence of a fragile entity in an
activated and turbulent scenario. It would need a strong patronage, which, little or nothing,
different or better than the Danes, could bring; least of all in terms of political relations
with the metropolis. But it is also true that US sponsorship would strengthen Greenland's

claim to 895,000 km? of the Arctic Ocean against those of Canada and Russia.

50 "New U.S. policies Towards Greenland", EastWestCenter.org.
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In short, the fourth season of the popular Danish series Borgen, not by chance, has made
the political life of Denmark and Greenland visible in a succession of evanescent

scenarios not far from reality.

Federico Aznar Fernandez-Montesinos*.
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