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1. Introduction 
 

 
1.1. Background  

 

EU’s actorness in international affairs is one of the perennial questions for scholars of European 

Studies and International Relations (IR). Research has aimed to provide explanations to what 

kind of an actor the EU is in the world, and to what degree these definitions hold ground. Case 

studies have often focused on the Union’s Eastern and Mediterranean relations, towards which 

the EU is considered to have a clear “geopolitical vision” (Browning & Joenniemi, 2008, p. 

520; Raspotnik, 2018) or presumably normative intentions (Del Sarto, 2016; Haukkala, 2008; 

Tocci, 2008). Needless to say, however, EU’s policy ambitions, initiatives and developments 

towards its so called northern neighborhood – the Arctic – should not be left unexplored 

(Raspotnik & Østhagen, 2019, 2018; Raspotnik, 2018).  

 

With rapid changes currently transforming the global order, exploring EU’s actorness and how 

the Union copes in a changing, increasingly networked world, have received renewed scholarly 

attention (Rhinard & Sjöstedt, 2019; Creutz, Iso-Markku, Raik, & Tiilikainen, 2019; Raik, 

2018). Broadly speaking, actorness refers to the “capacity to act purposively to shape outcomes 

in the external world” (Hettne, 2008, p. 2). It is also reflected in the concept of agency by 

Giddens (1984): the ability and capacity of an actor to act differently “at any phase in a given 

sequence of conduct” (p. 9).1 The concept of actorness is crucial to study the EU not only as a 

political region, but as a strategic actor in its own right (Hettne, 2008; Sjöstedt, 1977 as cited 

in Rhinard & Sjöstedt, 2019).  

 

Rapid global change has called conventional governance structures into question across policy 

fields and issue areas (Creutz et al., 2019). Amitav Acharya (2017), for example, has argued 

that we live in a multiplex world where an increasingly “diverse crowd with complex goals 

and roles” is at play (as cited in Creutz et al., 2019, p. 15). Any exploration of EU’s actorness 

must therefore be situated in contemporary complexity (Rhinard & Sjöstedt, 2019). The 

networked character and complexity of the world today is well portrayed in what Raik (2018) 

argues as the two “contradicting trends” of contemporary global political change; “the rise of 

 
1 Actorness and agency will be used interchangeably in this thesis. 
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geopolitical realism and great power competition, on the one hand, and the diffusion of power 

and increased importance of connectivity, on the other” (p. 12). Such a dynamic is evident in 

the Arctic, where actors and observers often refer to a choice between conflict or co-operation 

(Østhagen, 2019, 2017), and where a trade-off between economic benefit and environmental 

protection is evident (De Botselier, Sofía López Piqueres, & Simon Schunz, 2018). It is a region 

where geopolitical competition, such as increasing militarization, and normative co-operation, 

such as transboundary environmental protection, are tied to complex social and natural 

phenomena at multiple levels and scales (Østhagen, 2020, 2019). 

 

The Arctic’s significance is highlighted in the age of anthropogenic climate change as many of 

the perceived opportunities and challenges are inherently tied to changing environmental 

conditions. It is widely accepted that global climate change is the primary driver for Arctic 

development.2 The changing biophysical state of the Arctic Ocean, namely the melting of sea 

ice, allows for increased marine and maritime activities generating new governance challenges 

(Young, 2016). The most pressing environmental challenges in the Arctic, however, cannot be 

addressed by regional measures alone (Young, 2016). While the EU sees itself as a global 

leader in environmental and climate matters (eg. Raspotnik, 2018) its role in Arctic governance 

has previously been defined as limited (Pieper, Winter, Wirtz, & Dijkstra, 2011) and its role as 

“elusive” (Keil & Raspotnik, 2014 as cited in Raspotnik, 2018, p. 86). The EU is seen to 

struggle between its normative commitment to enhanced environmental protection, while 

aiming to secure geopolitical interests in the region (de Botselier et al., 2018). Nevertheless, 

the EU is an Arctic actor, albeit a complex, contested and a controversial one (eg. Raspotnik, 

2018; Østhagen, 2013).  

 

1.2. Problem statement and research objectives 
 

Arctic marine and maritime governance is an institutional complex where the interplay of 

institutions produces effective policy outcomes (Stokke & Oberthür, 2011; Stokke, 2012, 

2011b). This echoes what global governance and IR scholars have more broadly defined as 

regime complexes (Raustiala & Victor, 2004) – the interlinked institutional systems that govern 

an issue area in a particular spatial setting (Orsini, Morin, & Young, 2013; Young, 2011).3 The 

 
2 Researchers and Arctic professionals largely agree on this, but for an overview, see, for example, Moe (2017). 
3 Regime complexes and institutional complexes have been used in literature to broadly refer to the same 
phenomenon. Stokke and Oberthür (2011) clarify, however, that a difference between regimes and organizations 
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Arctic Ocean, where multiple institutions with overlapping authority or spatial scope form a 

network-like regime (Young, 2016; Orsini, Moran, & Young, 2013; Underdal and Young, 2004 

as cited in Young, 2011) in which interinstitutional interactions set regulatory and normative 

standards and influence policy outcomes (Oberthür and Gehring, 2011; cf. Stokke, 2012, 

2011b). Maritime governance and governing in the Arctic is influenced by institutional 

interplay (Stokke, 2012, 2011b). 

 

Furthermore, for EU policy-making, marine and maritime affairs in the region are of special 

interest due to the ‘Arctic paradox’ of pursuing greater environmental protection (ie. normative 

commitment) while securing (geo-)political and economic interests (de Botselier et al., 2018). 

The thesis follows the distinction between “marine governance” as the regulatory efforts on all 

activities that have an effect on the sea (eg. fishing), and “maritime governance” as the 

shipping-related regulatory and policy-making activities, and their consequences (van 

Leeuwen, 2015). The focus of the thesis is on the latter, as the shipping sector is expected to 

bear growing economic and political relevance in the future.4  

 

This thesis approaches EU’s governing actorness regarding the maritime sector in the Arctic 

through the lens of interactive governance (Torfing, Peters, Pierre, & Sørensen, 2012; 

Kooiman, 2003). The study is concerned with the discourses and practices that create the 

necessary images and instruments through which individuals and groups can act (Kooiman, 

2003) within an institutional complex (Stokke & Oberthür, 2011). In terms of interactive 

governance, discursively and non-discursively articulated images, instruments and action are 

key to governing actorness (Kooiman, 2003).  

 

This study follows the substantial work by Andreas Raspotnik (2018) who explored EU’s 

actorness in the 21st century through the lens of geopolitical subjectivity (Aalto, 2002 as cited 

in Raspotnik, 2018). By combining overlapping approaches under one analytical umbrella, 

Raspotnik has been able to show how ideas, discourse, geography and technology intertwine 

 
exist in terms of their structure and actorness, while both can be considered institutions. For analytical clarity, 
this thesis uses the term institution for any regime or organization with 1) regulatory or normative capacities to 
governance, and 2) emerges from the discourse and practices of embedded individuals in a constant process 
(Marsh & Olsen, 2011; Arts & Buizer, 2009; Wendt, 1987). 
4 The political and economic dimensions of Arctic shipping will be discussed further in detail in Chapter 2.4., 
but it is worth noting that including to economic expectations and interests, both sustainability and security play 
an increasingly dominant, and indeed political, role (eg. Lanteigne, 2019; Stephen, 2018). 
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into geopolitical actorness.5 The ambition has been in critically deconstructing seemingly self-

evident “realities of global political space and […] geopolitical practices and considerations” 

(Raspotnik, 2018, p. 25). Also drawing on the idea that “the truth is out there and it needs to 

be discovered” (p. 25), this study explores the topic of EU’s actorness in maritime governance 

through a multi-method, multiperspectival (Larkin, Shaw, & Flowers, 2018; Jørgensen & 

Phillips, 2002) analysis of a texts, interviews and observations. As such, to explore how the 

EU aims to influence Arctic maritime governance, the thesis asks:  

 

How does the EU participate in the interplay of maritime institutions that co-govern 

the Arctic Ocean?  

 

A crucial point of departure is in understanding that Arctic governance heavily depends on the 

paradigms – the visions and embedded meanings – actors have towards the region (Young, 

2013). These ambitions relate to physical and material features, such as the natural environment 

or infrastructure, and the meanings that they embody (Raspotnik, 2018; Avango, Nilsson, & 

Roberts, 2013). Uncovering how these meanings are articulated thus becomes the essential task 

of the researcher. Indeed, “the North” for the EU in particular has meant different things since 

the 1990s (Raspotnik & Østhagen, 2019), and researchers have tried to understand what it is 

exactly that the EU aims – and has aimed – to do in relation to the region (Raspotnik & 

Østhagen, 2019; Stepien & Raspotnik, 2019b; Raspotnik, 2018).  

 

On the one hand, this study contributes to the significant knowledge-gap of understanding EU’s 

interests and ambitions in the Arctic (Raspotnik, 2018). On the other, as substantial theoretical 

and discourse analytical approaches to understanding complex governance systems remain 

largely undeveloped (Zelli, Nielsen, & Dubber, 2019), the thesis provides a perspective into 

the philosophical, theoretical and methodological issues that underpin such analyses. 

Moreover, as “systematic investigations” of institutional complexes is still in its infancy 

(Oberthür & Gehring, 2011, p. 51), examining EU’s actorness in Arctic institutional interplay 

provides an interesting topic of empirical and methodological discussion.   

 
5 Raspotnik (2018) discusses how certain institutional practices, such as the development of information or 
communication technologies, can make EU’s “own Arctic story visible” (p. 161). Therefore, EU’s Arctic 
actorness is the outcome of the interdependency between policy articulations, the ideas and storylines they 
embody, geography and technological development (Raspotnik, 2018). 
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The attempt to contribute to interdisciplinary theoretical debates forms a significant part of the 

study. Developing a multiperspectival approach essentially followed the realization that 

conventional discourse analytical approaches are either theoretically messy (Torfing, 2005) or 

methodologically inadequate to meet the objectives of the study (Leipold & Winkel, 2017; Arts 

& Buizer, 2009). Also, it does no harm acknowledging that actorness research in general (ie. 

beyond analyses regarding the EU) requires further conceptual development (Rhinard & 

Sjöstedt, 2019); something which the philosophical, theoretical and methodological discussion 

in this study hopes to enrich. 

 

The open-endedness and exploratory nature of the research question is considered suitable for 

qualitative inquiry as there is little known on EU’s aims influence on institutional interplay in 

the Arctic, and as the matter is highly complex (Elliott & Timulak, 2005). Furthermore, as this 

research contributes to understanding international governance dynamics in issue-areas of 

extreme contemporary relevance (eg. climate change, the Arctic and the maritime sector), the 

thesis contributes not only into the age old debate of ‘EU in the world’, but also sheds light on 

the relationship between structure and agency in an age of networked uncertainty (Gowan & 

Dworkin, 2019; Raik, 2018; Wendt, 1987; Giddens, 1984). It is already worth noting, however, 

that the thesis does not aim to provide definitive answers, but rather to provide a foundation to 

further theoretical and empirical research. 

 

1.3. Research steps and outline 
 

The research project started out with an extensive review of relevant literature and previous 

research from prominent scholars in Arctic governance research.6 Discussions with experts at 

the Fridtjof Nansen Institute, Oslo, provided insight into current governance demands and 

research gaps in the Arctic. Developing the research question followed an assumption that in 

fragmented governance arrangements (Young, 2016, 2011), complex institutional interactions 

and interplay allow for strategic maneuvering and engagement (Stokke, 2012, 2011b).  

 

 
6 Much of the literature was drawn from scholars widely known for their expertise in Arctic and environmental 
governance in particular, such as Professor, Dr. Oran Young (Prof Oran Young, n.d.). Also, a significant 
amount of previous research was drawn from scholars associated, either directly or indirectly, with the Fridtjof 
Nansen Institute.   
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The data corpus was collected and processed between February and December, 2019. It was 

collected from multiple sources combining both desk and field research, including public 

statements and documents, interviews, and observations. Due to the highly topical and 

complex, nature of the research topic, constant reflection on theory and data was necessary to 

create an appropriate methodological framework for reaching objectives (for a discussion on 

combining pragmatic, interpretive, and contextual approaches in research, see eg. Oliver, 

2012).  

 

The thesis is structured in the following. Section 2 provides the conceptual and contextual 

frame for analysis. It provides a working definition for interactive governance, conceptualizes 

Arctic maritime governance in detail, and reviews previous research on EU’s Arctic 

engagement since 2016. Section 3 presents the research design. The section discusses the 

philosophical background that underpins the discourse-analytical, but practice-oriented, 

methodology, introduces the data, and describes the analytical process. Choices regarding 

analytical techniques are made explicit for further development. Section 4 presents the results 

of the empirical analysis and discusses them in relation to interactive governance, institutional 

interplay and Arctic futures. Section 5 examines ethical issues in research, and discusses the 

limitations and knowledge-gaps identified during the process. Section 6 concludes by 

answering the research question, and providing questions for further research. An appendix is 

included at the end with relevant graphics and an anonymous list of interviewees. 

 

2. Conceptual frame and context 
 

2.1. Governance as interactions 
 

“Governance is said to be many things, including a buzzword, a fad, a framing device, a bridging 

concept, an umbrella concept, a descriptive concept, a slippery concept, an empty signifier, a 

weasel word, a fetish, a field, an approach, a theory and a perspective.” (Levi-Faur, 2012, p. 1) 

 

Conceptualizing governance is challenging. Basically, it involves the establishment of 

institutions, a degree of interdependence between actors and issue-areas, and enables co-

operation to solving collective action problems (Young, 1994). This thesis takes an interactive 

approach to governance which considers the emerging order and disorder (Levi-Faur, 2012) 

and any regulatory framework to emerge from the interactions of governing actors who actively 
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take part in influencing those very interactions (Torfing, et al., 2012; Kooiman, 2003). An 

interactive approach to governance distinguishes between the governance system (eg. 

institutional complex) and the system-to-be-governed (eg. the Arctic Ocean) as distinct, but 

interrelated dimensions of governability; “the overall capacity for governance of any societal 

entity or system” (Kooiman, Bavinck, Chuenpagdee, Mahon, & Pullin, 2008, p. 3).  

 

Kooiman (2003) sees governance to emerge from the interactions of governing actors, while 

Torfing et al. (2012) broadly define it as the interactive steering of social organization. To 

highlight that interactive governance is tied to the interdependence of structures and actors it 

is useful to distinguish between governance, at the structural level, and governing, at the 

intentional level (Kooiman, 2003). Kooiman considers governing as the “totality of 

interactions” by relevant actors, and governance as the “totality of theoretical conceptions of 

governing” (p. 4). Any governing action therefore (re-)produces governance. Any action that 

influences the interactive components that constitute to the structural level of governance 

(Kooiman, 2003). Both Kooiman and Torfing have developed their approaches to governance 

from a systematic perspective; considering the interactions among different sectors of society 

(ie. private, public, civil society) and on multiple levels. Governance and governing are 

interdependent; governance cannot occur without governing, yet governing cannot take place 

without governance.   

 

Governance as interactions is a process of constant exchange that takes into account the 

complexity and dynamism of institutional development, policy-making and change (Gritsenko, 

2014). According to Gritsenko (2014), defining governance as interactions is useful to analyses 

of multilevel and horizontal policy-making in cross-jurisdictional and extra-territorial settings. 

Because interactions never occur “in a void”, but are always contextually situated (Kooiman, 

2003, p. 14), it is not possible to disregard the systematic interdependency of structure and 

agency (cf. Giddens, 1984). 

 

“Governance is […] fundamentally about institutions and denotes the process of the 

formation of rules for collective action. The concept of interactive governance […] 

[emphasizes] that public policy can be shaped and made at different and interconnected 

sites and scales.” (Gritsenko, 2014, p. 49) 
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Interactive governance regards society as complex and dynamic. Considering the complexity 

of the governance arrangement in the Arctic, and the multiplicity of actors in the region, a 

conceptual understanding of governance as interactions is relevant. Governance is the constant 

process of governing (Gritsenko, 2014) in a fragmented system where “contradictory pressures 

for collective steering […] with continuing processes of differentiation and globalization” are 

present (Torfing et al., 2012, p. 35). Most importantly, governance is dynamic, never static, 

driven by the actions of and interactions between governing actors. Agency in interactive 

governance emerges from the complex interactions of all relevant components, structures and 

actors:  

 

“In interactive governance […] agency is not directly tied to institutions or institutional 

levels, but criss-crosses among levels. Participation is defined by stakes, interests, 

knowledge, resources, and networking capability. Agency takes place in contextually 

defined governance arenas like networks, partnerships, or quasi-markets.” (Torfing et al., 

2012, p. 85) 

 

Interactive governance is often also seen as a depoliticized approach to problem-solving; “a 

pragmatic process […] devoid of politics and power.” (Torfing et al., 2012, p. 50). Torfing et 

al. argue (2012) that this assumption of consensus-seeking and technical rationality reflects a 

broader post-political vision of contemporary society. Such pragmatism seems both interesting 

and fitting in the Arctic context, as actors often highlight common, albeit not apolitical 

concerns and publicly prefer co-operation over conflict. Interactive governance provides a 

suitable conceptual approach to complex, transboundary, and multilevel governance 

challenges, such as global environmental issues, in the “absence of any dominant source of 

authority” (Torfing et al., 2012, p. 36) or “without the active involvement of a government” (p. 

47). In the Arctic, there is no single dominant source of authority; governing is dispersed among 

a plurality of actors in a partially fragmented arrangement (Young, 2016, 2011). 

 

Kooiman (2003) provides a useful conceptual tool that helps distinguish between the elements 

of governing, at the intentional or agency-related level, and the modes of governance at the 

structural level. It enables to examine both structure and agency in interactive governance. 

Kooiman distinguishes between self-, co-, and hierarchical modes of governance, of which, 

considering the arrangement of Arctic governance, co-governance is particularly significant. 
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The components are examined and theorized in detail in Kooiman’s comprehensive Governing 

as Governance (2003), but summarized and outlined below, as deemed relevant for this study. 

 

2.1.1. Elements of governing 
  

The elements of governing are the necessary components that actors use to govern (Kooiman, 

2003). The image(s), instrument(s), and action(s) are interrelated dimensions that an actor can 

govern with (Kooiman, 2003). The images reflect what governing aims to achieve, or “what 

the governance is about” (pp. 9-10), the instruments are used to achieve goals, and actions are 

required for the operationalization of the those instruments. Actions require that actors (both 

individuals and groups) taking part in governance want to achieve the governance objectives 

through operationalizing the necessary instruments. In short, the elements of governing are the 

tools on the intentional level of interactive governance, and are necessary for active governing, 

thus considerable also in terms of actorness/agency (cf. Giddens, 1984). 

 

Table 1 (author’s compilation from Kooiman, 2003) 

 

Kooiman (2003) argues that forming an image is a prerequisite to governing. Governing images 

can contain a variety of information, be extensive or narrow in scope, and are formed in a 

constant process between the structural and intentional levels of governance. Kooiman 

emphasizes, however, that images are formed in the public sphere, and contain the necessary 

information that defines the governing issue, thus setting the foundation for what kinds of 

Governing image The ideal target, object/subject of governing, governing issue 

and frame of reference (p. 29). Images are formed partially 

through the interaction of actors and structures (image-

formation), and are constantly renegotiated – never fixed (p. 43). 

Governing instruments The practices, both formal and informal, that enable interactions 

between governing actors; eg. laws, treaties, general rules (ie. 

norms), oral agreements (p. 45); “A governor needs an 

instrument or set of instruments to move from one state of affairs 

to another” (p. 46). 

Governing action The initiatives taken by individuals and collectives to direct 

governing interaction; eg. leadership, social mobilization, co-

ordination (p. 62).  
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instruments and action are necessary. Moreover, Kooiman highlights that due to complexity in 

social organizations governing images are always incomplete and under constant (re-

)negotiation. Actors form governing images, not alone or in a vacuum, but in constant 

reflection to and interdependence with their structures (cf. Giddens, 1984). When structures 

change, images change, and because structures are constantly (re-)negotiated (Wendt, 1987; 

Giddens, 1984), images are never fixed (Kooiman, 2003). 

 

Building instruments, or the process of instrumentation, in Kooiman’s words, for particular 

governance objectives might often run parallel to image formation or follow it (Kooiman, 

2003). Instruments depend upon the aims and objectives of governing: “[f]or goal-setting 

governing interactions more formalized instruments fit; for goal-seeking governing 

interactions less formalized instruments will do.” (p. 50). Instruments can also have different 

characteristics to cope with different societal conditions; flexibility to cope with dynamism, 

accuracy to handle diversity, or a combination of various characteristics for complexity (p. 57). 

Similar to image-formation, instrumentation is not an independent process, but a reflexive 

component of governing.  

 

While instrumentation and image-formation occur in constant interaction with the structural 

level of governance, governing action occurs only at the intentional level (Kooiman, 2003). 

However, echoing Giddens (1984), although contained by “societal circumstances” (Kooiman, 

2003, p. 62), Kooiman sees that actors have the ability to shape structures through action. 

Actions reflect the strategies considered relevant for achieving objectives: “governing actors 

will choose individual action strategies in dynamic governing issues, collective action 

strategies in diverse issues and strategies of a mixed character in complex governing issues.” 

(Kooiman, 2003, p. 64). While leadership, as an action, is considered crucial in situations of 

diversity, complex situations often require co-ordination (Kooiman, 2003). The key in 

understanding what any action entails is that it ultimately refers to the “will-power” of actors 

“to put into action an instrument they have chosen to govern with, on the basis of an image 

they have formed for a governing initiative” (p. 75). 

 

2.1.2. Modes of governance: Structuring interactions 
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“[G]overning in modern societies needs to be well-structured, open and flexible enough 

to cope, with among other things, their diversity, complexity, and dynamics.” (Kooiman, 

2003, p. 29) 

 

The modes of governance – self-, co-, and hierarchical – provide the structural component for 

governance interactions to take place (Kooiman, 2003). However, for Kooiman the concept of 

structure is very broad encompassing the “material, social and cultural contexts in which 

interactions come about.” (p. 13). This thesis is particularly concerned with modes of co-

governance; the “organized forms of interactions for governing purposes” (p. 97). It goes 

beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss the degree to which Arctic maritime governance is 

structured in hierarchical, co- or self-mode. Rather, it is assumed that the Arctic Ocean is co-

governed in interinstitutional relations (Stokke & Oberthür, 2011; Young, 2016, 2011; cf. 

Stokke, 2012, 2011b). Co-governance is about the interactions in a horizontal, relatively open 

setting “in which actors or entities participate more or less equally” (Kooiman, 2003, p. 108). 

Seeing that it is not necessary to focus on the other modes of governance in the context of this 

study reflects the broader conceptual view discussed above: governance is always about the 

complex interactions between different entities and thus always in a “co-mode” (Kooiman, 

2003, p. 96). 

 

Co-governance is considered relevant in settings of interdependence and complexity, where 

either collaboration or co-operation brings governing actors together (Kooiman, 2003). 

Collaboration and co-operation differ, for example, from coordination, because coordinating 

actors retain their autonomy and identity as separate entities: “[w]ith co-modes of governance 

the essential element is that the interacting parties have something ‘in common’ to pursue 

together” (Kooiman, 2003, p. 96). For Kooiman, then, collaboration and co-operation structure 

interactions and bring a degree of uniformity and coherence between actors.  

 

Kooiman (2003) distinguishes between five types of collaboration and co-operation, the 

“structural arrangements within which governing actors collaborate or co-operate” (p. 100): 

co-regimes, co-management, networks, public-private partnerships and communicative 

governance. While public-private partnerships are fairly formal arrangements of co-operation 

aiming for mutual benefit between a public actor and a private one, co-management often deals 

with areas of shared responsibility, such as natural resources or sustainability. Networks deal 

with complexity and “suit governing situations where a relatively open form of […] interplay 
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can be organized to represent a variety of interests.” (p. 106). Regimes are an important feature 

of governance at the international level in issue areas that reflect tension between conflict or 

co-operation: “[Regimes] suit governing situations where parties adhere to a set of agreed upon 

action rules” (p. 108). The distinction between regimes and networks at the international level, 

however, is ambiguous; Orsini, Moran and Young (2013) argue that international regimes are, 

in fact, networks. 

 

Summary 
 

Despite conceptual ambiguity, defining governance as interactions, and acknowledging the 

interdependency of structures and actors (Giddens, 1984) on intentional and structural levels 

of governance (Kooiman, 2003), enables to distinguish between i) governance as a dynamic 

condition of interaction, ii) governing as influencing those interactions and iii) the mechanisms 

and structures that enable governing to take place and governance to emerge. Governance, 

therefore, cannot emerge without governing (Kooiman, 2003; cf. Giddens, 1984) and 

governing is reflected in the different ways to steer or influence the interactions between 

relevant actors (Torfing et al., 2012). And importantly, the intentional level of governing and 

structural level of governance, the elements and modes, are constantly renegotiated and 

contested in the discourse and practices (ie. rhetoric and actions) of social actors (Kooiman, 

2003). 

 

2.2. The Arctic 
 

“Some would say there is not one Arctic, but many Arctics.” (Moe, 2017, p. 10) 
 

2.2.1. The geographical Arctic 
 

The basic premise and challenge for Arctic research and policy-making is that there is no single 

definition for the region; territorial delimitations vary. Arctic policy and research approaches 

towards the region depend on how the Arctic is defined and territorially delimited. While the 

Arctic Council is widely considered the primary forum for regional co-operation, its working 

groups, through which the Council’s work and mandate is operationalized, do not share a single 

territorial definition for the region (Arctic Portal, n.d., see Graph A in Appendix).  
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The three working groups most relevant to this thesis are Protection of the Arctic Marine 

Environment (PAME), Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP), and 

Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR). This thesis defines the Arctic 

according to the territorial definition by AMAP (Graph A in Appendix). While AMAP and 

EPPR have clearly delimited operational areas (Arctic Portal, n.d.), PAME’s operational scope 

is more vague. The Arctic Marine Strategic Plan 2015-2025 (AMSP), as prepared by PAME, 

defines its scope in the following: 

 

“The AMSP covers all Arctic marine areas and relates to all key activities affecting the Arctic 

marine ecosystems; including coastal zones, river basins and other areas that are connected to the 

marine environment. The is no agreed definition of the geographical extent of the Arctic.” 

(PAME, 2015, p. 6) 

 

While this study uses AMAP’s geographical definition for the Arctic, it takes into account the 

broader operational scope of PAME. This means that while geographical Arctic is clearly 

delimited, the operational Arctic is more ambiguous and allows for subjective 

conceptualizations of the region. This vagueness allows for international organizations and 

other non-regional actors to consider their footprint in the Arctic, and thus aim to legitimize 

participation in regional politics and governance (Väätänen & Zimmerbauer, 2019; cf. 

Raspotnik, 2018). It is widely recognized that governing the Arctic environment, not least 

because of the transboundary nature of environmental challenges, is not exclusive to regional 

policy-making and governance, but rather is tied to global processes. This notion of extra-

territorial regional impact, shaping the region from the outside, is evident in environmental and 

climate regulation (Romppanen, 2018), geopolitical space-making (Raspotnik, 2018), 

constructing Arctic imaginaires (Körber, MacKenzie, & Stenport, 2017), and region-building 

(Väätänen & Zimmerbauer, 2019). 

 

“The AMSP addresses stressors on the Arctic marine environment regardless of whether or not 

they originate from within or outside the region, recognizing that Arctic marine areas are 

connected to the rest of the world through chemical, physical, biological and human interactions.” 

(PAME, 2015, p. 6) 

 

The geographical Arctic can be further divided into what is considered as the Circumpolar and 

the European Arctics (Raspotnik, 2018). The latter is here understood as the region including 
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EU and EEA country areas (including zones of maritime jurisdiction, such as territorial waters 

and the EEZs). Greenland as an autonomous EU partner country is geographically on the 

North-American continent and socio-culturally, economically and politically tied to Europe 

(Denmark). Its landmass is considered outside the sector referred to here as the “European 

Arctic”.7 The European Copernicus Climate Service, however, regards the eastern coastline of 

Greenland loosely as part of the geographic “European Arctic” between 25°W to 60°E and 

66°N to 90°N (Climate Change Service, n.d., see Graph B in Appendix). The distinction 

between a European and a non-European (ie. Circumpolar Arctic) has particular relevance to 

governance and policy-making (Raspotnik, 2018). Distinguishing between the two allows for 

a critical examination of the motivations and ambitions the EU has towards the Arctic 

(Raspotnik, 2018). 

 

2.2.2. Arctic futures: the ideational Arctic  
 

The concept of ‘Arctic futures’ relates to the expectations, conceptualization, and images of a 

changing Arctic (Arbo, Iversen, Knol, Ringholm, & Sander, 2013). The term is used in various 

ways, and reflect multiple different meanings and images changing over time (Arbo et al., 

2013). The chapter will touch upon the ideational construction of the Arctic; how to region is 

shaped by the various discursive articulations and non-discursive practices and the meanings 

they embody (Avango et al.,  2013). Arctic futures relates to the interplay between geography 

and the socially and materially articulated meanings that together enable to understood what is 

meant by “the Arctic” (eg. Väätänen & Zimmerbauer, 2019; Avango et al., 2013). 

 

 ‘The Arctic’ is not only a geographical area, but an outcome of the paradigms and constantly 

(discursively and non-discursively) renegotiated imaginaries actors interact with (Körber et al., 

2017; Young, 2013). Importantly, many of the ideational projections do not originate from the 

inhabitants in the region, but have been and continue to be “imposed from the outside” (Körber 

et al., 2017, p. 17). The Arctic is a continuing construct of the interdependency and interaction 

between social and material dimensions (cf. Raspotnik, 2018) – in the perpetual process of 

becoming (Väätänen & Zimmerbauer, 2019; Hultin, 2019). 

 

 
7 The Britisish Antarctic Survey, for example, distinguishes between Greenland and the European Arctic 
(British Antarctic Survey, n.d.). 
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Avango, Nilsson and Roberts (2013) explore the concept ‘Arctic futures’ through their analysis 

of how Arctic actors build networks for particular futures and through this network-building 

are able to shape governance. Drawing on Foucauldian discourse theory and Actor-Network 

Theory they argue for the importance of understanding who are the actors participating in 

Arctic governance, and how they project particular visions of the Arctic. Arctic futures are 

realized through social and material networks; actor-networks are built through rhetoric and 

activity (Latour, 1987; Law & Callon, 1992 as cited in Avango et al., 2013). For any 

prospective Arctic actor, then, realizing their visions for the region require the use of discourse 

and practices.  

 

Another futures approach to the Arctic is provided by Young (2013) who argues that particular 

paradigms towards the region reveal actors’ assumptions and motivations regarding the 

regional order. Paradigms reveal important details of expectations for any future state of affairs. 

According to Young, how an actor sees or approaches the region influences policy 

interpretations, thus also affecting what kind of policies are likely to be set on the agenda. 

Young suggests that the Arctic can be seen through a socio-ecological (SES) or a neo-

realist/geopolitical (GP) paradigm, where the former tends to favor co-operative governance 

arrangements, while the latter is posed to prepare for conflict or competition. The SES 

paradigm sees the region as a complex, interdependent system, while the GP paradigm stresses 

the security implications of a changing Arctic. 

 

The consequences of seeing the Arctic as an arena of co-operation or competition are profound, 

not least in terms of governance (Young, 2013). An actor viewing the region through a 

neorealist paradigm is posed to see the performance of flag-planting on the sea floor, for 

example, as an assertion of power, despite public calls for co-operation and keeping the region 

as “a zone of peace’” (p. 133-134). It is often not useful to consider different paradigms as 

mutually exclusive, but rather should always be contextually assessed (Young, 2013). 

Therefore, even an SES paradigm, to some degree, could allow viewing a flag-plating 

performance as an assertion of power; a practice tied to complex, systemic interactions, 

nevertheless.  

 

Although Young does not provide any methodological guidance into assessing an actor’s 

paradigm, this thesis considers that interpreting policy discourse or particular practices, in 

relation to specific actors and policy contexts (ie. institutions) can provide important insight 
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(cf. Leipold & Winkel, 2017). Having either paradigm, and to be recognized having such a 

paradigm, has profound consequence on how policy issues are framed, prioritized and indeed 

progressed (Young, 2013). Paradigms are inherently tied to agency. 

 

Contemplating futures has been consistent in Arctic research across disciplines, thematic, and 

sectoral areas (Arbo et al., 2013). However, both shipping and governance have received most 

interest, although significant knowledge-gaps persist (Arbo et al., 2013). Although different 

methodologies have led to different conclusions regarding futures, the majority of the research 

follows a similar framework: high probability and high impact scenarios, on the one hand, and 

low probability and impact scenarios, on the other (Arbo et al., 2013).  

 

Arctic futures are being studied in terms of the expectations that can influence actions. What 

Arbo et al. stress, however, is that trend projections or estimations are irrelevant in the face of 

unprecedented change: “the most stimulating contributions seem to be those that try out a wide 

range of plausible hypotheses and provide contrasting images for the future” (p. 177). 

Considering that future expectations have direct influence on governance (Young, 2013; cf. 

Kooiman, 2003) identifying multiple different futures, perhaps even contradicting ones, 

discursively and non-discursively articulated (eg. Avango et al., 2013) might provide flexibility 

and agility in governing. 

 

2.3. EU’s Arctic engagement 
 

EU’s ability and capacity to participate in Arctic governance is not a given. The EU has not 

been formally recognized in the AC, despite Finland, Sweden and Denmark being both Arctic 

and EU-member-states. Furthermore, EU does not enjoy coastal-state rights to the Arctic 

Ocean (eg. Hossain, 2015).8 Currently, EU’s recognition in the AC depends namely on Russia, 

which, in a presumed reaction to the employed sanctions regarding the Ukraine crisis, last 

vetoed EU’s observer status (eg. Raspotnik, 2018, pp. 91-92). Global politics are very much at 

play in Arctic governance. This chapter provides a brief review of the key characteristics of 

EU’s Arctic engagement, and highlights relevant dimensions for an exploration of maritime 

actorness. These include the incoherence and multidimensionality in EU’s Arctic policy-

 
8 What the rights specifically allow is not relevant to this study, but relate to the legal ability and capacity to 
manage and exploit resources within a certain spatially delimited area (ie. the Exlusive Economic Zone or EEZ). 
For a detailed discussion, see, for example, McRae and Munro (1989). 
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making (eg. Raspotnik, 2018), and the Arctic paradox of self-imposed normative commitments 

shadowed by geopolitical demands (De Botselier et al., 2018). 

 

“[T]he EU is not a simple ‘user’ or just ‘non-Arctic’, it is an actor sui generis, both in relation to 

its internal nature and its perception by its Arctic neighbors[.]” (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 174) 

 

EU’s actorness is challenging to comprehend, with multiple internal (ie. relating to EU bodies) 

and external dimensions (ie. relating to jurisdiction and political recognition) (eg. Raspotnik, 

2018). There is no clear, convincing EU rhetoric for the Arctic, but rather an inconsistent 

discourse which has evolved over time and over multiple policy documents (eg. Raspotnik, 

2018). One of the main challenges for the EU is that the different bodies, such as the European 

Parliament (EP), Council of the European Union, and the European Commission (EC), “hold 

different kinds of competences, pursue different agendas, have continuously developed 

diverging institutional dynamics, both internally and among themselves, and often become 

entangled in their very own power relations with each other” (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 87). To 

conceive a clear Arctic strategy, the EU needs to formulate an internally and externally 

accepted Arctic narrative; a clear statement of interest and ambitions (Stepien & Raspotnik, 

2019a). However, drawing on a vast body of research, and an analysis of EU’s policies between 

2007-2016, Raspotnik (2018) aptly summarizes: 

 

“[T]he Union can be termed a de facto ‘Arctic actor’, based on its Arctic Member States, its 

regulatory scope and footprint, its proven impact on the region’s climate, its market relevance 

for and certain dependence on key economic Arctic sectors and its institution and policy 

linkages[.]” (p. 123) 

 

For the EU, Arctic policies are partly regional policy, and partly external action (eg. Raspotnik, 

2018; Hossain, 2015). In terms of legislative capacity, EU’s actorness has three dimensions: 1) 

internal, 2) in close association, 3) external (Koivurova, Kokko, Duyck, Sellheim & Stepien, 

2010 as cited in Raspotnik, 2018, pp. 69-70); the first being defined through EU’s direct 

territorial jurisdiction (ie. within EU-member-states), the second by EEA-applicable 

legislation, and the third by the ability to act as a sui generis external actor in relation to non-

EU Arctic states.9 

 

 
9 For a useful infographic see, Raspotnik, Friedrich, Muzik, & Joffe (2020). 
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EU’s jurisdictional capacity in oceanic matters, however, like any other actors’, is defined in 

the provisions of UNCLOS. Neither the Union nor its member-states “can act as coastal states 

with respect to the Arctic Ocean” (Koivurova et al., 2009 as cited in Raspotnik, 2018, p. 67). 

Nevertheless, as the Arctic Ocean is governed by a partially fragmented institutional 

arrangement, where the interplay of regional and global institutions contribute to problem-

solving efforts, governing can be seen to occur in a dynamic context.  

 

Most importantly, the multidimensionality (ie. the various initiatives, institutional 

engagements and contradictory discourses) of EU’s Arctic engagement and the complexity of 

the overall regional arrangement suggests that Arctic influence does not necessarily require 

regional (geographical or political) presence (Raspotnik, 2018). EU’s Arctic policy-making is, 

in fact, reflective of the regional order – scattered across institutions, interests and demands, 

but also among actors and different policy contexts.  

 

EU’s approach towards the Arctic has its foundation in the development of the Integrated 

Maritime Policy (IMP) in 2006/07, although a European political interest in the region emerged 

earlier (Wegge, 2012; Raspotnik, 2018). A formal – public – start to developing an Arctic 

policy can be seen in a public declaration by a Commission representative in 2007 at a Senior 

Arctic Officials (SOA) meeting in Tromsø, with observer status to the AC soon after applied 

in 2008 (Raspotnik, 2018). The statement10 is interesting particularly because it emphasizes the 

trans-Atlantic relevance of the AC, thus highlighting the importance of EU-US relations and 

shared interests in the European marine Arctic (Best, Czarnecki, Koivurova, & Molenaar, 

2009). The  EU’s subsequent policy developments between 2008 and 2016 has resulted in a 

multitude of policy documents (ie. approaches) towards the Arctic, without any cross-cutting 

framework, nor any possibility to integrate multidimensionality under a cohesive strategy 

(Raspotnik, 2018).  

 

Despite jurisdictional limitations regarding coastal-state rights, the EU and its member-states 

have significant legal capacity and ability, in the maritime domain, to regulate as flag-states, 

port states, and market states (Koivurova, Molenaar, & Vanderzwaag, 2009). Although 

quantifying the value of Arctic shipping remains challenging due to lack of data scholars see 

 
10 “[The] Arctic Council represents a valuable additional transatlantic link between Europe and America, besides 
its important circumpolar characteristic[.]” (European Commission, 2007 in Raspotnik, 2018: p. 91) 
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that infrastructure, technology, and tourism are likely to make up EU’s economic role in the 

Arctic maritime sector (Raspotnik, 2018). Economic benefits from Arctic shipping are unlikely 

in the near future due to relatively high development costs (Sander, Gille, Stepien, Koivurova, 

Thomas, Gascard, & Justus, 2016), and industry has significant influence on how Arctic 

maritime transportation develops for EU’s benefit (Raspotnik, 2018; Møe, 2018). This reflects 

the configuration of Arctic maritime governance as the outcome of interactions between both 

economic profit-seeking and public interest-seeking actors (Roe, 2013); a complex institutional 

arrangement (Stokke & Oberthür, 2011; Oberthür & Gehring, 2011; cf. Kooiman, 2003). 

 

EU’s Arctic engagement is depicted as a trade-off between pursuing economic interests and 

protecting the fragile marine environment (De Botselier et al., 2018). This suggests a tension 

between geopolitical and normative ambitions. Scholars and experts widely agree that 

“resource wars” due to competition are not probable (Østhagen, 2020), and economic benefits 

are still overshadowed by high costs and risks (Sander et al., 2016). Nevertheless, the EU 

continues to seek an economically and ecologically balanced approach to sustainable 

development in the region (De Botselier et al., 2018). The struggle between geopolitical desires 

and normative commitments in Arctic shipping is still rather elusive, and much depends on the 

relationship between future expectations and reality (Moe, 2018). To understand the dynamic 

of EU’s Arctic paradox in shipping, it is crucial to examine EU’s engagement in developing 

maritime futures. 

 

Territorial, institutional, and legislative complexities that influence EU’s Arctic maritime 

policy-making require innovative practices for strategic engagement. As a geopolitical subject 

in the Arctic, the EU aims to build its own actorness/agency in the lack of direct policy-making 

presence in the region (Raspotnik, 2018). In essence, the EU attempts to be a geopolitical actor 

through the subjective space-making practices evident in the discourses and institutional 

actions relating to its interests and policy priorities (Raspotnik, 2018). However, a clear 

formulation of interests in the form of a coherent strategy document is still lacking (Ibid; 

Stepien & Raspotnik, 2019a).  

 

As such, a “geographical Arctic presence is not a prerequisite for regional influence and related 

capabilities and actorness” (Raspotnik, 2018: p. 169). Examining EU’s actorness in the Arctic, 

therefore, needs to go beyond policy analyses and influence within the region, and include the 

complex dynamics of interactive governing from the outside. This directs analytical focus into 
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the discourse and practices employed in the context of multilateral institutions with a 

considerable Arctic footprint (Raspotnik, 2018). Most importantly, it is necessary to examine 

EU-Arctic dynamics beyond the Arctic Council (AC), as EU’s actorness in the region does not 

only depend on “the Commission’s bid for AC observer status” (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 86). 

 

2.4. Understanding Arctic maritime governance 
 

This subsection provides an overview how the Arctic can be understood. It clarifies on the 

regional governance arrangement as a fragmented institutional complex (Oberthür & Gehring, 

2011; Young, 2011) and describes institutional interplay in Arctic maritime governance 

(Stokke. 2012; 2011b). A detailed description of Arctic maritime governance is essential to 

understanding the dynamism between geography and meaning-making; the socio-material 

dimensions of regional actorness (Raspotnik, 2018).   

 

2.4.1. Arctic Ocean governance: a fragmented institutional complex 
 

“It is essential to understand that the most acute environmental problems in the region are 

‘products of global forces’, and as such cannot be addressed by Arctic regimes only.” (Young, 

2016, p. 274) 

 

Institutional complexes are situations of complex interactions between two or more 

international institutions or regimes that govern a particular issue area (Stokke & Oberthür, 

2011). The structure of institutional complexes11 can be understood on a spectrum of full 

integration, at one end, and full fragmentation, at the other, where the former denotes a more 

hierarchical and the latter horizontal order (Young, 2011; Raustiala & Victor, 2004). Due to 

the inability of regional institutions to effectively address the systematic challenges, the 

governance arrangement for the Arctic Ocean can be considered partially fragmented (Young, 

2016, 2011). This means that governing institutions interact on global and regional levels with 

well defined, intentional connections, as well as informal ones, which shape governance 

(Young, 2011). The level of integration or fragmentation depends on the quality and structure 

of the connections between governing actors; the formal and informal links that enable 

effective regulatory efforts (Young, 2011). 

 
11 In other words, ‘regime complexes’ (Raustiala & Viktor, 2004). 
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As discussed in Chapter 2.1., governance emerges from the interactions between governing 

actors that steer collective action in a particular context (Kooiman, 2003; Torfing et al., 2012). 

The Arctic Ocean is governed by the interactions of relevant institutions that take part in 

assigning rules, procedures, norms and regulations relating to the region – through interplay 

(Stokke & Oberthur, 2011; cf. Stokke, 2012, 2011b). Although international marine and 

maritime law – the UN Law of the Sea Convention (UNCLOS) – provides a regulatory 

umbrella for governing the Arctic Ocean, the rather fragmented system requires institutional 

interaction at different levels for effective governance (Young, 2016, 2010; Stokke, 2011a). In 

terms of maritime governance, UNCLOS provides some “political balance” (Stokke, 2011a, p. 

840) between coastal state sovereignty and navigational freedoms; a global institutions that 

tries to manage territorial rights and transboundary activity. 

 

While UNCLOS provides the overarching legal framework for the protection of the Arctic 

marine environment, almost all other international conventions on marine protection also apply 

to the Arctic (Weidemann, 2014). Therefore, Arctic governance does not only occur in the 

main “cooperation frameworks” (Jokela, 2015: p. 37)12 but emerges from the complex interplay 

between multiple international and regional institutions. 

 

The partially fragmented arrangement poses some regulatory challenges, and highlights tension 

between different levels and scales of governance (Young, 2010). On the one hand, a partially 

fragmented arrangement can encompass a number of components (ie. actors and institutions, 

but thus also practices and discourses, eg. Oberthür & Gehring, 2011; Arts and Buizer, 2009) 

that differ in jurisdictional, policy-making, or territorial terms reflecting a dynamic governance 

system (cf. Young, 2010). On the other hand, however, the fragmentation and institutional 

differences put increasing pressure on deciding which actors are tasked with what – 

highlighting the challenge to manage a dynamic, open system (Young, 2016, 2010). It is 

difficult to draw the line on which actors should bear a certain role, or which policy-initiatives 

should be given preference. Young (2010) stresses that due to the enormous complexity of 

interactions between actors at different policy levels with contesting interests and differing 

traditions, reforming the Arctic Council (AC) to represent regional concerns at the global scale 

is the most likely option to cope with fragmentation.  

 
12 See Graph D in Appendix. 
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The IMO is the primary global institution that regulates maritime activities. As a UN-body, it 

is an organization of 174 member-states and a number of observers, including industry and 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) who participate in meetings and parliamentary 

assemblies.13 The European Commission is an observer to the IMO and has an accredited 

representative in the organization. EU’s official membership to the IMO, as well as its ability 

and capacity to influence maritime regulations regardless of official membership has been 

researched extensively (Nengye & Maes, 2010; Gulbrandsen, 2013; van Leeuwen & Kern, 

2013; van Leeuwen, 2015). For example, EU regulations and IMO conventions have recently 

led to the implementation of recycling standards in the EEA area (Norwegian Maritime 

Authority, 2018)14. Moreover, despite not enjoying coastal-state rights to the Arctic Ocean, the 

EU and its member-states have considerable legislative capacity and ability concerning 

maritime transport (eg. as discussed in Raspotnik, 2018). This highlights the importance of EU 

coordination in the IMO to push for coherent and consistent European regulatory efforts with 

possible effects in the wider EEA area – and hence, Arctic waters (eg. Nengye & Maes, 2010; 

Gulbrandsen, 2013; van Leeuwen & Kern, 2013). 

 

Of considerable scholarly interest is in the interplay between the EU and the IMO in assigning 

regulatory measures regarding ship-based pollution (Nengye & Maes, 2010) and concerning 

EU coordination (Gulbrandsen, 2013). One of the primary drivers of EU-IMO interplay is the 

differences in discourses and ideas or what van Leeuwen and Kern (2013) term “cognitive 

leadership” (p. 84) either organization articulates in terms of environmental protection, for 

example. The struggle over cognitive leadership, fueled by the differences over ideas and 

discourses, can – at best – result in better governance (van Leeuwen & Kern, 2013). Through 

the lens of interactive governance, discourses, ideas and the struggle over them reflect the 

image- and instrument-forming processes at the intentional level of governing (Kooiman, 

2003). Moreover, it is worth acknowledging that internal EU legislation and policy 

development, such as the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD), have external impact 

by influencing interplay with the IMO (van Leeuwen & Kern, 2013). The intentional level of 

governing and the structural levels of governance interact for effective regulatory outcomes 

(Kooiman, 2003). 

 
13 For detailed information, see, IMO (n.d.) 
14 This is of considerable interest as Norway is a non-EU Arctic coastal-state. 
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Although shipping is regulated primarily in the IMO, certain ship-based matters, such as labor 

rights, require interplay with other international institutions, organization and conventions (van 

Leeuwen, 2015). The IMO became an observer to the Arctic Council in May, 2019 (De George, 

2019). Although going beyond the scope of this thesis, the recent observer status leads to ask 

whether stronger interplay between the IMO and the AC can be expected. Drawing on van 

Leeuwen and Kern (2013), much might depend on the struggle over cognitive leadership 

through the exchange of competing discourses and ideas. Concerning environmental protection 

in the European marine Arctic (ie. the geographic area this study is interested in), it might be 

relevant to think of an emerging triad between the EU, the IMO and the AC.  

 

OSPAR is the regulatory convention and institutional context for promoting environmental 

protection in the North-East Atlantic. It is one of the institutional bodies crucial for regional 

marine and maritime policy-making in Europe, and for the EU.15 The geographical scope of 

OSPAR extends to Arctic seas – to the European Arctic (Region I, OSPAR (n.d.), see Graph 

E in Appendix). As such, the convention provides a European institutional context that bridges 

the Atlantic and the Arctic marine areas. The convention requires signatories “to take all 

possible steps” to eliminate and prevent marine pollution (Publications Office, 2006, para. 2), 

and provides the “forum for the coordinated implementation of the EU’s Maritime Strategy 

Framework Directive (MFSD) by EU countries and for interregional cooperation based on 

MSFD concepts and methods” (Para. 4). These concepts and methods, as set in EU Directive 

2008/56/EC include the evaluation of the environmental status, and recognition of the 

“importance of spatial protection measures […] contributing to the creation of a global network 

of marine protected [areas]” (Publications Office, 2008, para. 1). OSPAR became an Arctic 

Council observer in 2017 (OSPAR, 2017).  

 

Despite the challenges it poses to regional governance, a fragmented institutional arrangement 

reflects flexibility and openness (Young, 2010). The IMO, OSPAR, AC, and UNCLOS are the 

institutional components of an arrangement where interplay between institutions occurs at 

different levels (Young, 2016, 2010). The operational capacities, abilities and characteristics 

 
15 “The Convention for Biological Diversity, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora, the Convention on Migratory Species and Wild Animals, the African Eurasian 
Waterbirds Agreement, the Bern Convention, the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling, the 
Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants and the Convention for the Protection of the Marine 
Environment of the North-East Atlantic (OSPAR)” (European Commission, 2016). 
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of each institution are different, but by addressing particular concerns the institutions occupy 

certain niches (Stokke, 2011b). For Arctic shipping, regional institutions are considered 

particularly fit for knowledge-building and capacity enhancement, while global institutions are 

better suited for norm-building and rule enforcement (Stokke, 2012).  

 

A key characteristic of a partially fragmented governance arrangement for the Arctic is the 

tension between Arctic and non-Arctic states, on the one hand, and coastal and non-coastal 

states, on the other (Young, 2016, 2010). With multiple policy contexts and institutions for 

actors’ to interact in, the partially fragmented arrangement provides an avenue for regional 

engagement through strategic interplay. Environmental governance in particular is often the 

result of interactions between various institutions, meaning the policy-making possibilities and 

avenues for institutional influence vary (Oberthür & Gehring, 2011). The ability and capacity 

to influence the interplay between institutions is reflected in the particular niches actors occupy 

to participate in governance (Stokke, 2012, 2011b). 

 

2.4.2. Institutional interplay in Arctic maritime governance 
 

The maritime sector, international shipping in particular, has been fairly loosely governed 

during the 21st century with globalization influencing jurisdictional dynamics (Roe, 2013). As 

seas continue to suffer from pollution and maritime activities are expected to increase, the 

nation-state alone can hardly address the challenges of a contemporary world; new approaches 

to institutions and governance are required (Roe, 2013). Roe argues that globalization has 

shifted the locus of governance interactions from those between nation-states to the interactions 

between relevant institutions.16 Effective maritime governance, mainly as the regulation of 

economic activity, occurs among the interactions between relevant institutions, and these 

interactions, due to their scale and complexity, are difficult to integrate into the conventional 

hierarchies of nation-states (Roe, 2013). States, and state-like actors, such as the EU, have to 

adapt to this new environment of governing; to find ways in which institutions are best 

equipped to achieve desirable policy outcomes.  

 

 
16 Roe draws his argument from Cerny (1995) who stresses the significance of ‘the market’ and economic 
activity that need to be regulated by institutions (as cited in Roe, 2013, p. 400) 
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‘[T]he nation-state is no longer capable of being an effective vehicle for policy making in a 

Postmodern, globalized industry. We have entered what Cerny terms a ‘complex, world-wide 

evolutionary process of institutional selection’[.]’ (Roe, 2013, p. 400, emphasis added) 

 

Environmental measures in international shipping have traditionally been formed in strict, top-

down regulation by public authorities to make up the sector’s inability to assign appropriate 

standards and regulations (Roe, 2013). Governance and governing dynamics are the heart of 

institutional and policy interaction for effective regulatory outcomes. While the IMO, a UN-

organization, is widely recognized as the primary regulatory institution for international 

shipping, advances in protecting the marine environment are made through the interplay of 

various, global and regional institutions (Stokke, 2011a, 2011b). The interplay can be managed 

by conscious efforts to influence or direct the interactions: 

 

“Institutional interplay means that one institution affects the contents, operational, or 

consequences of another; interplay management involves efforts to impede, trigger, or shape such 

impact.” (Stokke, 2011b, p. 144) 

 

Stokke (2011b) emphasizes that niche-selection, the focus of an institution on a particular 

governance task, is a strategic aspect of interplay management. Governance niches are the 

particular tasks that a governing institution is best suited to address (Stokke, 2012). In Arctic 

marine environmental and shipping governance, four tasks, each defining a particular niche, 

can be identified: 1) generating knowledge, 2) strengthening norms, 3) capacity building, and 

4) rule enforcement (Stokke, 2012, 2011b). Within an issue area, an institution might aim to 

cover all tasks, or specialize in one. For example, regarding the management of cod in the 

Barents Sea, the Norwegian-Russian Joint Fisheries Commission has aimed “at a broad niche 

covering all governance tasks” (p. 145), but relies also on other institutions that focus on 

specific tasks (Stokke, 2011b). 

 

Arctic maritime governance emerges from the interplay of regional and global institutions each 

occupying particular or several niches. Regional institutions are better suited at knowledge-

building and capacity enhancement, while rule enforcement and norm-building are more 

effectively addressed in global ones (Stokke, 2012). It is important to acknowledge, however, 

that certain institutions are more appropriate than others to occupy particular niches and 

address certain tasks. To complement research on interplay management and the dynamics 
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between institutions occupying particular niches, Stokke (2012, 2011b) has also examined the 

characteristics that make an institution particularly fit to perform a governance task. Table 2 

below provides a list of governance niches and points to identifying them in the discourse or 

practices of an institutional actor. The table, compiled by the author enables to identify whether 

particular identifiable elements reflect certain tasks or the aims to occupy a niche.17 

Table 2 (author’s compilation form Stokke, 2012, 2011b)     

 

Stokke (2012) argues that broader international institutions, such as the IMO, are more capable 

and better equipped to enforce rules and shape norms, while Arctic-specific institutions are 

better suited to “support regulatory advances” (p. 75) through knowledge-building or capacity 

enhancement. Importantly, this “division of labor” (p. 82) does not mean that only one 

institution can perform a particular task, but that mutual governing even within a niche might 

enhance overall problem-solving ability in the entire complex. 

 

“Co-governance by several institutions can be mutually supportive: Each institution may bring 

distinct capacities to bear on the overall problem-solving effort, enabling more forceful conduct 

of the governance task in question. Even when the institutions pull in different directions – as the 

 
17 A detailed table on institutional characteristics can be found in Stokke (2011b). This is table is a non-
exhaustive list of potential practices an institution occupying a certain niche can do. 

Knowledge-building • Provides “intellectual leadership” (Stokke, 2012, p. 76) 

• Provides scientific assessments and research-based policy 

recommendations 

Norm-building • Shapes legal obligations (ie. has regulatory capacity) in the region 

• Elaborates “behavioral norms” eg. through soft-law instruments 

(Stokke, 2012, p. 68) 

Capacity 

enhancement 

• Provides “structural leadership” eg. in the form of “material and 

other capabilities” (Stokke, 2012, p. 77) 

• Enhances regional infrastructure 

• Invests in technology 

Rule enforcement • Assigns review and compliance mechanisms (eg. mandatory 

reporting) 

• Passes legally binding judgements 
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World Trade Organization and some multilateral environmental regimes do on trade-related 

enforcement of environmental rules – tense coexistence is more common than one institution 

driving the other completely out of a governance niche.” (Stokke, 2012, p. 68) 

 

Roe (2013) argues that due to profound changes in contemporary international society, where 

the nation-state is under increased pressure from global forces, governance based on 

jurisdiction (ie. territorial rights) might in fact be irrelevant. A post-jurisdictional or post-

territorial governance arrangement might be evident in what he calls the “postmodern world” 

(Roe, 2013, p. 408). According to Roe, a new configuration – a new understanding – of relevant 

relationships between governing actors needs to be found for effective policy-making. This 

new configuration should reflect the transnational dynamics of contemporary society (Roe, 

2013). While the niche-oriented approach has been used to examine which institutions are most 

capable to addressing particular governance tasks (Stokke, 2012, 2011b), the concept of niches 

also enables to discuss whether an actor has particular aims regarding governance. As such, it 

is an important concept to examining EU’s actorness and in a region beyond its direct 

jurisdiction. 

 

Institutional interplay provides the appropriate context to consider the transnational, 

multileveled dynamics of Arctic maritime governance. The Arctic maritime governance 

arrangement can therefore be understood as a configuration of particular governance niches 

occupied by institutions at different levels. Institutions are the primary actors in maritime 

governance, but their interactions produce effective governance outcomes (cf. Kooiman, 2003). 

These institutions are the outcomes of interacting components (ie. actors, practices, discourses) 

while simultaneously structuring those very interactions (eg. Wendt, 1987; Giddens, 1984). 

Arctic maritime governance emerges from the interactions of governing actors; it is the 

outcome of institutional interplay.  

 

3. Research design 
 

This study follows an actor-centered research strategy to complex interactions as it essentially 

explores how the EU aims to make use of the existing governance arrangement (Oberthür & 

Gehring, 2011, see Graph C in Appendix). It looks at the “overall patterns” of complex 

interactions with several institutions (p. 43) thus aiming to develop an integrated view on the 
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relationship between EU and Arctic maritime governance (Oberthür & Gehring, 2011). The 

following philosophical remarks allow to better understand the theoretical and methodological 

positions taken. 

 

3.1. Philosophical and theoretical considerations 
 

This study is concerned with an institution – the EU – as an actor in relation to a broader 

institutional complex. Institutions thus need to be regarded as both actors and structures, which 

directs to ask questions about the relationship between structure and agency (eg. Wendt, 1987). 

Structures can empower actors and thus are crucial components of actorness/agency; 

institutions empower institutions (Wendt, 1987). Interactive governance, as discussed, draws 

on the interdependency and process-like functioning (Levi-Faur, 2012) of the governance 

system, on the one hand, and the system-to-be-governed, on the other (Kooiman et al., 2008). 

Interactive governance suggests a systematic interdependency of structures and actors where 

one constantly influences the other (Kooiman, 2003; Wendt, 1987; Giddens, 1984). Social 

systems are in a constant process of emerging; they are outcomes of the constant practices 

actors (interactively) make, simultaneously structuring those very interactions (Wendt, 1987; 

Giddens, 1984). As Wendt (1987) writes: 

 

“[H]uman beings and their organizations are purposeful actors whose actions help reproduce or 

transform the society in which they live; […] and society is made up of social relationships, 

which structure the interaction between these purposeful actors.” (pp. 337-8) 

 

Analytical difficulty in complex social and material processes arises from the theoretical 

convergence of discourse and practice, on the one hand, and institutions and actors, on the other 

(Leipold & Winkel, 2017; Diez, 2014; Arts & Buizer, 2009). Many post-structural discourse 

theorists conflate discourses and practices within their analytical approaches (Leipold & 

Winkel, 2017; Adler & Pouliot, 2011). Practice-oriented theorists, however, see that practices 

“weave[…]together the discursive and material worlds” (Adler & Pouliot, 2011, p. 8, emphasis 

in original). Any social reality, therefore, at its core, is a system of constantly renegotiated and 

contested discourses (Diez, 2014) and evolving practices (Adler & Pouliot, 2011). But how, 

then, can social reality be examined without giving analytical primacy to either (Arts & Buizer, 

2009)?  
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Structuration theory and the “duality of structure” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25) enable to regard 

social systems as interactive outcomes, while simultaneously structuring those very 

interactions (Wendt, 1987; Giddens, 1984). Although widely criticized by critical realists 

(Sorrell, 2018), structuration is relevant in dynamic organizational processes (Berends, 

Boersma, & Weggeman, 2003), and has been used in research on the institutionalization of 

regimes (Fuenfschilling & Truffer, 2014), and management and organizational strategy 

(Whittington, 2010; Jarzabkowski, 2008). It is acknowledged that the theory is challenging and 

critics see that Giddens’ over-emphasizes individual action (ie. “agency” in Giddens, 1979, p. 

55) over pre-existing realities, as proposed by critical realists (Sorrell, 2018).  

 

It goes beyond the scope of this thesis to evaluate the degree of theoretical convergence 

between critical realist and structurationist approaches to social systems, but it should be 

acknowledged that the two have not always been regarded as mutually exclusive – particularly 

in sociotechnical transitions research (Geels, 2004 or Geels & Schot, 2010 as cited in Sorrell, 

2018). A commitment to structuration, in the words of Whittington (2010), is “more of a broad 

orientation […] than a theory in itself” (p. 120). It directs the researcher towards a systematic 

understanding of not only agency, as Whittington (2010) argues, but also to the 

interdependency of discourse and practices, on the one hand, and institutions and actors, on the 

other (Arts & Buizer, 2009).  

 

Although considering structuration as a broad philosophical umbrella (Whittington, 2010), this 

thesis refrains from giving it any ontological primacy over critical realist conceptions of reality 

(Sorrell, 2018; cf. Wendt, 1987). Drawing on the use of structuration and critical realism by 

sociotechnical transitions research, as discussed above, this thesis sees that social and material 

worlds are not mutually exclusive, but rather systematically and mutually co-constitutive 

(Müller, 2015; cf. Hultin, 2019; Raspotnik, 2018; Avango et al., 2013).18 To understand 

complex, socially and materially co-constructed realities, we must focus on the discourses and 

practices that together create meaning (cf. Avango et al., 2013). 

 

 
18 Both Müller (2015) and Avango et al. (2013) draw on Actor-Network Theory. Müller (2015) elaborates on 
“assemblage thinking” to approach “power, politics and space from a more processual, socio-material 
perspective”. Assemblage thinking focuses on the social and material dimensions of complex, multidimensional 
wholes or, in Giddensian terms, as discussed in this thesis, of systems (Müller, 2015; Giddens, 1984). 
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It is analytically short-sighted to conflate discursive and non-discursive elements into one 

philosophical or theoretical paradigm if one is to examine the complex interactions that occur 

in a given social context (Arts & Buizer, 2009). Therefore, and especially considering the need 

to stretch discourse theory into new dimensions (Torfing, 2005), this study borrows from both 

practice and discourse approaches to distinguish between i) practices as meaningful physical 

actions and ii) discourses as something closer to “socially meaningful speech acts” (ie. 

discursive practices) (Adler & Pouliot, 2011, p. 14). These speech acts19 are performed or 

narrated through storylines; micro-speeches, one could say, of a broader discourse (Hajer, 

1993; Hajer & Versteeg, 2005). And importantly, because these speech practices are always 

uttered in a particular social and political context, they have an intrinsic institutional dimension 

to them (Hajer, 1995). Storylines “are the medium through which actors try to impose their 

view of reality on others, suggest certain positions and practices, and criticize alternative social 

arrangements” (Hajer, 1993, p. 47). Storylines form the core of a speech act. 

 

While “discourse as speech act” resembles first and second generation discourse theories, such 

as Conversation Analysis or Critical Discourse Analysis (Torfing, 2005; Diez, 2014), 

acknowledging the “practice turn” in IR scholarship allows to “reach beyond traditional levels 

and units of analysis” (Adler & Pouliot, 2011, p. 5). Focusing on international practices allows 

to acknowledge the benefits of various analytical frameworks (Adler & Pouliot, 2011), 

including discourse analytical ones where discourse is not structural (Diez, 2014; Deeds 

Ermarth, 2005) or where examining agency depends on distinguishing between rhetoric and 

activity (Leipold & Winkel, 2017). Approaching discourse as practice also suggests that reality 

is not fully socially constructed, but that – to some degree – a pre-existing, socially and 

materially evident world is out there and which actors try to make sense of (Raspotnik, 2018; 

Adler & Pouliot, 2011; Arts & Buizer, 2009). 

 

In brief, within complex systems, discursive and non-discursive articulations are 

interdependent; they interactively constitute to and help understand socially and materially co-

constituted realities (cf. Raspotnik, 2018; Avango et al., 2013). These systems, like the Arctic 

maritime governance arrangement (cf. Kooiman et al., 2008), are the outcomes of the 

interactions between governing actors (Kooiman, 2003; Torfing et al., 2012). Governing actors 

 
19 Speech acts are crucial in building Arctic legitimacy for non-Arctic actors (see, Väätänen & Zimmerbauer, 
2019). 
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steer interactions through discourse and practices in ways that can eventually influence 

institutional interplay. Moreover, these governance outcomes simultaneously structure all 

embedded complex interactions in a constant, systemic loop (Giddens, 1984). The value of 

structuration theory is in that it allows to regard agency and the emergence of structures as 

interdependent parts of a complex system.  

 

Governing actorness, or agency, then essentially depends on the multilevel interactions 

between structures and actors (such as institutions), and discourse and practices (Leipold & 

Winkel, 2017). Thus, the discourse analytical methodology presented below, in its ambition to 

refocus on agency in research practice is, in fact, a practice-oriented analysis of the discursively 

and non-discursively articulated components to agency. As such, the thesis makes use of both 

discourse and practice analytical perspectives to reach pragmatic objectives – in other words, 

a multiperspectival approach (Larkin, Shaw & Flowers, 2018; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; on 

pragmatic research see Oliver, 2012). 

 

3.2. Methodology 
 

Due to the incoherence in EU’s approach to the Arctic and the lack of a clear policy 

straightforward policy analyses or causal approaches to interinstitutional relations between the 

EU and Arctic institutions remain challenging (Oberthür & Gehring, 2011). Furthermore, 

because Arctic governance depends on social and material factors that together construct and 

make sense of the region (cf. Raspotnik, 2018; Körber et al., 2017; Avango et al., 2013; Young, 

2013), this thesis focuses on the speech acts and physical practices performed by different EU 

bodies and representatives that address Arctic Ocean governance.  

 

However, actors and structures interact as part of, and constituting to, a dynamic, complex 

system (Giddens, 1984). Individual and group actors, institutions, governance complexes and 

systems-to-be-governed are interdependent in the discourses and practices that, on the one 

hand, make sense of the Arctic while simultaneously shaping it. Structures exist and are 

simultaneously created. If agency refers to the possibility of an actor “at any phase in a given 

sequence of conduct” to decide or change how to act (Giddens, 1984, p. 9), it directs us to ask: 

What components are necessary for the EU to decide or change how to act in regards to the 

maritime Arctic? 
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3.2.1. Discursive Agency Approach 
 

To provide a framework for analysis that takes into account agency also in discursive processes 

Leipold and Winkel (2017) examined common discourse analytical approaches20 and 

recognized a set of shared characteristics relating to structure and agency. To bridge their 

theoretical and methodological shortcomings under a common, pragmatic framework, Leipold 

and Winkel have proposed the Discursive Agency Approach (DAA). 

 

Their approach acknowledges the diverging notions in discourse theories of structure and 

agency, the multiple notions of practices, as well as the position of the researcher (Leipold & 

Winkel, 2017). DAA sees that agency is constituted in a trialectic between the actor, the 

structures, and other actors’ (including observers’, such as the researcher) interpretations. 

Therefore, it can be said that EU’s actorness depends not only on its own discourse and 

practices in particular contexts, but also the interpretations of other actors, such as observers 

or the researcher (Ibid). The DAA-heuristic is a mapping exercise to identifying what matters 

in terms of agency (Leipold & Winkel, 2017).  

 

The methodology draws broadly on interpretive discourse theory (Leipold & Winkel, 2017). 

Although not strictly a discourse analytical framework (as it is here understood to combine 

both practice and discourse oriented techniques), it is still important to consider the 

preconditions for such: the inseparability of theory and method (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). 

The analytical process should not be detached from the theoretical, philosophical, and 

methodological foundations of the research; it is important that both theory and method form 

a “complete package” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, pp. 3-4).  

 

The package in this thesis is carefully constructed to accommodate the theoretical and 

philosophical frame, as well as the empirical objectives of the research. The analytical 

distinction between discourse and practice, on the one hand, and structures and actors, on the 

other, allow to consider systematic interdependence with analytical clarity (Archer 1996 as 

cited in Arts & Buizer, 2009). In line with Jørgensen and Phillips’ (2002) claims, and in order 

to consider both the structuring and agency-building components of discourse and practice, 

 
20 Foucauldian theory, Laclau and Mouffe’s theory, Hajer’s Argumentative Discourse Analysis (ADA), Critical 
Discourse Analysis (CDA), the Sociology of Knowledge Approach (SKAD), and Schmidt’s Discursive 
Institutionalism (DI).  
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different analytical perspectives were combined under the DAA-heuristic (Leipold and Winkel, 

2017). As such, it can be said that this study takes a “multiperspectival approach” (Jørgensen 

& Phillips, 2002: p. 4; cf. Larkin, Shaw & Flowers, 2019). 

 

The DAA allows to consider the structuring and agency-building components of discourse, 

while providing a framework to distinguish between what is said and what is done, and, indeed, 

in what context. Leipold and Winkel (2017) see that conventional discourse theories do not 

offer methodological direction to understanding the interdependency of structure and agency. 

They argue that if discourse analysis predominantly emphasize the structuring properties of 

discourse, and neglects agency as trialectically constituted, it undermines the importance of 

interaction and social complexity in meaning-making. Therefore, they suggest a set of 

categories that provide the researcher with a methodological guide for a systematic agent-

centered analysis of discourse and practices (Leipold & Winkel, 2017; cf. Oberthür & Gehring, 

2011). The framework is an analytical heuristic with four interrelated categories that enable to 

identify the discursive and non-discursive components that mutually influence both structures 

and agency (Leipold & Winkel, 2017):  

 

The DAA framework fits the theoretical and empirical objectives of the thesis, as it attempts 

to appropriate analyses of complex interactions into a concise framework where discourse and 

practice are analytically distinguishable. It tackles the epistemological challenges of 

understanding an interactive – ie. systematic and complex – social order (eg. Arts & Buizer, 

2009). In terms of interactive governance, the categorization exercise helps reveal the empirical 

components required for governing and governance at the intentional and structural levels 

(Kooiman, 2003).  

 

3.3. Data and methods 
 

EU’s Arctic discourse (ie. speech acts) can be seen to emerge from official policy 

communication and high-level public statements. Practices, on the other hand, are recognizable 

actions taken by group or individual actors (see eg., Bueger, 2013). Therefore, multiple 

sources, combining both desk and field research, were used to collect data on discourse and 

practices: public policy documents, statements, news documents, interviews and observations. 
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The data corpus is divided into two datasets: 1) EU policy documents and public statements 

(including relevant articles), 2) observations and interviews with policy officials and experts. 

Interviewees were selected due to their expertise relating to the IMO, OSPAR or the EU and 

the Arctic. Both IMO and OSPAR contribute to the overall governance arrangement in the 

Arctic Ocean, and both are organizations where the European Commission is represented. As 

discussed above, the interplay between EU and IMO has led to enhanced standards, stronger 

norms, and rules in international shipping (van Leeuwen & Kern, 2013; Nengye & Maes, 

2010), while OSPAR interacts with various institutions at different levels for the stronger 

protection of the North-East Atlantic (including Arctic seas, see Graph E in Appendix) 

(Kvalvik, 2012; Skjærseth, 2006). 

 

Observations and interviews provide insight into how EU’s actorness is perceived and how  

certain practices employed (Leipold & Winkel, 2017). When appropriate, the transcription of 

the interviews was carefully simplified for improved clarity. Interviews are a method that 

allows the researcher to examine social phenomena beyond appearances; to explore the 

perspectives, meanings and interpretations of relevant individuals (Crouch & McKenzie, 

2006). Interviews are considered extremely relevant in exploratory research (Ibid). In the DAA 

methodology, interviews and observations help the researcher to “systematically explore 

actors’ characteristics and strategic practices” (Leipold & Winkel, 2017, p. 528) and provide 

“an in-depth understanding of the strategic situation in which discursive agency is embedded” 

(p. 528) – in other words, to examine structure and agency. 

 

Although it is acknowledged that the Union’s official interest towards the Arctic began in 2007, 

and a European-Arctic relationship was already being forged in the 1990s (Raspotnik, 2018), 

the focus will be on the developments since the latest Joint Communication by the European 

Commission and the High Representative: An integrated European Union policy for the Arctic 

(European Commission, 2016). EU’s current engagement in the region is seen to be reflected 

this policy document, and any future policy will be an update from it (Chuffart & Raspotnik, 

2019). Moreover, the data was collected to account for the multidimensionality of EU’s Arctic 

policy-making, namely the differences in views by different institutional bodies (Raspotnik, 

2018). 
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Leipold and Winkel (2017) propose a four-step process with various techniques available for 

a comprehensive analysis of textual data (see, Graph F in Appendix).21 They stress, however, 

that there is no exclusive manner of approaching the data under the auspices of the DAA-

framework. A heuristic methodological framework helps to “think about a phenomenon in 

ways that are different from how you might otherwise proceed” (Jaccard & Jacoby, 2010, p. 

48). As such, this thesis makes creative use of the DAA-heuristic through a multiperspectival 

approach. Moreover, considering that categorization is essentially a method of content analysis 

(Kuckartz, 2019; Marvasti, 2019), the framework directs the researcher towards multi-method 

analyses – combining discourse and content analytical perspectives (Bennett, 2015). Mixing 

discourse and content analytical techniques bring certain benefits associated with multi-method 

research; namely linking interpretation to categorized data (Bennett, 2015).  

 

Dataset 1 (D1): EU Policy documents and public statements 

 

The main EU policy documents examined are i) the Joint Communication to the European 

Parliament and the Council: An integrated European Union policy for the Arctic (European 

Commission, 2016), and ii) the three most recent Conclusions from Council of the European 

Union on Oceans and Seas, including the Arctic (Council of the EU, 2019a); on Space 

Solutions for a Sustainable Arctic (Council of the EU, 2019b); and on the EU Arctic Policy  

(Council of the EU, 2019c). The value in examining both Council Conclusions and the 

Commission communication is in exploring a common view on governance, despite their often 

diverging interests and institutional differences regarding Arctic matters (Raspotnik, 2018).22 

 

 
21 Step 1 (Analysis of Discourses, Institutions, Agents, and Strategic Practices in Texts) combines content and 
discourse analytical techniques to reveal particular in-text patterns, Step 2 (Detailed Analysis of Discursive 
Agency) brings forth the characteristics of actors and practices in situated contexts through interviews and 
observation, and Step 3 (Triangulating and Complementing Results) links the previous steps and complements 
the results. Step 4 (Reconsidering Interpretations) is a reflective step to examine and discuss other possible 
interpretations. Steps 3 and 4 will not be considered as empirical steps, but rather help direct the discussion 
around the results of the categorization. Applying them rigorously would require broader, in-depth data 
collection, including cross-interviewing with previous respondents and other experts (eg. scholars) in the field. 
While this is seen to go beyond the scope of a Master’s thesis, acknowledging it provides interesting questions 
for further, more detailed research. 
 
22 The internal dynamics and organizational structure of the EU, namely the Commission being supranational 
and the Council being intergovernmental, influences Arctic policy development. They “often become entangled 
in their very own power relations with each other” (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 87). 
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Public statements from relevant high-level officials were also taken into account.23 These 

include the joint press statement from (now former) High Representative/Vice-President 

Frederica Mogherini (EEAS), (now former) Commissioner Karmenu Vella (DGMARE) and 

Swedish Minister for Foreign Affairs Ann Linde at the EU-Arctic Forum on October 3rd, 2019 

(European Commission, 2019), as well as select news coverage from 2019. This includes three 

articles with statements from (now former) EU Ambassador-at-Large for the Arctic published 

by High North News (Tømmerbakke, 2019), The Barents Observer (Staalesen, 2019), and 

Euractiv (Brzozowski, 2019). These are online publications specializing in Arctic and 

European affairs. 

 

Dataset 2 (D2): Interviews and observations 

 

Five semi-structured and open-ended interviews, and one structured exchange of emails, were 

held with relevant experts to gain interpretive accounts of EU’s actions in Arctic maritime 

governance. The semi-structured interviews gave room for respondents to direct the 

conversation as they considered fit, and allowed the researcher to collect open-ended data that 

fit the objectives of the study (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). The relatively open format of 

interviews is considered appropriate when the researcher is exploring new topics and research 

areas (Salazar, 1990). An anonymous list of interviewees is presented in the appendix. The 

interviewees positions and experience varied which is seen to account for the degree of 

variation in the breadth and depth of responses. While some interviewees were explicit and 

upfront in their responses, others retained a degree of ambiguity. Any additional observations 

were made during the interviews and while participating in the PPR6 at the IMO in London.  

 

Two interviews were conducted with senior officials from an EU member-state and an Arctic 

Council member – Finland – working with the IMO and OSPAR. An additional two interviews 

were conducted with senior EU officials, one with a Senior Expert from the Directorate General 

for the Environment (DGENV), the agency tasked with OSPAR matters, and the other from 

the European Commission’s representation to the IMO. The former was conducted over the 

phone with a transcript of the call verified by email, while the latter was conducted in person 

during the Pollution Prevention and Response Subcommittee meeting no. 6 in London in 

February, 2019. In addition, due to the institutional arrangement of the IMO allowing for 

 
23 The data collection and analysis were made before the new Commission took office on December 1, 2019.  
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representatives of environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGO) to actively take 

part in meetings, a discussion with a ENGO-representative was held to gain a broader, non-

state, interpretation of EU’s practices in the IMO. The sixth interview was an exchange of 

emails with a Senior Adviser to the European Commission to exclusively discuss the 

operationalization and development of EU’s Arctic strategy, and how it relates to the 

institutional complex in governing the Arctic marine environment. The Senior Adviser has 

explicit expertise in EU’s Arctic policy development. An interview request was made to AC’s 

PAME Working Group, however, without any reply. 

 

Aside of the one conducted by e-mail, all interviews in semi-structured format followed the 

general questions of how is the EU acting to protect the Arctic marine environment or how 

does the EU participate in Arctic maritime governance. Interviewees were asked to respond 

from their respective experiences and positions. The questions of the sixth interview can be 

found with the list of interviewees in the Appendix. The interviews were transcribed and 

translated, when necessary, by the author. Due to the sensitivity of the issue, all respondents 

were anonymized and the data was processed as a complete whole without direct or identifiable 

citations made.24 All respondents were given detailed accounts of the researcher’s background, 

the context of the research, and any funding received.  

 

The double-hermeneutic process of the DAA (Leipold and Winkel, 2017) requires to make 

some assumptions on the respondents’ knowledge; as actors who take part in the double-

hermeneutic process (Lynch, 1993). Primarily this means that the interviewees are 

“knowledgeable agents” (Giddens, 1984: p. 281) and can describe their social environments, 

but it is the task of the researcher to uncover what “remains unconscious” (Lynch, 1993, p. 

194).25 Therefore, the interviewees (and observations) are valid accounts of reality, but their 

empirical value depend essentially on the interpretations and analytical choices made by the 

researcher.  

 

3.4. Analytical process 
 

 
24 Research participant data is presented according to APA 6th Edition (Lee & Hume-Pratuch, 2013).  
25 William Lynch (1993) provides a critique of Giddens’ double-hermeneutic and of structuration by arguing 
that the theories only “sensitize” the researcher to the interdependency of structure-agency or the reflexivity of 
actors, and as such do not provide sufficient guidelines for empirical research practice (see pp. 200-201). 
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The data corpus was categorized according to C1) storylines C2) actors and actor groups C3) 

institutions and policy contexts, and C4) the strategic practices relating to maritime 

governance. The qualitative categorization was achieved through a mix of discourse analytical 

perspectives, such as examining for storylines (Hajer, 1993; Hajer &Versteeg, 2005), and 

content analytical ones, such as screening for recurring themes (Bengtsson, 2016). The 

categorization is discussed according to the theoretical and conceptual frame of the study. This 

combination of content and discourse analytical techniques reflect a multi-method approach in 

that it aims to bridge methodological gaps to reach desired empirical and theoretical outcomes 

(Bennett, 2015). It is important to remember that a study of actorness is essentially tied to the 

subject position of the researcher (Leipold & Winkel, 2017). Although the EU might be an 

actor in its own right, perceptions of its actorness are always tied to individuals interpretations. 

 

“[T]he nature of an agent cannot be predefined, but depends on the perceptions of (other) agents, 

including researchers, participating in or observing a policymaking process. Accordingly, we 

understand agents and their agency as being empirically constituted and interpreted at the point 

in time when the researcher investigates a particular policymaking process.” (Leipold & Winkel, 

2017, p. 524) 

 

The categorization was divided into two phases. First (Phase 1), dataset D1 was examined for 

storylines. Second (Phase 2), the content of both D1 and D2 was screened for actors, 

institutions (policy contexts), and strategic practices. Due to the breadth of data, both phases 

of empirical analyses followed a latent analysis where the researcher focused on the “deep 

structure” ie. the underlying meaning of data (Bengtsson, 2016, pp. 9-10).  

 

During Phase 1 the data was first screened for references to Arctic environmental or 

marine/maritime issues. These reference points were then analyzed according to i) 

problems/problematizations, ii) problem solutions, iii) responsibilities for resulting storylines 

as policy discourse. During Phase 2 the data was analyzed by searching for references to actors 

and their characteristics, and to policy contexts or institutions. First, when appropriate, the data 

was screened for references to environmental and marine/maritime issues. Then, these sections 

were examined for direct references to policy contexts, their characteristics or how they are 

framed, and the practices taken or aimed to be taken in such context. Examples of the 

categorization and screening are provided in Graph G in the Appendix. 
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Category 1 (C1): Policy discourse: inductively identified recurring patterns of 

problematization, potential problem solutions, and responsibilities (“who is responsible for a 

problem, who must/cannot act, etc.”) (Leipold & Winkel, 2017, p. 523). These are identified 

in particular storylines according to which relevant actors can take subject positions. Actors 

are enabled and constrained by the same policy discourses they perform (Leipold & Winkel, 

2017; cf. Diez, 2014; Giddens, 1984). The “socially meaningful speech acts” that help make 

sens of the world (Adler & Pouliot, 2011, p. 14). 

 

Category 2 (C2): The actors:  This includes, for example, the characteristics of actors needed 

to achieve the objectives (ie. problem solutions) of the policy discourse. This category 

represents the actors and actor groups that are considered relevant in terms of EU’s agency – 

that is, which actors and groups are necessary for EU’s participation in Arctic marine 

governance. These are the actors that are responsible for the articulations of storylines; those 

who do practices (Leipold & Winkel, 2017). Those “who identify (and are identified) with 

specific subject positions offered by a particular story line in a policy discourse,” and “are 

empirically constituted and interpreted at the point in time when the researcher investigates a 

particular policymaking process” (p. 524). Actors are able to take a subject positions that make 

them politically relevant regardless of the policy discourse: “Such a subject position is essential 

for agency as even the most coherent and convincing story line about an issue will hardly be 

politically successful if it is suggested by actors who are considered incapable of meaningful 

actions” (p. 524). The subject position is connected to the actor’s policy paradigms and 

characteristics (skills and positional characteristics). 

 

Category 3 (C3): Political institutions and policy contexts: regarding the overall governance 

context, institutions are identified by drawing on the research context and conceptual frame. 

However, of particular interest are the institutions referred to in policy documents and 

statements, as well as in the interviews as possible avenues for problem solutions (ie. the 

context for governance solutions or governing practices). As such, deducting references to 

institutions enables to locate the context where particular practices are made (Leipold & 

Winkel, 2017). Political institutions are the “formal rules aimed at guiding the practices of 

addressees in a certain policy field, including the social and material structures for their 

implementation (ie. organizations)” or aimed institutionalized policy solutions (Leipold & 

Winkel, p. 523).   
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Category 4 (C4): Strategic practices: These practices are organized ways of performing tied 

to speech acts (Bueger, 2013). The concept or practice can be ambiguous, but reflects the 

“routinized” performances through which actors “sustain a sense of ontological security” 

(Giddens, 1984, p. 282). Practices help to cope with the incoherence and uncertainty of a 

constantly evolving environments (Giddens, 1984). “All practices that target the creation (and 

institutionalization) of a particular political truth about an issue and one’s position in relation 

to it” (Leipold & Winkel, 2017, p. 525). Strategic means the ability to reflect towards a “future 

state of affairs that required the specific action” (Wagenaar, 2007 as cited in Leipold & Winkel, 

2017, p. 525). An example of a strategic practice that has direct effect on the subject positions 

of actors is the promotion of a particular venue, level or scale “at which a problem must be 

tackled” (Leipold and Winkel, 2017, p. 526). 

 

To summarize, the categorization enables to identify the interdependent components that the 

EU refers to in its attempts participate in Arctic maritime governance. Through uttering 

storylines (ie. conducting speech acts), through the various actors embedded in certain policy 

and institutional contexts, and through certain strategic actions the EU can aim to steer the 

interactions of Arctic actors; to participate in interactive governance (Torfing et al., 2012; 

Kooiman, 2003).  

 

4. Results and discussion 
 

The categorization of public documents and statements, interviews and observations highlight 

the relevant components to EU’s participation in Arctic maritime governance. The 

categorization as such, however, is not enough to draw sufficient conclusions or to argue for a 

certain kind of actorness in terms of institutional interplay. Rather, it is how these components 

are applied into the theoretical and conceptual context that reveals their significance. Each 

category is relevant in the emergence of governance and in governing (Kooiman, 2003). 

 

While the categorization (Table 4, below) is explained in detail in chapter 4.1. the subsequent 

chapter (4.2.) will discuss the results in the context of interactive governance and institutional 

interplay.  
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4.1. Categorization 
 

C1: Policy 

discourse as a set 

of four storylines  

I. The Arctic is a region where climate change, as a global 

phenomenon, increasingly defines the environmental, 

social, geopolitical and economic dynamics and 

challenges faced. 

 

II. Addressing challenges in the Arctic is impossible 

without interaction between regional and global 

institutions and actors, while accounting for local 

demands. 

 

III. Commitment to international co-operation and scientific 

development justify EU’s regional engagement. 

 

IV. The EU, due to its position as a global science, climate, 

and security leader, has the responsibility to respond to 

the increasing uncertainty in the region essentially 

caused by climate change. 

C2: Actors, actor 

groups, and their 

characteristics. 

Ambassador; Policy Officers; Commission Representatives; EU 

bodies (eg. Parliament, Commission, Agencies); EU Member-

States; Policy network groups; Informal coalitions. 

 

Cultural background; Political experience; Interest; Networking 

skills; Communication skills; Ambition; Diplomatic skills; 

Leadership skills. 

C3: Institutions 

and policy 

contexts for 

governance 

solutions and 

interactions 

Research initiatives; Scientific networks; Polar Code; EEA 

relevant legislation; International environmental agreements; 

Regional seas conventions (eg. OSPAR); EU legislation and 

policies (eg. Directives, IMP, Cohesion Policy); Policy networks 

(eg. environmental policy network, foreign policy network, 

research policy networks); UN system (eg. COP, UNFCCC, 

SDGs); Trans-Atlantic co-operation. 
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Table 3 (author’s compilation from the data corpus according to the methods and methodology 

presented above; cf. Leipold & Winkel, 2017) 

 
4.1.1. Storylines 

 

The storylines reflect the recurring problematizations, solutions and responsibilities regarding 

Arctic Ocean governance, and, as such, do not differ significantly from previous analyses on 

EU’s Arctic discourse (eg. Raspotnik, 2018). In this study, however, two major issues were 

identified during the analysis of speech acts: the explicit adoption of security, a focus on the 

“European Arctic”26. Indeed, as have been pointed out by Keil and Raspotnik (2014), a stronger 

strategic focus on a distinct EU-European sub-region within the broader Circumpolar Arctic 

could provide the EU some degree of legitimacy and coherence regarding its regional 

ambitions eg. beyond attempts to secure observer status at the AC (Østhagen & Raspotnik, 

2015). A European Arctic is a “gateway” into the region (Keil & Raspotnik, 2014; cf. 

Raspotnik, 2018, p. 142).  

 

Explicitly bringing security to the table might, however, prove to be counterproductive in terms 

of EU’s position in the region (Stepien & Raspotnik, 2019). The European Arctic, which can 

be seen to stretch all the way to the Barents and Kara seas off the coast of Russia, is perceived 

among the economically most valuable parts of the Arctic making it geopolitically interesting: 

“the most significant part of the region” (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 79). Addressing Arctic security, 

a controversial topic in itself, without all Arctic states accepting EU-European elements of 

engagement – meaning that the EU has not been able to fully break into the region order – 

might risk having a “negative impact” on EU’s position in the region (Raspotnik, 2018, pp. 

172-3; cf. Stepien & Raspotnik, 2019). 

 

However, the identified recurring problematizations focused on the lack of knowledge or 

inability to understand the systematic effects of climate change in the Arctic. Solutions and 

 
26 The first mention of a “European Arctic” was made in relation to the Northern Dimension policy in 2008, but 
was included “into official EU Arctic policy parlance” (p. 141) only after 2014 (Raspotnik, 2018). 

C4: Strategic 

practices that aim 

institutionalize the 

policy discourse  

Enhancing interactions; Multilevel co-operation; Dialogue; 

Coordination; Leadership; Consensus-building; Policy 

positioning; Politicization; Persuasion; Investment; Diplomatic 

visits; Network-building. 
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responsibilities therefore focused not only on fighting climate change, but also on the means, 

actors and contexts which enable scientific development and research-based policy-making to 

do so. Another identified feature of the policy discourse is the constant legitimization of EU’s 

engagement in the Arctic. As such, the most fundamental challenge to EU’s Arctic-ness – 

perceived and accepted legitimacy – has yet to change (Offerdal, 2011). Legitimacy is 

primarily sought through the responsibility to respond to climate change, and developing 

science, knowledge and innovation.27 Considering the explicit mention of security, one is posed 

to ask, to what extent are scientific development and knowledge-building in climate related 

issues a way to address security concerns? 

 

The data revealed that the maritime domain is linked to security concerns primarily because of 

climate change, not despite of it. The preparations of a joint Arctic-Atlantic network to cope 

with “maritime security threats resulting from the opening of the North-East passage” was 

mentioned in the Joint Communication from 2016 (European Commission, 2016, p. 13). As 

such, security concerns were not considered a problem in their own right, but rather as 

consequences of climate change. Addressing climate change, then, could eventually influence 

security concerns. The appropriate response to perceived security threats was in better 

scientific knowledge, and knowledge-based governance mechanisms (ie. “through innovative 

technologies and the development of tools for the monitoring of spatial and temporal 

developments of the increasing maritime activities in the Arctic[.]” (European Commission, 

2016, p. 12). The trans-Atlantic dimension in marine research, exemplified in the Galway 

Statement on Atlantic Ocean Cooperation signed already in 2013, is crucial for EU’s ability to 

co-operate with Canada and the United States on Arctic related matters as well; “a shared vision 

for the Atlantic” which includes the Arctic (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 81). Science, security and 

trans-Atlanticism seem to intertwine to some degree. 

 

The data revealed that satellite solutions are considered relevant to maritime and marine 

environmental challenges in the European Arctic. The Council Conclusions on Space Solutions 

for the Arctic highlight the importance of the Copernicus satellite system not only for marine 

 
27 References to EU’s abilities and capacities that justify a particular position in regional governance were also 
identified. Three arguments in particular are worth noting: 1) EU as a global science leader (European 
Commission, 2016), 2) EU as a leader in fight against climate change (Brzozowski, 2019), and 3) EU as a 
global security provider (Tømmerbakke, 2019). These are close to EU’s “geopolitical ideas for the Arctic” 
crucial to space-making and geopolitical ordering (cf. Raspotnik, 2018: p. 134). 
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environmental protection and management, but also regarding security (Council of the EU, 

2019a).  

 

“[The Council highlights] the important contribution that EU space activities, programmes and 

infrastructure offer to the protection of the marine environment, the assessment of the impact of 

climate change, […] and the enhancement of maritime security.” (Council of the EU, 2019a, p. 

5) 

 

While security was explicitly referred to in each of the analyzed documents, it was more 

prominently mentioned in the selected articles with statements from the (former) Arctic 

Ambassador-at-Large. The ambassador, however, did not directly refer to the marine/maritime 

domain; the policy documents, on the other hand, discussed security in relation to marine and 

maritime affairs. The ambassador referred to “spill-over of conflicts” (Brzozowski, 2019); 

conflicts from outside the Arctic having a security effect in the region (Staalesen, 2019). As 

such, these statements reflect a paradigm towards Arctic security and stability where global 

and regional dynamics intertwine. It ties EU’s global actorness to Arctic policy-making and 

vice-versa; regional presence is not a precondition for regional actorness (Raspotnik, 2018).  

 

”There is a gap in focus on security in current Arctic governance structures. […] We need 

innovative ideas to make sure that security matters are properly addressed by Arctic states and 

beyond. Security must be addressed somewhere.” (Ambassador Coninsx as cited in Staalesen, 

2019) 

 

The “gap in focus” as mentioned by Ambassador Coninsx is seen to reflect a disapproval of 

the current governance order in the Arctic where security and stability are mainly addressed 

through multi-level and multi-institutional environmental co-operation (Stokke, 2011a). From 

the perspective of Arctic environmental security (Stokke, 2011a), such a speech act from a 

high-level EU representative can signal a disappointment in the “Arctic way” of securing the 

region. Certainly something that might resonate negatively with those who consider the current 

order of things appropriate (cf. Stepien & Raspotnik, 2019; Raspotnik, 2018). 

 

The high-level statement during the EU Arctic Forum emphasized current challenges in the 

European part of the Arctic in particular (European Commission, 2019): 
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“The EU recognises the need to work closely with national, regional and local authorities in the 

European Arctic [regarding research, environmental protection and infrastructure development]. 

The EU emphasises its commitment to facilitate Arctic stakeholder engagement in the European 

Arctic region.” (Para. 2) 

 

The Joint Communication from 2016 (European Commission, 2016) already recognizes the 

significance of institutional and state co-operation in the European Arctic. Also, connecting 

“the European part of the Arctic” (European Commission, 2016, p. 9), through the development 

of transport networks and infrastructure, is seen vital for European economic development. The 

lack of a north-south connection and direct access to the Arctic Ocean is explicitly mentioned 

in the communication. Particularly the adoption of EU legislation in the EEA is seen important 

for a sustainable future Arctic: 

 

“[T]he EU can play an influential role in shaping the future development of the European part of 

the Arctic through the application of EU rules relevant for the EEA and the deployment of 

financial instruments. Cooperation between countries and regions in the European Arctic has 

been good, for example in the context of the Barents-Euro Arctic Council and the Northern 

Dimension policy framework.” (European Commission, 2016, p. 9) 

 

The responsibility to address problems, to operationalize the solutions, was largely recognized 

in the effectiveness of local and regional stakeholders, as well as global and multilateral 

institutions. This means that it is not only one or multiple institutions that are responsible for 

governance solutions, but in the functioning interactions between them. Responsibility in 

addressing problems and solutions is in the interplay of both regional and global institutions. 

Synergies between different institutional actors are seen to promote desired policy outcomes: 

 

[The Council] encourages European agencies (incl. EC and ESA, and “other Copernicus 

entrusted entities”) to make use of “synergies between Galileo and Copernicus for safe transport 

operations, economic activities and environmental monitoring” (Council of the EU, 2019b, p. 5) 

 

“The Council recognises the primary responsibility of the Arctic States for the development of 

the Arctic but also considers that many of the issues affecting the region are of a global nature 

and are more effectively addressed through regional or multilateral cooperation in particular the 

Arctic Council and including via the UN system.” (Council of the EU, 2019c, p. 2) 

 



 51 

4.1.2. Actors and actor groups 
 

All interviewees often stressed the significance of the individuals (eg. representatives, advisors, 

experts) embedded within and working with relevant institutions. Nothing happens unless the 

right individuals are able to push for a coordinated position. General interest in the Arctic was 

also considered necessary. It became evident that professional skills, such as personal 

diplomatic skills, matter for EU to advance its interests regarding the maritime Arctic. 

However, in line with the findings from the policy documents, group actors, such as EU bodies 

or Arctic relevant institutions, were also identified as important components for EU’s Arctic 

actorness.  

 

Among the individual characteristics identified in the interviewees were personal interest in 

Arctic affairs, diplomatic and leadership skills, personal networks and networking skills, 

communication skills, as well as individual ambition. Several respondents considered that EU’s 

ability to follow through on policy initiatives often seems to be negatively affected by internal 

tensions, miscommunication or other discrepancy between different EU bodies. Both EU and 

member-state officials recognized that a major challenge to be overcome for EU’s Arctic 

engagement is inter-agency tensions. Different EU bodies might have different agendas in 

terms of the Arctic (cf. Raspotnik, 2018). One EU official mentioned that this disconnect and 

inability to streamline work areas is felt at the operational level – effective policy action 

becomes hindered due to internal difficulties. Therefore, various institutional bodies (both 

within and beyond the EU, cf. Offerdal, 2011) have considerable agency for EU’s overall 

ability to participate in Arctic governance.  

 

Both EU and member-state officials considered that in addition to the skills of individuals, 

cultural and professional backgrounds were also identified as important characteristics. 

Professional and personal skills enable individuals to build effective networks. However, while 

individuals within institutions are crucial for policy-making, reaching the policy objectives is 

often not possible without collective support. EU’s Arctic approach is partly driven by various 

institutionally embedded individuals, but also the actor groups which they might be embedded 

with. As the Commission official working at the IMO brought forward, the European 

Parliament (EP) has been significant in pushing for stricter environmental measures. However, 

member-states also have their individual agendas in terms of the Arctic (Conde Pérez & 

Yaneva, 2016), which makes coordinated EU positions difficult (cf. Gulbrandsen, 2013) 
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All respondents referred to the significance of group actor participation in the policy-making 

process. An individual can use particular practices, such as leadership for enhanced 

coordination. Although competence28 to act on matters eventually defines EU’s legal ability 

and capacity to engage in policy initiatives at the international level, Commission 

representatives hold significant leveraging power in terms of member-state coordination 

particularly in the IMO (as also highlighted in Gulbrandsen, 2013). Individual officials’ skills 

and group actor involvement (eg. from the EP) were seen to have impact on coordinated action. 

Another IMO-affiliated respondent highlighted that once you work long-enough within an 

organization and with a particular sector, you start grasping which states and actors share 

similar interests and in what contexts. Experienced individuals are crucial for successful 

practices, and thus for the success of any policy objective. 

 

Individuals and groups, operating with or within institutions, interact in formal and informal 

networks, something which was also observed by the author at the IMO. Both EU officials and 

other respondents referred to different kinds of networks, such as policy networks or informal 

coalitions, through which initiatives can be developed and progressed. Therefore, the 

individual and group actors who engage with these networks are important components to EU’s 

actorness, but regarding policy development networks are both the mechanisms (constructed 

by individuals) and policy contexts (structures for individual and group interactions). The 

significance of group actors and networks were also identified in all of the policy documents 

(Council of the EU, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c; European Commission, 2016).  

 

4.1.3. Institutions and policy contexts 
 

The analysis of both policy documents and the interviews found that relevant policy contexts 

and institutions, among which individual and group actors interact and networks are built, are 

both global as well as regional. Global institutions are necessary for the EU to pursue regional 

objectives, which reflects the ability and capacity of the EU to be an Arctic actor without being 

fully present in the region (Raspotnik, 2018).  

 

 
28 EU can only act in accordance to the competences that member-states have conferred upon it in the Treaties 
(see eg. Conferral, n.d.).  
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The Commission official working at the IMO argued that while the maritime sector not 

officially part of the Paris Agreement, it provides a potential avenue for the EU to exercise 

influence as it entwines the technical with the political. It remained unanswered how the EU 

makes best use of the interlinkages between the technical and the political, but considering the 

significance of individuals – and their skills in advancing certain initiatives, as presented above 

– it draws to consider institutional complexity as an avenue for policy entrepreneurs (Kingdon, 

1984 as cited in Mintrom, 2019). Indeed, complex governance challenges – and uncertainty – 

require active entrepreneurial individuals pushing for innovation in hopes of future returns (see 

Mintrom, 2019). 

 

However, pursuing detailed policy objectives or particular issue-areas is affected by 

organizational structures and policy priorities. A member-state respondent working with the 

IMO distinguished between greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions issues and Arctic issues, and 

mentioned that Arctic maritime policies and maritime emissions policies are pursued separately 

and do not (necessarily) overlap. This provides an interesting dilemma for the EU, as its Arctic 

policy discourse, in part, relies on effective climate measures (including reduction of GHG 

emissions). 

 

“[The Council] stresses that any shipping in the Arctic should be safe and sustainable, taking into 

account the IMO’s greenhouse gas reduction objective[.]” (Council of the EU, 2019a, p. 15) 

 

The separation of climate or environmental priorities and political priorities influence EU’s 

actorness within international and regional institutions. Within OSPAR, as one respondent 

mentioned, the Arctic poses a political challenge, and the political significance of the Arctic 

can be seen in the operations and dynamics between OSPAR members. Several interviews 

revealed that the politicization of issue-areas are perceived to have both positive and negative 

influence on the overall governing ability of institutions. Interviews and observations brought 

forward the global political dimensions of seemingly technical policy-making in the maritime 

sector; technical networks or coalitions (formed in relation to ‘policy network groups’ as 

mentioned by an IMO-affiliated respondent) are not apolitical. Both EU and member-state 

officials interviewed consider that economic and national interests are the primary drivers of 

state actions in international and regional organizations working with the Arctic.  
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A neorealist or geopolitical paradigm (Young, 2013) seems to dominate among state actors in 

Arctic maritime governance. As Young (2013) argues, however, the socio-ecological – or 

systematic – and geopolitical paradigms are not mutually exclusive, but contextual. The 

storylines that emphasize the need for increased knowledge for better environmental policies 

draw attention to a systemic SES-paradigm, rather than zero-sum neorealist one. Moreover, as 

the Commission official at the IMO highlighted, the EU has an interest in safer and more 

environmentally sustainable shipping. As Young (2013) suggests, geopolitical/neorealist and 

socio-ecological paradigms need to be contextually evaluated. To what extent can the EU as a 

maritime actor be geopolitical and self-interested, while being normative in the socio-

ecological sense? 

 

The EU sees OSPAR as a regional body to co-operate with other relevant stakeholders on 

marine environmental control (European Commission, 2016). An EU official stated that the 

main interest for the EU in OSPAR is that the convention provides a framework for regional 

implementation of the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MFSD), although no obligation 

for member-states to do so exists. According to another respondent, however, EU’s role in 

OSPAR has been smaller than one could have expected. Interviews revealed that OSPAR-

cooperation between the EU and non-EU states is cohesive and consensual, although some 

tension has been noted regarding Arctic issues. A political Arctic influences institutional 

interplay in marine environmental protection. 

 

According to one respondent, geopolitical and economic issues have raised Arctic interest 

within OSPAR’s work, but it is too early to draw conclusions on EU, OSPAR, Arctic interplay. 

According to a respondent working with OSPAR, it is likely that the [OSPAR] Secretariat 

waits for Arctic states to take initiative regarding their respective region (Area I, see Graph E 

in Annex), rather than actively pushes for Arctic-specific measures. OSPAR is an important 

institutional context for reaching regionalized policy objectives, as an EU official stated, but it 

is remains uncertain whether EU can promote its Arctic interests through it. However, as 

politicization and regionalization (cf. van Leeuwen, 2015) are seen crucial practices to execute 

influence at the international level of maritime policy-making, and as a globally networked 

Arctic seems to be in the interest of the EU, one could expect that highly political issues in 

regional institutions (eg. in OSPAR) require some degree of globalization for EU’s governing 

actorness/agency. 
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According to both IMO and OSPAR related respondents, Arctic states have the difficulty to 

reach common positions. Arctic states are under pressure from globalizing and regionalizing 

policy initiatives in the region. The interviews revealed that Arctic states are not always able 

to reach agreement even on technical matters. This has been noted as a major challenge to 

regional governance (Young, 2016, 2010). Drawing on an OSPAR-affiliated respondent, 

international legal frameworks and the ability of the Arctic Council (AC) to reach region-

specific agreements does influence institutional co-operation. If Arctic states can conclusively 

agree on regional marine matters (within the AC, for example), protective policy measures in 

other institutions (ie. OSPAR) would be more easily progressed.  

 

Although the EU is formally excluded from the AC, the institutions do interact. In addition to 

the informal networking that EU officials do while attending AC meetings as silent observers, 

as one respondent mentioned, EU policy documents explicitly recognize the significance of the 

AC in Arctic governance. Knowledge-building is at the center of EU-AC interplay in maritime 

issues. While the EU, as a global actor, aims to influence the Arctic, the AC, as a regional actor, 

also seems to have a degree of influence on EU’s policy-making. The EU seems to embrace 

institutional interplay: 

 

“[The Council] recognizes the special attention needed for the unique and fragile Arctic marine 

environment and remains committed to its protection from the adverse impacts of human 

activities, including through enhanced marine research, and encourages the implementation of 

the Arctic Council Agreement on Enhancing International Arctic Scientific Cooperation to 

increase effectiveness and efficiency in the development of scientific knowledge about the 

region, in close collaboration with international organisations and countries in the Arctic region.” 

(Council of the EU, 2019a, p. 15) 

 

EU-AC interplay is particularly relevant in terms of satellite services, monitoring and 

surveillance technologies. The EU sees, however, that while Arctic maritime governance 

requires particular regional initiatives in terms of space technology and science, it is essentially 

a policy issue not exclusive to the region (Council of the EU, 2019b). Inter-regional and global-

regional co-operation is necessary: “many of the challenges and needs of the Arctic are similar 

to those of other coastal and remote areas, seas and oceans and that synergies and coordination 

are to be enhanced with other regional initiatives, including those for integrated maritime 

management” (Council of the EU, 2019b, p. 4). 
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Space technology and science have global relevance. The Council of the EU sees space 

solutions as the context for operationalizing EU’s Arctic priority areas, and notes of EU 

competence in space matters (Council of the EU, 2019b): 

 

“[The Council] notes that the effects of climate change are changing Arctic environment rapidly 

and dramatically; [recognizes] the significance of these changes for Europe and globally and 

[stresses] the role of space capabilities in monitoring such changes.” (p. 4) 

 

“[The Council] recognizes that there are still gaps in the monitoring capacities and services, 

including high resolution greenhouse gas monitoring and climate services, and thus [welcomes] 

the evolution of Copernicus, to address in particular the objectives raised in the EU Arctic Policy 

and to ensure operational, reliable, stable and continuous monitoring of key variables, including 

Arctic sea water temperature and salinity, precipitation, changes in fresh waters, sea-ice 

extension and greenhouse gas levels, such as CO2 and methane and the possible development of 

dedicated Copernicus missions and services[.]” (p. 5) 

 

The global and regional dynamic provides an avenue for knowledge-building. Moreover, 

due to EU’s self-perception and self-imposed “duties” (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 139) the global-

regional dynamic is used to justify Arctic legitimacy. The partially fragmented institutional 

arrangement (Young, 2016, 2010) seems to be well acknowledged among EU officials. The 

global context of climate policies is crucial for EU’s participation in Arctic governance:  

 

“However, [the Arctic Council] is not the only “exclusive” forum dealing with Arctic issues. 

There are other for a, which address Arctic-relevant matters in which the EU is strongly engaged. 

We are a leader in the fight against climate change; and therefore we play also a key role in the 

Arctic.” (Ambassador Coninsx as cited in Brzozowski, 2019) 

 

4.1.4. Strategic practices 
 

According to the interviews, member-states and the Commission do not always easily find 

common ground on jurisdictional matters. As Gulbrandsen (2013) has noted, and as the 

interviews and observations at the IMO concur, the diplomatic skills of relevant individuals 

are crucial in reaching coordinated EU positions. Drawing on an EU official’s response, certain 

– strategic – practices are needed for the EU to act in a cohesive manner in international 
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organizations. The observations and interviews revealed leadership and diplomatic skills are 

particularly relevant. However, considering that practices are essentially routinized ways to 

institutionalize a certain political ambition (Leipold & Winkel, 2017; cf. Giddens, 1984), these 

diplomatic and leadership characteristics are only dimensions of certain ways of performing 

(eg. Bueger, 2013). Skills enable the successful practice of strategic practices.  

 

An interview with the Commission official working at the IMO sees that persuasion is a more 

effective way to reach coordinated positions rather than trying to get member-states forcefully 

in line. Moreover, several interviews highlighted that participating in different Arctic-relevant 

events, both within the region and beyond, is crucial to establish and keep an informal presence. 

The lack of geographical presence along the Arctic Ocean is substituted to informal 

institutional presence.29  

 

The policy documents highlighted that directing resources (ie. investing) is crucial to reach 

policy objectives (Council of the EU, 2019a; European Commission, 2016). This reflects the 

claims by one IMO-affiliated respondent who sees that the only reason the EU is able to 

participate in Arctic maritime related discussions on the international level is because of 

financial leverage; because the EU invests in the region. Investment and policy-making are 

intertwined in knowledge-building and capacity enhancing aims. 

 

Considering that various institutions and group actors are perceived important, both among 

interviewees and in the policy documents, as discussed above, group participation was 

identified as in important practice. Indeed, according to a respondent working at the IMO, the 

fact that either a high-ranking official or the European Parliament as a group, for example, pay 

visits to the IMO can have significant political influence – diplomatic visits progress policy 

objectives. 

 

According to an IMO-affiliated respondent, the EU is often considered as a “trouble-maker” 

by assigning diverging, sometimes more assertive standards at the regional level. For example, 

by making use of port-state rights (ie. whenever a ship arrives or departs from an EU port), in 

regards to monitoring, reporting and verifying on fuel consumption and other parameters, the 

 
29 A recent PhD dissertation on the Arctic Council argues that informal regimes, where non-legally binding 
instruments are used for governing, are crucial in complex governance contexts (Smieszek, 2019). 
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EU can influence ship-based activities regardless of its flag. Therefore, the development of 

regionalizing policy initiatives (within the broader institutional arrangement) are crucial 

components of actorness (cf. van Leeuwen, 2015). 

 

Although interviews with respondents working with the IMO emphasized the significance of 

coordination for consolidated EU positions, one OSPAR-affiliated respondent highlighted that 

member-state coordination in OSPAR does not exist. Only ministerial-level declarations are 

coordinated in Brussels and signed jointly by relevant EU-ministers. According an interview, 

in other regional marine protection initiatives (ie. not in OSPAR), the Commission has 

suggested that the relevant Commissioner could sign ministerial declarations on behalf of all 

EU member-states. Such a proposal has, however, been rejected by member-states. Such 

“supranational entrepreneurship” is not a novelty in the Commission’s toolbox of external 

action (Østhagen, 2013, p. 76).  

 

Østhagen (2011) has argued that particularly the Commission has played an important 

entrepreneurial role in developing EU’s Arctic approach. Although this study does not seek to 

denounce the Commission as an entrepreneur, the analysis and results do suggest that also the 

individuals embedded within institutions and the broader institutional complexes are 

entrepreneurially significant (cf. Gulbrandsen, 2013). The skills of individuals and the strategic 

practices they conduct are necessary for driving policy innovation and change (Mintrom, 

2019).  

 

4.1.5. Recapitulation 
 

The dominant characteristic of discourse, actors, institutions, as well as practices identified in 

the empirical exercise relates to networking and multidimensional interactions. EU’s Arctic 

maritime discourse is built upon four storylines that emphasize dynamism, uncertainty, and 

complexity. The analysis suggests that EU’s actorness in Arctic governance rests heavily on 

knowledge-building and capacity enhancing tasks (cf. Stokke, 2012, 2011b). While the policy 

discourse emphasizes connectivity, the skills and characteristics of individual and group actors, 

as well as the network initiatives to bridge interests within institutions and groups, seem to be 

particularly relevant. 
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Research-building and capacity enhancing policy initiatives, such as the development of 

satellite technology and communications infrastructure or trans-regional initiatives (ie. 

Atlantic-Arctic marine research), also suggest an understanding of the interaction between 

geography and technology for Arctic actorness (cf. Raspotnik, 2018). The interplay between 

global and regional institutions within the broader governance arrangement is necessary for 

knowledge-building and capacity enhancing practices; EU’s Arctic maritime actorness 

depends on global actorness. Although the direct policy-making significance of both OSPAR 

and IMO for EU’s Arctic priorities remains ambiguous, the interplay of regional and global 

institutions provides an institutional context that enable regionalizing, and perhaps globalizing, 

policy-initiatives and networking. 

 

The various institutions, actors and practices identified in the analysis, and the significance of 

interactions and networking, reflect the three factors that Offerdal (2011) considers “especially 

decisive” for the EU in the Arctic: “international events, particularly interested actors inside 

and outside the EU, and EU policy in other issue areas with Arctic implications through EU 

institutional mechanisms” (p. 876). Connecting these through entrepreneurial individuals 

seems to form the core of the Union’s actorness in Arctic maritime governance. EU’s Arctic-

ness depends on international and inter-institutional relations and interactions. However, it 

leads to ask to what extent can network-building provide a mechanism to address the 

interlinkages and strengthen the interactions between these “decisive factors” for Arctic 

actorness? To what extent is network-building effective? 

 

To summarize, the categorization exercise finds that 1) EU’s policy discourse towards the 

maritime Arctic is comprised of four interrelated storylines that highlight ecological 

uncertainty and the need for an interconnected Arctic. 2) Both individual officials and group 

actors, such as EU and non-EU institutions, are crucial for the EU to ensure a presence in Arctic 

maritime governance. 3) The institutional and policy contexts highlight a critical 

interdependency between the global and regional. Lastly, 4) the strategic practices that 

individual or group actors can do reflect the significance of interactions, networks, and 

diplomacy in EU’s Arctic actorness. 

 

The storylines in EU’s policy discourse emphasize the systematic and unknown consequences 

of climate change in the Arctic, and suggest that knowledge-building and science-based 

initiatives are key to effective solutions. The institutions and policy contexts relevant to 



 60 

pursuing initiatives are both global and regional; their interaction is necessary for regional 

governance. Although group actors (such as working groups in the European Parliament) are 

important for the EU to participate in governance, the skills and characteristics of individual 

actors are crucial in addressing governance objectives.  

 

As such, the findings in this study suggest that network-building and policy entrepreneurship 

seem to entwine in EU’s approach towards the maritime Arctic. Networks enable “multiple 

interactions” (p. 104) between different societal actors that strive to address a variety of 

interests (Kooiman, 2003). Considering that networks are an important feature of interactive 

governance where both private and public actors can participate (Torfing et al., 2012; Kooiman, 

2003), the notion of governance entrepreneurs (see, for example, Andonova, 2017) could 

provide an interesting conceptual avenue for further network-oriented research. 

 

4.2. Interactive governing in institutional interplay  
 

The categorization of the large body of data allows the draw certain interpretations of the “deep 

structure” (Bengtsson, 2016, pp. 9-10) regarding EU’s approach to the Arctic. Recurring 

notions of knowledge-building and capacity enhancement (Stokke, 2012, 2011b), emphasis on 

interactions and networks were seen dominant in the data. These networks can be material, 

such as space technology or transport infrastructure, or social, such as policy networks or 

institutional relations (Raspotnik, 2018). Furthermore, although group actors are crucial for 

EU’s overall actorness, entrepreneurial individuals nested within appropriate institutions are 

vital to reach governance objectives. This chapter will discuss the findings of the categorization 

in terms of interactive governance, as well as their potential significance in institutional 

interplay.  

 

4.2.1. Paradigms, niches and policy entrepreneurs 
 

The categorization exercise, due to its focus on both structuring and agency-building 

components, enables to examine interactive governance on both intentional and structural 

levels (Kooiman, 2003). It can be argued that the EU builds an image for the future of the 

Arctic, which is managed and achieved through networks. Nevertheless, the success of 

operationalizing networks as instruments, and pursuing the future image depends on the skills 

of individuals and, at to some degree it seems, on the groups they are embedded with. It is not 
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a novel argument, however, to say that individuals and intra-institutional dynamics matter in 

EU’s Arctic policy-making (eg. Raspotnik & Østhagen, 2019). What the empirical analysis 

essentially suggests, is that visions, networks and skills of individuals all become intertwined 

to effectively manage these dynamics within a broader institutional complex. 

 

 (Table 4, author’s compilation based on Kooiman, 2003 and the DAA-categorization, cf. 

Leipold & Winkel, 2017) 

 

The storylines, actors, relevant institutions, and strategic practices, as identified in the 

categorization exercise, constitute to EU’s ability, capacity and will to govern (Kooiman, 

2003). Effective governance requires interaction between structuring and agency-building 

components; between discourses and practices, on the one hand, and institutions and actors, on 

the other. The components constitute to the intentional level of governing, but shape and are 

shaped by the structural level of co-governance (Kooiman, 2003 as discussed in Chapter 2.1.). 

Examining the empirical results through the lens of interactive governance, then, provides 

insight on EU’s vision for the maritime Arctic, on the governance tasks that the EU performs 

to meet such vision, and the entrepreneurial action required for successful governing.  

 

The intentional level of governing – the image, instruments and action – is in constant 

interaction with the structural level of governance – the co-governance of the Arctic Ocean; 

both levels influence one another (Kooiman, 2003). EU’s image for the maritime Arctic would 

perhaps be very different if the governance arrangement in the region would not be a partially 

fragmented one. Now the image seems to reflect multidimensional interactions and uncertainty. 

Even if climate change is the primary driver of change, the uncertainty and lack of knowledge 

are perceived as the primary challenges.  Knowledge-building and capacity enhancing 

networks are considered relevant to address such uncertainty. 

Governing image  Ecologically uncertain future that needs to be managed through 

technology and connectivity (ie. vision or paradigm, cf. Young, 

2013). 

Governing instruments  Knowledge-building and capacity-enhancing networks (ie. means 

to perform governance tasks, cf. Stokke 2012, 2011b) 

Governing action  Leadership, coordination and diplomatic skills of individuals (ie. 

entrepreneurial skills, cf. Mintrom, 2019). 
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Although much depends on individual policy entrepreneurs, the overall ambition of the EU 

seems to be in occupying the same governance niches as the Arctic Council (Stokke, 2012). 

Reconsidering the EU-AC relationship will be crucial for sustainable governance at least in the 

European parts of the Arctic Ocean. While multiple institutions can indeed perform the same 

governance tasks and occupy the same niches (eg. Stokke, 2012), it is important to think what 

implications does it have when both the EU and the AC contribute to scientific development 

and investment. To what extent can two institutions occupy the same niches for desired 

normative outcomes in a specific issue area? How does it influence the development of 

environmental security in the region?  

 

Similar to the struggle between the EU and IMO over cognitive leadership in various maritime 

policy areas, (cf. van Leeuwen & Kern, 2013 as discussed in Chapter 2.4.1.) the findings of 

this study suggest that such struggle in the European part of the Arctic Ocean between the EU 

and the AC is not unimaginable. Importantly, however, such this should not be regarded as 

competition over geopolitical interests, but as interplay for better governance (cf. Stokke, 2012, 

2011a, 2011b). To occupy a knowledge-building or capacity enhancing niche, an institution 

should be able to present intellectual leadership, as for the former, and structural leadership for 

the latter (Stokke, 2012, 2011b, see Table 2 in Chapter 2.4.2.). Intellectual leadership aims to 

bring required knowledge for effective governance, while structural leadership operationalizes 

“material and other capabilities”, such as port-state measures, to influence negotiations 

(Stokke, 2012, p. 77). Indeed, as the analysis shows, the EU can be seen to strive for both forms 

of leadership – most notably through research and investment networks.  

 

This study, however, has not evaluated whether the EU is best equipped (eg. vis-à-vis AC) to 

occupy the knowledge-building or capacity enhancing niches (cf. Stokke, 2012; 2011b). 

Therefore, further causal analyses of the interplay between the EU and AC, on the one hand, 

and network-initiatives and the governance arrangement, on the other, are needed to provide 

impact evaluations or policy recommendations (cf. Oberthür & Gehring, 2011). 

  

Nevertheless, these points lead to ask whether it would be better, or more efficient in terms of 

the environmental challenges faced, to include the EU in a more substantive role within the 

AC. While the EU does not seek to “upset positive regional trends” (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 177), 

the effectiveness of sustainable Arctic Ocean governance requires that the partially fragmented 
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arrangement would move towards increased integration (Young, 2010). Scholars have noted 

that significant outside pressures require re-evaluations of the institutional architecture (Young, 

2016, 2010) and increase uncertainty in governance (Koivurova, 2019). To what extent will a 

fragmented arrangement allow for desired governance outcomes? Interestingly, as Stokke 

(2011a) argues, wider non-Arctic (or extra-regional, which would include the EU in regards to 

the Arctic Ocean) involvement in the AC could enhance the council’s regulatory actorness in 

broader regimes (eg. within the IMO); crucial “for the effectiveness of the overall governance 

system and for maintaining environmental security in the Arctic” (p. 848). 

 

The importance of networks as EU’s instruments in Arctic maritime governance, and the 

pursuit of solidifying a (geo-)political presence in a particularly European Arctic space (thus 

legitimizing its Arcticness, cf. Raspotnik, 2018), reflect recent findings by Väätänen and 

Zimmerbauer (2019) where political space-making is “increasingly about facilitating networks 

of interaction” (p. 15). Väätänen and Zimmerbauer examined particular speech acts by non-

Arctic states in their pursuit of Arctic actorness. Although further, more detailed empirical 

research will necessary for a conclusive argument, this study suggests that the EU engages in 

a similar networkization regarding Arctic Ocean governance. To scrutinize such a claim, 

further research could make use of the “process of regionalization and regional transformation” 

through “territorial legitimation”, the “delegitimation of the territorial criteria” and 

“reinstitutionalization” (Väätänen & Zimmerbauer, 2019, p. 15). This process could provide 

valuable insight regarding the emergence of a particularly European Arctic Ocean space.  

 

4.2.2. Network-building as meta-governance 
 

“[G]overnments must impose some kind of direction on the interactive policy processes in order 

to realize their overall objectives, enhance pluricentric coordination and policy alignment, and 

ensure democratic accountability. Hence, the attempts of governments at multiple levels to reap 

the fruits of interactive governance call for a reflexive and strategic metagovernance.” (Torfing 

et al., 2012, p. 122, emphasis added) 

 

As discussed above, connections and interactions are crucial to EU’s governing actorness and 

network-building is a crucial instrument to reach governance objectives. Because these 

networks and increased connections essentially aim to influence a dynamic arrangement of 

interacting institutions, it is appropriate to consider the relevance of metagovernance (Torfing 



 64 

et al., 2012; Torfing & Triantafillou, 2011): the “reflexive and strategic attempt to govern 

interactive governance arenas without reverting too much to traditional statist governing tools 

based on command and control” (Torfing & Triantafillou, 2011, p. 2). 

 

Metagovernance can be understood as the “governance of governance” (Torfing et al., 2012, 

p. 122), or, also echoing Kooiman (2003), the governing of interactive governance (Torfing et 

al., 2012). Metagovernance provides policy-makers and officials a paradigm to the plurality 

and diversity of actors operating at multiple levels and scales (Torfing et al., 2012). In other 

words, metagovernance provides conceptual tool to understanding the different levels of 

governing in different levels of governance. It is a paradigm to complex governance 

interactions that allows to examine how interactive arenas can be managed or held to account 

(Torfing et al., 2012). Although these arenas can vary in form or style, metagovernance is 

closely associated with networks; it is essentially the “governing of networks” and sees 

networks as a particular style in governing (Sørensen & Torfing, 2007 as cited in Meuleman, 

2011, p. 101). 

 

Considering that the institutional complex in Arctic maritime governance can be understood as 

a network (Orsini, Moran, & Young, 2013), metagovernance allows to approach the structural 

and intentional levels of governance (Kooiman, 2003) with an added level – a meta-level – of 

interactivity and intentionality.  

 

The concept directs to ask whether networking and network-building at the intentional level 

are, in fact, elements of metagoverning. On the one hand, this question echoes interdependency 

theorists who understand the concept as “a tool to facilitating interaction and resource 

exchange in the face of diverging interests and political conflicts” and where networks 

contribute to overall problem-solving through “negotiated exchange” (Torfing et al., 2012, p. 

126). On the other, the question draws the attention to governability theorists, such as Kooiman 

(2003), who see networks as a “functional response” to governance challenges in social 

systems and organizations (Torfing et al., 2012, p. 127).  

 

For interdependency theorists metagovernance must involve also involve the institutional 

design – the conditions – for interactions; where, how and under what circumstances do 

networks operate (Torfing et al., 2012; Kooiman, 2003). Scharpf (1994) calls this “game 

structuration” (as cited in Torfing et al., 2012, p. 128). Drawing on both interdependency and 
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governability theories, networks in metagovernance seem provide both the structural outcome 

of interactions while simultaneously structuring networked interactions (cf. Giddens, 1984).  

 

Metagoverance can be a fruitful conceptual approach to Arctic maritime policy-making as it 

provides a framework that accounts for the complexity in both contemporary maritime and 

Arctic Ocean governance (cf. Roe, 2013; Young, 2016, 2011). Seeing that the “innovative 

hybrid arrangements” (Young, 2016, p. 276) are necessary to adequately develop the current 

governance arrangement, Arctic policy-makers could benefit from the paradigm offered by 

metagovernance. However, further research is necessary to evaluate whether EU’s network-

building is strategically thought of; whether networks are geopolitically significant in external 

governance (Lavenex & Schimmelfennig, 2009) or (democratic) forms of external action 

(Torfing et al., 2012; Torfing & Triantafillou, 2011).  

 

Policy-makers and researchers could benefit from identifying and quantifying the interlinkages 

between cross-sectoral networks and Arctic governance. What components do networks have, 

and meaningful impact do networks have on Arctic governance? For example, while the 

empirical results and subsequent discussion in this study suggest that network-building in 

interactive governance reflects notions of metagovernance, it remains unclear to what extent 

this remains so. As such, examining causal links between network-initiatives and the degree of 

fragmentation in the overall regime complex could provide an insightful framework for further 

research.   

 

4.2.3. Searching for ontological security in the Arctic? 
 

“[C]ontributions to circumpolar research efforts or regional development initiatives in the 

European Arctic […] have a positive power connotation […] that aim to portray the EU as unus 

inter pares – one among equals.” (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 172) 

 

Stepien and Raspotnik (2016) in their review of the Joint Communication (European 

Commission, 2016) see that, although inconsistent in its policy approach, the EU primarily 

aims to be “regionally visible” (p. 397). The EU is, and attempts to be, present in the Arctic 

despite any governance related challenge, regardless of geographical or political obstacles 

(Raspotnik, 2018). As this study has shown, the EU can be seen to participate in regional 

governance through formulating a vision for the future and by pursuing particular niches to 
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reach that vision. However, it is the individuals nested within relevant institutions, tasked with 

progressing a European agenda, who are crucial for mobilizing (and also reshaping) a 

networked future. Although EU can be seen to engage, at least to some degree, in Arctic Ocean 

governance, the constant policy-related (namely political and jurisdictional) challenges lead to 

ask whether the EU is, in fact, in search for ontological security for its own Arctic-ness (Mitzen, 

2006; Giddens, 1984). 

 

Ontological security refers to an actor’s pursuit of self-realization; the need to be aware of 

one’s own agency (Giddens, 1991 and Laing, 1969 as cited in Mitzen, 2006; cf. Giddens, 1984). 

It refers to an actor’s need to enjoy an acknowledged and respected identity as who they are 

(Mitzen, 2006). Although the individual is the central to the concept, groups, such as states or 

institutions, as Mitzen writes, can also be seen to strive for a stable identity and meaningful 

existence. To feel secure, actors prefer a stable order of things; to maintain existing 

understandings of the status quo, even if such an order would be harmful to physical security 

(eg. protection of borders) – even if it would mean prolonged conflict (Browning & Joenniemi, 

2017; Mitzen, 2006).  

 

However, Browning and Joenniemi (2017) argue that much of the literature on ontological 

security in IR tends to make theoretical assumptions that conflate identity with the self, favor 

static accounts of identity, and risk providing normative justifications for violence (eg. by 

showing that ontological security has been sought at the expense of physical security). In their 

view, considering ontological security as a matter of “identity preservation and stability” (p. 

44) is particularly problematic as it leads to a securitizing logic of fixed identities. In a 

constantly changing world, ontological security should not focus on the protection of 

potentially violent and static illusions of the self (and the other), but include notions of 

confidence, self-esteem and trust to account for required flexibility and adaptability among 

interactions (Browning & Joenniemi, 2017). Ontological security-seeking should not be 

regarded only within a framework of conflict (eg. as a binary opposition to physical security-

seeking), but as a reflexive process of meaningful existence and actorness in world politics 

(Browning & Joenniemi, 2017). 

 

While further empirical and theoretical research is necessary, the findings of this study do 

suggest that by realizing its Arctic footprint within the partially fragmented institutional 

complex the EU does seek a continued relevance in the region’s affairs. Although a clearly 
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formulated narrative towards the Arctic might still be sought (eg. Stepien & Raspotnik, 2019; 

Raspotnik, 2018), this thesis argues that by harnessing visions for the future, by understanding 

the strategic relevance of network management (ie. metagoverning as discussed above), and 

by equipping relevant individuals with the necessary entrepreneurial skills, innovative policies 

could indeed emerge. However, regardless of any coming development on a reformed EU-

Arctic strategy, the Union will remain, due to its ability, capacity and will to interact with 

relevant institutions, an actor participating in Arctic maritime governance.  

 

4.2.4. Recapitulation 
 

In terms of interactive governance and actorness/agency, discursive and non-discursive 

practices can reveal important projections for the future; the image, instruments and actions 

considered relevant to achieving a certain vision. To participate in maritime governance in the 

Arctic, the EU constructs a vision of environmental and institutional uncertainty which needs 

be addressed through better knowledge. Enhancing the capacity of research-related initiatives, 

mostly through investment or infrastructural development, creates cross-sectoral, 

multidimensional networks that essentially function as the necessary instruments to managing 

an uncertain future. Much, however, depends on the relevant entrepreneurial individuals nested 

within appropriate institutions to pursue a European agenda for the maritime Arctic. Paradigms, 

institutions and individuals matter. Visions, networks and leadership matter.  

 

Drawing on the use of structuration theory in management and organizational studies (cf. 

Whittington, 2010; Jarzabkowski, 2008), which closely relates to the practice turn in strategy 

research (Whittington, 2006), this thesis shown its philosophical value also in examining 

actorness/agency in complex, interactive governance. Individuals are crucial in executing and 

developing strategy – “strategy is more than just a property of organizations; it is something 

that people do” (Whittington, 2006, p. 627). Skillful individuals are among the key components 

of EU’s actorness in Arctic maritime governance. Any effective strategy towards the region, 

therefore, should not disregard the fact that it is essentially what relevant individuals do within 

a certain context – strategy is a dynamic practice (Whittington, 2006; Jarzabkowski, 2008). 

Promoting and supporting entrepreneurial individuals in Brussels and within the relevant 

institutions nested in the broader Arctic governance arrangement can turn out to be a necessary 

strategic practice (cf. Leipold & Winkel, 2017) for more effective engagement in the region. 
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Indeed, as Whittington (2006) writes: “more effective strategy practitioners and more 

appropriate practices can contribute directly to organizational performance” (p. 628). 

 

Actors shape the Arctic, but so too does the Arctic shape each actor and the interactions among 

them. This interdependency is continuous, and considering the rate of change in the region’s 

natural and physical environment, Arctic governance seems to be never-ending process – an 

unfinished outcome (Väätänen & Zimmerbauer, 2019). The EU is able to shape the material 

and social reality of the maritime Arctic through interactive governance. Futures, networks and 

entrepreneurs are central to EU’s ability, capacity and will to participate in shaping governance 

outcomes. However, paradoxically, the importance of individuals is also reflected in that “a lot 

of people still need to be convinced of the region’s relevance for the EU” (Raspotnik, 2018, p. 

175). Therefore, network-building, unless strategically managed (eg. metagoverning) might 

only come out as an attempt to portray a continued relevance in the region – an attempt towards 

ontological security. 

 

5. Ethical considerations and limitations 
 

This research project has been motivated by a personal interest in better understanding the 

Arctic maritime governance arrangement and the dynamics therein. The author’s academic 

background in Arctic matters and IR (Bachelor of Northern Studies at the University of Tromsø 

– the Arctic University of Norway), as well as a professional background in Arctic maritime 

tourism have provided the foundation and ambition into the topic. Aside of the general research 

direction provided by academic supervisors at the University of Helsinki, the author has not 

received any suggestions or proposals regarding the formulation of a research question nor the 

development of any particular analytical approach. Discussions held with experts from the 

Fridtjof Nansen Institute, Oslo, provided a rather broad picture of the overall dynamics in 

Arctic politics today. The institute provided a working space and a scholarship for a four-month 

period (March, 2019 – July, 2019) to conduct necessary research. In addition, a grant from the 

Finnish Merenkulun säätiö – Sjöfartsstiftelsen -association enabled to cover travel-related 

expenses during the spring and summer of 2019. 

 

It is also crucial to consider that if science is not value-free, critical reflection on knowledge-

building is paramount (Lekka-Kowalik, 2010). Regarding this thesis, this claim needs to be 
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examined three-fold. First, in terms of the author’s position, ambitions and choices regarding 

the research topic and process. The author is subject to particular, value laden choices 

throughout the research. The author must decide what is ethically appropriate; science is not 

devoid of responsibility (Lekka-Kowalik, 2010). Second, the theoretical and methodological 

foundations are not objective facts of a social reality – measurable, uncritical benchmarks to 

which the researcher can refer to in a value-free manner – but subjective philosophical and 

procedural paradigms that underpin the research process. Third, regarding the empirical results 

of the study, seeing that knowledge-building is a key characteristic of EU’s Arctic actorness, 

it also leads us back to the empirical discussion and the question of EU’s actorness. What 

values are inscribed in scientific networks if their purpose is to meet certain governance 

objectives? To what extent is “increased knowledge” a sufficient answer to the question why 

promote science in the first place?    

 

Considering EU’s incoherent policy rhetoric, or the internal differences between agencies, it 

was not possible to locate one single entity responsible, officially or unofficially, for planning, 

communicating and implementing “a European Union approach” to the Arctic (cf. Raspotnik, 

2018). Exploring EU’s actorness in the Arctic therefore has depended on multiple sources of 

data and a degree of methodological creativity. The arguments and discussion of this study thus 

provide only exploratory remarks, and further, more detailed empirical studies would be 

required for generalizations (Zelli et al., 2019). However, it should be noted that as the DAA-

approach essentially provides a framework for data triangulation (Leipold & Winkel, 2017), it 

adds validity to the exploratory process by making sure information from multiple sources is 

methodologically and theoretically converged (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe, & 

Neville, 2014). 

 

As a significant amount of data was produced by various semi-structured and non-standardized 

interviews, limitations to information credibility must be taken into consideration. 

Misinterpretations by the author and inadequate or misleading information by respondents are 

possible (Bengtsson, 2016). Although the interviews were conducted to answer to the same 

general research question, conversations varied in length and depth. Due to the sensitivity of 

the issues at stake, respondents were promised anonymity to the highest possible degree. The 

author aimed to present the data as transparently and credibly as possible. 
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Considering that the categorization of textual data and observations is based on the author’s 

interpretations, content analytical mistakes caused by human error are always possible 

(Bengtsson, 2016). Because “different researchers [can] draw dissimilar conclusions from the 

same data” (p. 11), the research process was made as transparent as possible so that other 

researchers could perform the same investigation for analytical scrutiny (Bengtsson, 2016). 

Qualitative rigor was upheld to make sure the research remains 1) credible (ie. measures what 

is intended), 2) transferable (ie. findings can be “transferred to other contexts or settings by 

providing a ‘thick description’ of the particular research context”), 3) dependable (ie. “the 

process is described in sufficient detail [for] another researcher to repeat the work”), and 4) 

confirmable (ie. qualitative objectivity by reducing researcher bias) (Guba & Lincoln, 1989 as 

cited in Maher, Hadfield, Hutchings, & de Eyto, 2018, p. 3).  

 

While the author aimed for constant awareness and critical reflection during the research 

process, some inconspicuous research biases are unavoidable (Andersen, Anjum, & Rocca, 

2019). One such bias relates to the implicit philosophical, ontological and epistemological 

assumptions of social reality, which, although briefly discussed in Chapter 3.1., require closer 

scrutiny. The interesting dilemma that this thesis has put forward, and which has been discussed 

previously by Sorrell (2018), is the ontological and epistemological convergence of 

structuration theory and critical realism. Deeper theoretical investigations into the philosophy 

of science would be required for any meaningful discussion on the topic. Examining the 

ontological and epistemological differences between socio-material and sociomaterial 

approaches, where the former separates being from knowledge, while the latter sees them 

entangled and inseparable, could provide a useful starting point (Hultin, 2019).  

 

6. Conclusions 
 

This thesis has essentially attempted to portray the complex, systematic character of Arctic 

maritime governance where normative and geopolitical issues become entwined with the social 

and material dimensions of reality. Governing the maritime Arctic does not occur in voids or 

extricable parts, but rather in systematic, process-like interdependence. The relationship 

between structures and actors is fluid; the two become almost indistinguishable. This study has 

shown that examining complex phenomena benefits from cross-disciplinary theoretical and 

methodological development. As such, it calls for similar reflexive applications of 
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multiperspectival, multimethod research to examining other complex phenomena. If the world 

is complex, with contradicting trends defining contemporary dynamics, it becomes essential to 

understand the degree to which complexity and systematic interdependency pre-exists social 

and material realities. Is the world complex or do we just construct it as such?  

 

Echoing much of the existing literature on EU’s Arctic-ness and Arctic policy-making, this 

study has shown that the EU is indeed an actor in Arctic maritime governance. The EU does 

what it can with the tools that it has to participate in Arctic maritime governance. In practice, 

this means using discourse and various practices to influence institutional interactions in the 

overall governance complex. The success of governing, however, depends on the skills and 

characteristics of the officials and representatives tasked with pursuing European solutions and 

initiatives regarding the maritime Arctic. By highlighting the significance of interinstitutional 

relations at multiple levels, of the skillful individuals, and the importance of images for the 

future, the thesis essentially calls observers of Arctic politics to look beyond appearances. 

 

EU’s participation in Arctic maritime governance rests on individual policy entrepreneurs. 

Networks are the primary instruments for these entrepreneurs to operate with and within. 

Interactions between relevant entities – group actors, individuals, institutions and policy 

contexts – enable the EU to participate in Arctic maritime governance. On the one hand, 

networks provide the space for interactions between governing actors, but on the other they, as 

themselves, interact with the social and material dimensions crucial to Arctic governance. 

Networks are instruments of governing, but can require efficient management – metagoverning 

– to be strategically understood as such. 

 

The EU participates in the interplay of maritime institutions that co-govern the Arctic Ocean 

by envisioning an uncertain future that needs to be approached through increased scientific 

knowledge. Developing research and infrastructural networks address this demand. By 

enhancing scientific and capacity building interactions the EU seems to aim for the same 

governance niches as the Arctic Council, at least in terms of the European marine Arctic. 

Research and capacity enhancing networks are crucial for EU’s actorness in Arctic maritime 

governance, but to what extent do they effectively address institutional challenges – the overall 

governance arrangement – remains uncertain. Although EU’s actorness reflects a network-

building characteristic, it seems that enhancing interactions can only provide a degree of 

ontological security in a challenging environment. Further quantitative and qualitative research 
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on the interplay between the EU and the AC is necessary to examine the development and 

dynamics of governance in the European part of the Arctic Ocean. This is not only crucial for 

the EU’s Arctic policy development, but also in terms of the effectiveness of the current Arctic 

governance arrangement. 

 

Although it goes beyond the scope of this study to argue whether or not EU’s network actorness 

is impactful, the findings provide a foundation for policy-relevant research agendas. 

Metagovernance and the pursuit of ontological security provide applicable conceptual direction 

for future analyses on EU’s Arctic actorness. Nevertheless, despite challenges to its Arctic 

engagement, the EU produces an image of an ecologically uncertain future which needs to be 

effectively addressed through knowledge-building and capacity enhancing networks. At the 

end of the day, however, success depends on entrepreneurial individuals nested among the 

complex interactions that define Arctic Ocean governance. Although causal analyses are 

required to scrutinize such claims, the findings of this thesis suggest that entrepreneurial 

network managers are crucial to EU’s actorness in Arctic maritime governance. 
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Appendix 
 

List of Interviews 
 
Interview 1: Senior Official, European Commission Representation to the International 

Maritime Organization, conducted in person, February 19th, 2019 

Interview 2: Senior Official, Finland, Transport and Communications Agency, conducted in 

person, March 27th, 2019 

Interview 3: Adviser, Clean Arctic Alliance, conducted over the phone, April 24th, 2019 

Interview 4: Senior Official, Finland, Ministry for the Environment, conducted over the 

phone, July 3rd, 2019 

Interview 5: Senior Expert, European Commission Directorate-General for Environment, 

conducted over the phone, July 8th, 2019 

Interview 6: Senior Adviser, European Commission, email sent on July 2nd with response 

received July 10th, 2019  

 
 Questions for Interview 6: 

1) How is EU’s Arctic strategy operationalized in practice; how are policy priorities and 

necessary actions put into practice? What challenges are associated with its 

operationalization? 

2) How does the operationalization of EU’s Arctic priorities influence EU’s practices in 

international and regional organizations? How does the operationalization influence 

EU’s actorness in Arctic organizations, like the Arctic Council, or institutions whose 

scope covers Arctic areas, such as the IMO or OSPAR? 

3) Which institutions are the most important for the EU to reach its Arctic objectives? Is 

it important for the Commission to focus its Arctic activities on particular institutions 

– why or why not? 

4) How does the Integrated Maritime Policy influence the operationalization of EU’s 

Arctic strategy? Are EU’s interests or strategic priorities at sea similar to those in the 

Arctic; what is the relationship between a maritime strategy and an Arctic one? Does 

this relationship influence institutional practices, such as coordination at the IMO or 

OSPAR, or in the operationalization of policy priorities? 
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Graph A (from Arctic Portal, n.d.) 
 

 
 
 
Graph B (from Climate Change Service, n.d.) 
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Graph C (from Oberthür & Gehring, 2011, p. 44) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Graph D (from Jokela, 2015, p.37) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 76 

Graph E (note, Region I as Arctic waters, from OSPAR, n.d.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Graph F (from Leipold and Winkel, 2017, p. 528) 
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Graph G (author’s compilation based on Leipold & Winkel, 2017; Bengtsson, 2016) 
 

Phase 1 
 
 “Arctic marine ecosystems are crucial for fisheries given the role of fish at the bottom of important food 
chains. These ecosystems are not only affected by climate change, but also by pollution and invasive alien 
species. The preservation of biodiversity and the viability of ecosystems in the Arctic will remain a global 
challenge. […] Fundamental to our response is a better understanding of the developments the region is 
facing, and for this reason the EU is a major contributor to Arctic research. […] The EU should promote 
establishing marine protected areas in the Arctic, these areas being an important element in the effort to 
preserve biodiversity. The EU should also work with Arctic states and other international partners to develop 
an instrument under UNCLOS for the conservation and sustainable use of marine biodiversity in areas beyond 
national jurisdiction” (European Commission, 2016: 5, 7, emphasis original). 
 
Latent analysis: 
Problem: Fragility of Arctic ecosystems and inappropriate mechanisms to preserve and protect biodiversity.  
Solution: Improving knowledge and scientific evaluation (ie. environmental research and monitoring) for 
area-based management.  
Responsibility: European research programs and data development initiatives, as well as international co-
operation. 
 

Phase 2 
  
“My former colleague who was a naval architect and therefore more into the technical detail of issues would 
have been more directive in the draft positions he would present to member-states. [...] And [my former 
colleague] is from a country that is fairly blunt in the way it expresses itself.” (Interview 1) 
  
Latent analysis: Cultural, political, professional background to influence coordinating skills and manner of 
leadership.  
Actor (C2): European Commission official.  
Institution or policy context (C3): International organization.  
Practice (C4): Coordination. 
  
“In principle, the EU would continue [Arctic related work] according to the established structure. The 
Ambassador-at-Large for the Arctic would take care of EU’s external representation according to the policies 
and positions agreed upon in EU’s internal coordination” (Interview 6, author’s translation). 
  
Latent analysis: Ambassador’s actions tied to coordination. Relevant EU agencies are the context for 
coordination.  
Actors (C2): Ambassador, EU agencies.  
Institution or policy context (C3): External representation, EU agencies.  
Practices (C4): Coordination, representation. 
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