
The Northern Shipping Route: Untested Waters 

 

 If Arctic warming trends continue, a new and commercially viable shipping route could be 

established through the frigid waters.  This could provide a huge economic boon to world trade, as it 

would increase the ease and efficiency of moving goods.  There are of course challenges to face, but 

given time it looks likely that an actual Northern Route will be realistic in the not-so-far-off future.   

 Since the age of exploration, seafarers have been searching in vain for a shortcut through the 

world’s icy northern waters.  Sailor after sailor tried to make the legendary voyage, only to find 

themselves threatened by icebergs or facing impenetrable sheet ice covering the sea.  Occasionally ships 

could brave the waters during a particularly warm summer, but a full passage around the north has 

traditionally been unviable.  At the end of the 16th century, the Dutchman Willem Barentsz discovered 

Spitzbergen and went round the northern edge of the island of Novaya Zelmya, but could continue no 

further.  In the 18th century—1728 and 1778, respectively, the legendary Vitus Bering (for whom the 

Bering strait is named) and James Cook sailed north and west through the Bering Strait, but could 

continue no further.  By the mid-17th century it had been proven there was no land connection between 

America and Asia, yet until now no one has been able to exploit this fact.     

The Arctic is one of the world’s last frontiers, but that may be changing very soon due to 

changes in climate. Ice is rapidly melting, down 32% since the 1960’s.1  This is especially true with sea ice 

along the northern coast of Siberia, which has always been seasonal: the past decade marked the 5 

years with the least ice coverage in recorded history.2  Arctic sea ice fell to 5.09 million square 

kilometers in the summer of 2012, an area smaller than Brazil.3 

 Why are people so interested in the Northern and Northwest passages?  The answer is, simply 

put, they’re shorter.  They’ll save shipping companies money and time.  The Northeast Passage could 

save cargo ships 5,500 kilometers and 10 days on what is traditionally a 20,000 kilometer trip through 

the Suez canal.4 
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 Terminology of the new routes is currently in dispute; some people refer to the voyage around 

Siberia as the Northern Passage, some call it the Northeast Route, and some refer to both routes 

combined as the Northwest Passage.  This is simply because the concept is new in practice if not in 

theory; there was no point for 18th century sailors to argue over the name of a route they were unable 

to use.   

 Not only will the potential for shipping through traditionally impassable waters change the way 

trade works, it will also have a profound effect on geopolitics.  The Suez and Panama canals will be 

challenged for shipping routes as, given a safe journey, it makes more economic sense to sail north and 

avoid land masses altogether.  

 

Currently, the Siberian passage (as we’ll call it for now) seems to be the most commercially viable 

option.  The Managing Director of Nordic Bulk Carriers estimated that one voyage through the Siberian 

passage would save a ship $180,000 in fuel costs alone.5    

 The Northeast, or Siberian passage, seems to be the best option currently, though the 

Northwest, or Canadian passage, may also become viable; currently, the biggest problem facing it is the 

fact that it is cluttered with islands, making the sea shallower and more unpredictable in terms of ice.   

 There are of course challenges to be faced; the Arctic Ocean is still icy and changes year by year. 

Currently, ships that intend to make the voyage need to be ice-ready, like the two German vessels that 
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first successfully completed the Northeast Passage in 2009.  In 2012, a Chinese ship made the voyage as 

well, which speaks to their curiosity in probing new routes.  South Korea’s Hyundai has an enormous ice-

breaking iron ore carrier in the works: it will be able to carry around 190,000 tons of ore, double what 

current commercial vessels can carry, and can travel at six knots through ice up to 1.7 meters thick.6  

This should save the ship about 5% on fuel consumption compared to other transporters—significant 

when you consider the journey will be made many times.   

 Vessels that aren’t ice-ready would certainly be taking a risk in testing the Northern passages, 

and companies would be unlikely to send ill-equipped vessels into peril.  However, if returns from the 

shortcut prove to be enough then shipping lines around the world would be rushing to equip their ships 

to be ice-ready.   

 This is still a wait-and-see situation but the outcome is a potential game-changer.  Sending ships 

up around the top of the world sounds almost futuristic, but if this isn’t the future then what is?  

Geopolitical implications will make the situation both more tricky and more interesting, as nations will 

also scramble to claim what resources remain to be discovered in the north—which may be a lot.  

Currently, the United States, Canada, Norway, Denmark, and Russia have claims to Arctic territory, and 

China is vying to become a member of the Arctic Council (though this writer finds their claims spurious, 

as they have no land anywhere near the Arctic).   

 In the end, trade more often than not follows the path of least resistance.  If the Arctic stops 

resisting with its stubborn ice, we may soon see enormous container vessels braving the waters of the 

north, leading to increases in the efficiency of trade, speed of shipping, and amount of confused whales.   
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