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Strengthen the Coast Guard’s Presence in the Arctic

Brian Slattery and Luke Coffey

he Arctic region is becoming increasingly impor-

tant to U.S. national interests. Ice in the Arctic
has reached the lowest level since records began
in 1979, opening up new possibilities for maritime
trade, tourism, and natural resource exploration.
Consequently, more actors than ever before will be
operating in the Arctic region.

This reality will present both challenges and
opportunities for the United States. The U.S. Coast
Guard (USCG) will play a vital role in ensuring
America’s interests in the Arctic. In order to do
so, the sea service needs to be properly funded and
resourced.

The Role of the U.S. Coast Guard. In the
Arctic, sovereignty equals security and stability.
Respecting the national sovereignty of others in the
Arctic while maintaining the ability to enforce one’s
own sovereignty will ensure that the chances of
armed conflict in the region remain low.

This is where the USCG plays such an important
role. The USCG has had a continuous presence in the
Arctic since 1867, when the Revenue Cutter Service,
the precursor to the Coast Guard, was assigned to
the region. Since then, the USCG has performed
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numerous search-and-rescue missions (SAR), facili-
tated the flow of maritime traffic by escorting ships
with its icebreaking capabilities, and responded to
numerous other emergency and non-emergency
incidents.

In 1965, the U.S. Navy (USN) transferred its
fleet of eight icebreakers to the Coast Guard. Since
that time, the Coast Guard’s polar assets have atro-
phied severely. Currently, the USCG is operating
one icebreaker, the USCGC Healy, which serves
primarily as a National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration research vessel.

Other Arctic nations (such as Russia, Norway,
and Canada) continue to field robust icebreaking
capabilities with many heavy-duty icebreakers and
assets in the region.! America’s icebreaking capa-
bilities are lagging behind. While the self-declared
requirement for U.S. icebreakersis three heavy-duty
and three medium-duty vessels,> the USCG cur-
rently operates only one heavy-duty icebreaker (the
USCGC Polar Star) and one medium-duty icebreak-
er (the Healy). Furthermore, the Polar Star requires
significant maintenance to return to operational
status, leaving the Healy as the only functioning
polar icebreaker fielded by the U.S.?

The lack of icebreaker presence in the Arctic
greatly inhibits the USCG’s ability to achieve its
objectives in the polar regions without the help of
foreign nations.* Reliance on foreign nations, espe-
cially those with which the United States has an
unsteady relationship, should be unacceptable when
it comes to matters of national security

More Than Breaking the Ice. The USCG
should plan to extend its reach in the Arctic not
only with its icebreakers but also with operating
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bases, aviation assets, and vessels hardened to with-
stand the harsh conditions of the region. Currently,
the USCG operates only one forward-operating
location (FOL)—in Barrow, Alaska, and then only
during the summer season. This location currently
has a helicopter hangar in need of serious repair.®
For the USCG to field a more serious presence above
the Arctic Circle will require updated facilities.

The USCG has already decided that its new
National Security Cutter (NSC) will manage an
increase in traffic and activity in the region.® In the
fiscal year 2013 presidential budget request, long-
lead funding for the seventh and eighth NSCs was
removed, which would effectively halt production
of these vessels. The Administration has given no
explanation for this reduction, and the USCG has
not reduced its required fleet size of eight NSCs.

The NSC platform brings a diverse set of capabili-
ties and can perform a broad range of missions from
blue-water patrolling to search and rescue. While
these vessels cannot penetrate ice-covered water,
they can deploy helicopters and unmanned rotary-
wing aircraft to perform surveillance and search-
and-rescue missions at a distance.” This ability to
operate at a distance is imperative, as the USCG’s
abilities are severely limited by the location of its
assets below the Arctic Circle.

The U.S. Cannot Afford to Dither. The U.S.
should catch up with the other Arctic nations and
field a presence that can legitimately protect U.S.
sovereignty in the region. In order to do this, the
U.S. should:

Develop a new strategy for icebreaking capa-
bility. The USCG should explore options such

as buying commercial icebreakers with similar
capabilities. Privately operated icebreakers could
make way for commercial vessels and be called
upon to support the USCG in emergency scenar-
ios. This would in turn require a reevaluation of
the Merchant Marine Act 0of 1920 (also known as
the Jones Act).®

m Build the entire required fleet of national
security cutters. The U.S. should ensure that
the USCG is properly funded to meet its fleet
requirements.

= Provide permanent stationary assets in the
Arctic region. Due to the increase in maritime
traffic, there will be a great need for helicopters,
as well as communication and maintenance
personnel, based in the Arctic region for longer
periods of time. Congress should work to fund
Arctic operations at a level sufficient to make FOL
Barrow a more capable base.

= Continuing to strengthen -cooperation
between the USN and the USCG. Combined
with the blue-water-centric missions of the
NSC, the joint operations between the sea ser-
vices will become more significant in the future
in the Arctic. Furthermore, the USCG cooper-
ates effectively with the USN in its drug inter-
diction missions. The sea services should look to
find lessons learned and apply them in the Arctic.

Needed: A Fully Resourced USCG. Interest in
the Arctic region will only increase in the years to
come. As other nations direct resources and assets
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there, America cannot afford to fall behind. As an
Arctic nation, the U.S. needs to field a strong Arctic
presence. In order to make this a reality, the USCG
will require adequate funding and resources.
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