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1. Explanation (Ages 14-18)

The European Union once vowed to keep fossil fuels locked beneath the Arctic seabed — now a
cascade of wars and energy crises may force it to tear up that promise.

What's Going On?

In 2021, the EU adopted a bold Arctic policy: push for an international ban on new oil, coal, and gas
drilling in the region, citing environmental protection. Fast forward to 2026, and Brussels is seriously
considering reversing that position. A leaked document acknowledges "no progress" in getting other
countries to agree to a drilling moratorium, and the European Commission is now exploring
alternatives.

The catalyst? A brutal sequence of energy shocks. Russia's 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine severed
much of Europe's gas supply. More recently, a war involving Iran has further exposed the EU's
dangerous dependence on imported fossil fuels. EU officials are now openly talking about the need to
"diversify" energy sources and cooperate with friendly suppliers — chief among them, Norway.

How To Think About It

Think of the EU's original Arctic drilling ban as a New Year's resolution made when times were
comfortable. Now the geopolitical equivalent of a financial emergency has hit, and the resolution is
looking increasingly unrealistic.

o It's like a college student who swears off credit cards for environmental reasons, then faces an
unexpected tuition hike and suddenly needs every financing option available — principles collide
with survival.

o Compare it to NATO expansion after Russia invaded Ukraine: countries that were once committed
to neutrality (like Finland and Sweden) reversed decades-old policy overnight when the threat
landscape changed. Energy policy is now following the same pattern.

Key Things To Know

» Norway is the second most active country drilling in the Arctic after Russia, and is western Europe's
largest petroleum producer — it has positioned itself as the 'democratic supplier of choice' to the
EU.

» The Barents Sea, where Norway operates, is ice-free and accessible despite sitting above the Arctic
Circle — Norwegian officials argue it shouldn't even count as 'Arctic’ in the conventional sense.

» More than 10 oil and gas companies lobbied the EU last month during an Arctic policy consultation,
framing drilling as essential for energy security.

o Norway is strategically linking Arctic energy access to broader defense cooperation, including
containing Russia's nuclear assets in the so-called Bear Gap between northern Norway and the
Svalbard archipelago.

» What most people get wrong: this isn't the EU approving drilling itself — the EU has no Arctic
territory. It's about dropping its push for a global moratorium, which removes diplomatic pressure
on countries like Norway that want to expand operations.
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Why It Matters

This is a live case study in how idealism meets realpolitik — the kind of trade-off you'll encounter
constantly as a voter and citizen. Should democracies compromise climate commitments to secure
energy independence from hostile regimes? There's no clean answer. If you're considering careers in
energy, environmental policy, international relations, or even engineering, this tension between
security and sustainability will define the professional landscape for decades. And if you're watching gas
prices or electricity bills at home, those numbers are shaped by exactly these geopolitical chess moves.

The Bigger Picture

Historically, energy crises have reshaped policy faster than almost anything else — the 1973 Arab oil
embargo created the entire modern energy-security framework. This potential EU reversal fits that
pattern. If Brussels drops its opposition, expect a domino effect: other international bodies may soften
their climate stances, environmental groups will launch major legal and political challenges, and Norway
will gain significant leverage in EU negotiations on defense, trade, and technology. The second-order
effect to watch is whether this signals a broader retreat from the Paris Agreement's ambitions — or
whether it's a temporary, pragmatic detour that coexists with long-term decarbonization. The answer
depends on whether Europe uses Arctic gas as a bridge fuel or a permanent crutch.
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2. Key Terms Glossary

Moratorium
An official, temporary suspension or ban on an activity — here, a proposed freeze on new Arctic oil
and gas drilling.

Arctic Circle

The line of latitude at approximately 66.5°N, above which areas experience at least one full day of
midnight sun and polar night each year. It roughly defines the Arctic region.

Barents Sea

A marginal sea of the Arctic Ocean, located north of Norway and northwestern Russia. Despite its
high latitude, warm Atlantic currents keep it largely ice-free.

Hydrocarbons

Organic chemical compounds made of hydrogen and carbon that form the basis of fossil fuels like oil
and natural gas.

Energy security

A country's ability to reliably access affordable energy supplies without being vulnerable to
disruptions from hostile nations or conflicts.

Bear Gap
The strategically sensitive maritime zone between northern Norway and the Svalbard archipelago,
where Russia stations a significant portion of its nuclear-armed submarines.

Svalbard

A Norwegian archipelago in the Arctic Ocean, governed under a unique international treaty that
allows citizens of signatory nations to live and work there.

European Commission
The executive branch of the EU — it proposes legislation, implements decisions, and manages
day-to-day policy. Think of it as the EU's federal government equivalent.

Realpolitik
A pragmatic approach to politics and diplomacy that prioritizes practical outcomes and national
interest over ideology or moral principles.

Decarbonization
The process of reducing carbon dioxide emissions from energy systems, typically by shifting from
fossil fuels to renewable sources like wind and solar.
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3. Reading Comprehension Quiz

Circle the best answer for each question.

Q1. What is the primary reason the EU is reconsidering its opposition to Arctic drilling?
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New scientific evidence suggests Arctic drilling has minimal environmental impact
Geopolitical crises have exposed the EU's vulnerability to energy supply disruptions
Norway has threatened to cut off existing gas supplies unless the ban is lifted
International partners unanimously agreed to support new drilling projects

Q2. According to the article, what has happened with the EU's 2021 push for an international drilling

moratorium?
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Several major nations signed on but later withdrew

It was formally rejected by the United Nations General Assembly
There has been no progress in securing international backing
Only Russia and the United States opposed it

Q3. Which country stands to benefit most from a reversal of the EU's Arctic drilling stance?
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Russia

Estonia

The United States
Norway

Q4. In context, the phrase 'democratic supplier of choice' most nearly describes Norway's effort to:
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Hold democratic referendums on energy policy within the EU

Position itself as a politically trustworthy alternative to authoritarian energy exporters
Advocate for democratic reforms in other oil-producing nations

Allow EU citizens to vote on Norwegian drilling operations

Q5. Norwegian officials argue the Barents Sea should not be considered 'Arctic’ primarily because:

oA
oL
0o
oD

It lies below the Arctic Circle on most maps
International law classifies it as a temperate zone

It is ice-free and easily accessible despite its latitude
No marine wildlife exists in the region

Q6. What can be inferred about the relationship between Norway's energy policy and its defense
strategy?
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Norway is willing to trade energy concessions for closer EU cooperation on defense and security
matters

Norway plans to use military force to protect its Arctic drilling operations from Russia

The EU has demanded Norway increase military spending in exchange for lifting the drilling ban

Defense considerations play no role in Norway's Arctic energy negotiations
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Q7. The overall tone of the article is best described as:

oA
oL
0o
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Celebratory of the EU's pragmatic shift toward energy independence

Sharply critical of Norway's lobbying tactics

Balanced and explanatory, presenting multiple perspectives on a contested policy shift
Alarmist about the environmental consequences of Arctic drilling

Q8. The article's mention of 'more than 10 oil and gas companies' lobbying the EU primarily serves to:

oA
oL
0o
OD)

Suggest that corporate corruption is driving the policy change

Illustrate that industry actors are actively shaping the policy review alongside geopolitical pressures
Prove that the EU has already decided to reverse its position

Demonstrate that environmental groups have lost all influence in Brussels

Q9. Based on the article, which broader trend does the EU's potential reversal most clearly illustrate?

on
oL
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OP)

The permanent decline of environmental policy in democratic nations

The growing irrelevance of the European Union as a political institution

The tension between long-term climate commitments and short-term security imperatives during
geopolitical instability

The total failure of renewable energy to replace fossil fuels in Europe

Q101If the EU does drop its opposition to Arctic drilling, which outcome is most supported by the

article's evidence?

oL
o®)
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Op)

Russia will immediately resume energy exports to Europe

Environmental organizations will mount significant opposition, citing climate and biodiversity
commitments

Norway will reduce its gas exports to the EU as leverage for better trade terms

The United States will impose sanctions on European energy companies operating in the Arctic

My Score: /10
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4. Answer Key with Explanations

Q1. What is the primary reason the EU is reconsidering its opposition to Arctic drilling?

Answer: B

The article explicitly states that Russia's invasion of Ukraine and the Iran war exposed the EU's reliance on
imported fossil fuels, prompting the policy reconsideration. Option A is never mentioned, and option C overstates
Norway's position — Norway lobbied diplomatically but did not threaten a cutoff.

Q2. According to the article, what has happened with the EU's 2021 push for an international drilling
moratorium?

Answer: C

The leaked document explicitly states there has been mo progress' on getting international partners to support the
moratorium. The article does not mention a UN vote or specific countries formally rejecting it.

Q3. Which country stands to benefit most from a reversal of the EU's Arctic drilling stance?

Answer: D

The article states that 'a policy reversal would most benefit Norway," which is the second most active Arctic driller
after Russia and has been actively lobbying the EU to change its position. Russia is under sanctions and not
cooperating with the EU on energy.

Q4. In context, the phrase 'democratic supplier of choice' most nearly describes Norway's effort to:

Answer: B

Norway uses the phrase to contrast itself with Russia and other authoritarian suppliers, emphasizing that it is a
reliable, politically aligned partner for European energy needs. It has nothing to do with referendums or internal
reforms.

Q5. Norwegian officials argue the Barents Sea should not be considered 'Arctic’ primarily because:

Answer: C

Norwegian officials specifically argue that the Barents Sea is ice-free and easy to access, making it different from
the conventional image of the Arctic. Option A is factually wrong — the Barents Sea is above the Arctic Circle, as
the article notes.

Q6. What can be inferred about the relationship between Norway's energy policy and its defense
strategy?
Answer: A

A Norwegian official explicitly states that removing the drilling obstacle means Norway ‘can get closer to the EU on
other stuff such as space and other defence issues.' Norway is strategically linking energy access to broader security
cooperation, not using military threats.

Q7. The overall tone of the article is best described as:

Answer: C

The article presents the EU's reasoning, Norway's arguments, industry lobbying, and environmental opposition
without taking a clear editorial stance. It notes the reversal 'would be bitterly contested' but does not itself argue for
or against.
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Q8. The article's mention of 'more than 10 oil and gas companies' lobbying the EU primarily serves to:
Answer: B

The detail shows that industry lobbying is one force among several pushing the policy shift, alongside geopolitical
crises and Norway's diplomacy. The article does not allege corruption, and it explicitly notes environmental groups
will 'bitterly contest' any change.

Q9. Based on the article, which broader trend does the EU's potential reversal most clearly illustrate?

Answer: C

The entire article revolves around how geopolitical crises (Ukraine, Iran) are forcing the EU to reconsider
climate-driven policies. Options A and D are far too absolute — the article describes a specific policy shift, not the
death of environmental policy or renewables.

Q10.If the EU does drop its opposition to Arctic drilling, which outcome is most supported by the
article's evidence?

Answer: B

The article explicitly states that such a move 'would be bitterly contested by environmental groups who have
argued that any review would be contrary to international commitments made by the EU on greenhouse-gas
emissions and biodiversity.' Options C and D contradict the article's logic entirely.
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