David Lammy’s Arctic visit highlights rising UK defence focus on Russia amid climate challenges
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David Lammy, the UK Foreign Secretary, recently undertook a three-day visit to the Arctic, a trip funded by taxpayers that has drawn attention for its focus on combating Russian threats in the region. Accompanied by Norway’s Foreign Minister, Espen Barth Eide, Lammy travelled to Svalbard, where he took a moment to pose for selfies against the backdrop of a melting glacier. This visit comes as the Arctic gains strategic significance due to shifting geopolitical dynamics, particularly as climate change opens new shipping routes and access to natural resources, elevating the importance of alliances in the region.
During the tour, Lammy emphasised the necessity of cooperating with allies like Norway and Iceland, citing the Arctic as an “increasingly important frontier for geopolitical competition and trade.” He noted, “This is a region where Russia’s shadow fleet operates, threatening critical infrastructure like undersea cables to the UK and Europe.” His remarks underscore the UK's urgent need to enhance surveillance and defence capabilities in response to Russia’s activities, particularly concerning its fleet of nuclear-powered icebreakers that facilitate operations of vessels avoiding sanctions in attempting to export oil and gas.
The trip to Norway was not solely about diplomatic gestures; it included discussions on deepening defence and security ties. Lammy referred to Norway as “our eyes and ears in the High North” during a tour of the Norwegian Joint Headquarters. This collaboration not only enhances intelligence sharing but also aims to counter Russian disinformation, which has become a prominent issue in Europe amidst escalating tensions due to the war in Ukraine.
As part of his initiatives in the Arctic, Lammy announced new funding totalling £554,000, intended to bolster the UK's ability to monitor hostile activities through artificial intelligence, in collaboration with Iceland. This joint venture illustrates a strategic pivot towards integrating advanced technology in national security efforts. Earlier sanctions imposed by the UK government had already hindered Russia’s capabilities in maintaining its naval assets, with recent reports indicating sanctions-stricken vessels causing significant delays and complications for Russian logistics.
Moreover, Lammy’s visit highlights the broader context of the UK's commitment to international cooperation in maintaining peace in the Arctic. He plans additional engagements at Keflavik air base in Iceland, where RAF jets have played a crucial role in NATO air policing missions. These multifaceted efforts are intended to showcase the UK’s dedication to its allies in countering not only immediate threats but also the long-term implications of Russia's assertive policies in the region.
In addition to these diplomatic activities, Lammy’s recent trips have not gone without scrutiny regarding their costs. Reports indicate that his travel expenses have surged, with some private jet costs exceeding £1 million over three months. The Foreign Office has defended these expenditures as essential for the successful representation of UK interests globally, a claim that continues to stir public debate.
As the war in Ukraine persists, Lammy’s Arctic visit serves as a critical reminder of the evolving nature of international relations, where environmental changes intertwine with security concerns, and the need for coordinated action among allies has never been more pressing.
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