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China has established the first scheduled transit through
the northern sea route, but questions remain over the
environmental and political risks
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China’s Sea Legend has launched a regular service through the Arctic’s northern sea route, suggesting it could be an alternative to the Strait of Hormuz and Suez
canal. Photograph: ZUMA Press, Inc./Alamy
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An incredible self-own
In 1936, John Scott, son of the late Guardian owner and legendary editor CP
Scott, did something unheard of for a media heir: he gave up his stake for
the greater good.

After inheriting the newspaper, Scott renounced all financial benefit – bar
his salary – in the Guardian (worth £1m at the time and around £62m today)
and passed ownership over to the newly formed Scott Trust. The Trust
would evolve to have one key mission: to secure the financial and editorial
independence of the Guardian in perpetuity.

That means the Guardian can’t be bought. Not by private equity, not by a
conglomerate, and definitely not by a billionaire looking for a political
mouthpiece. So here are three good reasons to make the choice to support
us today.

1. Our quality, investigative journalism is a scrutinising force at a time
when the rich and powerful are getting away with more and more.

2. We are independent and have no billionaire owner controlling what we
do, so your money directly powers our reporting.

3. It doesn’t cost much, and takes less time than it took to read this
message.

This unique model also means we depend on readers like you from Spain
to help fund our work. Our independence means we can say what we want,
report on who we want, challenge who we want, and stand up at a time
when others are sitting down. This month we are looking for 30,000
Guardian readers to support our annual campaign highlighting the power
of clear-headed climate reporting that doesn’t shirk from the facts and
embraces big ideas. We have an ambitious goal of 30,000 acts of support.
Can you help us hit our target? Support the Guardian on a monthly basis.
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When Marco Rubio suggested that the world should look to new shipping
lanes to bypass the logjammed strait of Hormuz, it’s unlikely he had the
Arctic’s northern sea route in mind.

And yet in recent months the promise of this 5,500km channel – cleaved
through frozen seas by nuclear-powered icebreakers and illuminated by a
sun that never dips below the Arctic horizon – has grown.

Japan, Korea and India have all expressed interest in sending cargoes
through the northern sea route (NSR), but it’s China that has established the
first scheduled transit, with shipping company Sea Legend launching a
regular service in recent days.

The NSR, which cuts through the Arctic Circle along Russia’s northern coast,
is only navigable during warmer months, but that window has widened due
to shrinking summer sea ice. For some vessels, the route can more than halve
the time it takes to get from China to Europe, but the benefits come with
serious environmental and political risks that have the potential to outweigh
the gains.

After a single pilot voyage in 2025, Sea Legend has launched a regular
container service via the Arctic route. That direct journey from Ningbo-
Zhoushan to Felixstowe in the UK takes as little as 18 days compared with
more than 40 days via the Suez canal.

Experts say the route is ideal for cargo that is sensitive to temperature,
including electric vehicles, lithium batteries and solar products – among
which China has become a dominant global exporter.

As the only regular commercial cargo service on the route, Sea Legend will
test whether Beijing’s longstanding Arctic ambitions can translate into a
viable regular China-Europe trade route.

The Chinese president, Xi Jinping, first publicly called for China and Russia
to develop Arctic shipping routes and build a “polar Silk Road” in 2017.
Russia, which controls much of the northern sea route, was initially wary of
China’s growing presence in the Arctic. But after its full-scale invasion of
Ukraine, Moscow has been left increasingly dependent on Beijing in the high
north, giving China greater leverage and access.

Russia’s state nuclear company Rosatom issues navigation permits and
oversees shipping along the route, while also providing the nuclear-power
icebreakers that are needed to accompany most vessels.

Rosatom advert showing icebreaker convoying LNG tanker along the Northern Sea Route

Sea Legend says the Arctic route will roughly halve emissions because of the
shorter sailing time between China and Europe, but according to experts, the
environmental risks inherent in the journey could easily erase any emissions
savings.

Some shipping companies have faced criticism for operating vessels that use
heavy fuel oil (HFO), which was banned from the Arctic in 2024.

According to a 2025 report from the Bellona Environmental Foundation, fuel
spills pose huge dangers in the Arctic because HFO is thicker than other
types, making it difficult to clean up. Oil also decomposes more slowly in
colder weather and is almost impossible to remove once trapped in ice.

Their report argues Russia is completely unprepared to deal with such a
disaster should it occur. The distances of the NSR – along with its isolation –
mean that specialised recovery teams could take weeks to reach a spill site.

“Due to the remoteness of the region and lack of logistical support, the
probability of a prolonged machinery breakdown and consequential
grounding is much higher. This poses the risk of an environmental oil spill in
a fragile ecosystem,” says Capt Nitin Chopra, Allianz principal marine risk
consultant for Asia.

Bellona also flags the danger of black carbon – one of the emissions from HFO
– calling it “one of the most potent absorbers of solar radiation”. Black carbon
can reduce the reflectivity of the Arctic region, making it absorb more
sunlight while trapping heat, exacerbating global warming.

Frozen highway for the shadow fleet
Li Xiaobin, chief operating officer of Sea Legend, said this month that the
crisis in the Middle East has exposed the vulnerability of the Suez canal and
strait of Hormuz to regional turmoil, heightening the need to develop
alternative trade routes between China and Europe.

Russia’s president, Vladimir Putin, has echoed those comments. Moscow
would like to redraw the map of world trade, but its control of the NSR –
which is largely in Russia’s exclusive economic zone – is seen as too great a
risk for many operators.

International sanctions imposed on Russia after the invasion of Ukraine
could complicate rescue efforts if a vessel gets into trouble and requires
assistance, insurer Allianz Commercial said in its 2026 safety and shipping
review.

Experts say that for now, much of the traffic along the NSR is taken up by
Moscow’s shadow fleet: tankers often operating without insurance or proper
regulatory oversight, making ad hoc journeys to evade sanctions on Russia’s
oil.

“In 2025 there were a hundred such ships under international sanctions – or
nearly a third of the cargo ships sailing the route,” Bellona’s Ksenia
Vakhrusheva wrote in a report last year. In 2026, reports suggest shadow fleet
shipments through the NSR are happening at an even faster rate, thanks to
milder summer conditions that are aiding navigation.

“With the current climate change, we may be able to see more time of the
years that the northern sea route will be open for commercial shipping,” says
Vinh Thai, professor of logistics and supply chain management at RMIT
University, adding that there is some evidence it is already happening.

A Russian transporter of LNG was able to start an early transit through the
route in May, thanks to the shrinking summer sea ice. In the past week, ship-
watchers spotted an unprecedented convoy of Russian tankers taking an
unusually northern path through the NSR. The fleet of vessels, reportedly
carrying about 8m barrels of oil, passed within 500 miles of the north pole.

Despite Russia’s bold – perhaps reckless – efforts to push the NSR as a viable
alternative for international shipping, experts say that for now the
economics don’t add up. Safety concerns, high operating costs, a short
sailing season and sanctions risks will probably continue to constrain Arctic
shipping.

Any oil spill could therefore be an “environmental as well as economic
disaster”, says Thai. “Not only for Russia, but also the surrounding area as
well.

“So can the northern sea route be used as a substitute for the strait of
Hormuz and the Suez canal? The short answer is no, not for the moment.”
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*Distance based on actual journey travelled. Measurements for the vessel’s Southern journey from China were
calculated up to just past the port of Felixstowe. Transit time excludes port stays
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