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REVIEW OF THE NORWEGIAN-RUSSIAN NEGOTIATION 

FOR AN AGREEMENT ON BORDER DELINEATION IN THE 

BARENTS SEA   

I. Introduction 

This paper is a review of the negotiations between the Kingdom of Norway and the 

Soviet Union/Republic of the Russian Federation for a common maritime border line in 

the Barents Sea. The negotiations took place from the early 1970s to 2010. Norway and 

Russia negotiated over the delineation of the 175,000 square kilometer disputed zone in 

the Barents Sea. The objective of this paper is to analyze the structure of the diplomatic 

relations and negotiation between the two states related to the issue of the border line. 

The paper will identify different modes and types of diplomacy and negotiations used in 

the process.  

 

II. Diplomacy and Negotiations: Definitions  

In this chapter I will define working terms for this paper on the modes of diplomacy 

and negotiations. I will primarily use terms from Leguey-Feilleux, J.R.: The Dynamics of 

Diplomacy (2009), Barston R.P.: Modern Diplomacy (2006) and Berridge, G.R.: 

Diplomacy – Theory and Practice. (2002) 
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a) Diplomacy 

According to Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009) diplomacy is often used rather openly and is 

also used instead of terms foreign relations or foreign policy. He defines diplomacy as 

following:  “At the core of the concept of diplomacy is the idea of communicating, 

interacting, maintaining contact, and negotiating with states and other international 

actors”
1
 The rules of diplomacy have gradually become part of customary law. The 

Vienna Conventions on Diplomatic Relations (1961) / Consular Relations (1963) codified 

diplomacy in international law. 

b) Negotiation 

Negotiation consists according to Berridge, G.R (2002) “[…] of discussion between 

officially designated representatives designed to achieve the formal agreement of their 

governments to the way forward on an issue that is either shared concern or in dispute 

between them”
2
. In a negotiation the parties will have to agree that there is need for 

negotiations, agree on the agenda as well as the procedure. From the prenegotiations to a 

deal there can be a long way. However successful negotiations happens everyday. When 

a negotiation is getting closer to a solution Berridge talks about a Diplomatic 

Momentum. By that he means that a solution is becoming more likely because both 

parties seem to be positively engaged in a common way forward. It is common that the 

                                                 

1
 Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009), p. 1 

2
 Berridge, G.R (2002), p. 27 
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level of the talks will be raised after a diplomatic momentum: It is time for the Ministers 

or the Head of state/Governments to enter the stage. 

In the Norwegian-Russian case it is important to mention the Step-by-step approach. It 

is a process that includes a variety of agreements and steps in the case of a dispute. It is 

usually characterized by great complexity and mistrust between the partners. During the 

review of the Norwegian-Russian negotiation it will become clear, that both bilateral and 

multilateral diplomacy, as well as summitry has been playing a role for the final solution 

of the dispute. 

c) Bilateral Diplomacy 

Bilateral Diplomacy is and has been the conventional mode of diplomacy. It is the direct 

diplomacy between two states. The way bilateral diplomacy is known today has its origin 

in the French tradition. The rules for diplomacy relations were to a big extent decided 

upon by the states in the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations in 1961. The 

Vienna Convention confirms the resident mission in a foreign country as the most 

common way of bilateral diplomacy. Resident mission includes amongst others 

embassies and consulates. 

d) Multilateral Diplomacy 

Multilateral diplomacy is generally understood as communication between states 

carried out during a conference attended by three or more states (Berridge, G.R.). While 

the bilateral diplomacy has an extensive and longer tradition, it is possible to claim that 

the multilateral diplomacy is first and foremost a 20
th

 century phenomena: Most of the 
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intergovernmental organizations that we know as the backbone of the multilateral 

diplomacy, were founded during the last century. While bilateral diplomacy often is 

formal, the meeting of representatives for more states at one place gives the 

representatives possibilities to act more informally. Multilateral diplomacy can also have 

the ability to lessen the great powers use of force through their commitment to 

international agreements. International conventions can give impetus to bilateral 

diplomacy and negotiations. In the Norwegian-Russian case this is only true to a certain 

extent.  

e) Summitry 

Summitry is the term for meeting of higher representatives of the states: be it ministers 

or heads of government/states. Summitry is used to raise the level of the talks in a 

negotiation or in the case of decisions that can only be taken by the highest 

representatives. However there are regular summitries taking place for example the 

European Council of the EU, where ministers or head of states/government have regular 

meetings throughout the year. 

III. Norwegian-Russian Negotiations for a agreement on 

the Border line in the Barents Sea (1970-2010)  

The Negotiations between Norway and Russia went on for around forty years. The 

negotiations have been conducted through a step-by-step approach. In the following the 

different steps or stages will be analyzed in a chronological order.  
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4) The Russian and Norwegian claims in the negotiations on 

a Border Line in the Barents Sea 

a) Norwegian starting point: the principle of the median 

line3 

The median line principle comes into force if there is a distance of less than 400 

nautical miles between the baselines
4
 of a state’s coast, and another. Then the waters 

between the countries are divided in two. The Norwegians were basing their point of 

view on the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea Article 15
5
 and its principle of 

median/equidistance line. The Norwegians claimed that there were no “special 

circumstances” that would apply in the dispute between Norway and Russia: 

Article 15
6
Delimitation of the territorial sea between States with opposite or 

adjacent coasts 

Where the coasts of two States are opposite or adjacent to each other, 

neither of the two States is entitled, failing agreement between them to the 

contrary, to extend its territorial sea beyond the median line every point of 

which is equidistant from the nearest points on the baselines from which the 

breadth of the territorial seas of each of the two States is measured. The 

above provision does not apply, however, where it is necessary by reason of 

historic title or other special circumstances to delimit 

 

                                                 

3
 Dorinda G. Dallmeyer/Louis De Vorsey (1989) / UNCLOS (1982) 

4
 A baseline is the line from which the seaward limits of a State's territorial sea and certain other 

maritime zones of jurisdiction are measured. Normally, a sea baseline follows the low-water line of a 

coastal State. When the coastline is deeply indented, has fringing islands or is highly unstable, straight 

baselines may be used. 

 

5
 UNCLOS (1982) 

6
 Ibid. 
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b) The Russian starting point: the Natural prolongation 

principle7 

The Russian Federation claimed that there were historical reasons and “special 

circumstances”
8
 for applying a different principle to decide the dispute in the High North, 

namely the natural prolongation or sector principle. The Article 76 of the UNCLOS states 

that a nation's maritime boundaries should reflect the 'natural prolongation' of where its 

land territory reaches the coast: 

Article 76
9
 

Definition of the continental shelf 

1. The continental shelf of a coastal State comprises the seabed and 

subsoil of the submarine areas that extend beyond its territorial sea 

throughout the natural prolongation of its land territory to the outer edge of 

the continental margin, or to a distance of 200 nautical miles from the 

baselines from which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured where the outer edge 

of the continental margin does not extend up to that distance. 

 

5) The historical context and negotiation climate  

a) Agreeing on the need to negotiate and the agenda 

Seen from a Norwegian point of view there had since the Russian declaration of a 

prolongation line in 1926
10

 been a clear need to negotiate. However before and 

                                                 

7
 Dorinda G. Dallmeyer/Louis De Vorsey (1989) / UNCLOS (1982). 

8
 Last line of Article 15, UNCLOS (1982) 

9
 UNCLOS (1982) 
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throughout the first half of the 1970s the Soviet refused that there were any reason for 

negotiating: As late as 1976 the Russians underlined that there were no disputed areas in 

the sea because their point of view was based on international law
11

 and the principle of 

prolongation. However due to the reality that the Barents Sea was the front line between 

the NATO and the Soviet Union, had/has one of the biggest fish crops worldwide and 

very likely contained huge petroleum reserves, the two parties recognized a mutual 

interest to negotiate. Despite the Russian claim of 1976 it is possible to claim that 

prenegotiations had started in 1970
12

. The main issue on the agenda was from the start 

the border line in the sea. The agreement to negotiate has therefore been there 

throughout the 40 years however with varying interest from both parties. This was clear 

right up till the end of the negotiations.
13

 The negotiations have historically speaking 

been complex
14

, labeled by discontinuity and from time to time carried out in mistrust. 

Varying negations climates due to external factors, like the Cold War and the break up of 

the Soviet Union, have more frequently been the rule than the exemption. 

                                                                                                                                                 

10
 Ulleland, P. (2008) 

11
 Ibid. 

12
 Ibid. 

 
13 “Every day we get one day closer to an agreement but we're not going to be pushed by artificial timelines. We're 

going to do the work it takes to get to a balanced agreement,” Norwegian Foreign Minister Jonas Gahr Stoere told 

Reuters less than one month before the negotiations were ended in 2010: 

http://uk.reuters.com/article/2010/03/29/norway-russia-border-

idUKN2925868020100329?pageNumber=1&virtualBrandChannel=0&sp=true    

 
14 “[…] it's a big complicated dossier which involves multiple interests on both sides”. Ibid. 

http://uk.reuters.com/article/2010/03/29/norway-russia-border-idUKN2925868020100329?pageNumber=1&virtualBrandChannel=0&sp=true
http://uk.reuters.com/article/2010/03/29/norway-russia-border-idUKN2925868020100329?pageNumber=1&virtualBrandChannel=0&sp=true
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1) 1977: A push forward: Creation of Economic Zones 

according to the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea 

UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) was negotiated internationally 

between 1975 and 1982. The UNCLOS recognizes the right of a coastal state to claim 

200 nautical miles as a natural prolongation of their land territory. In 1977 Norway and 

Russia establish territorial waters of 12 nautical miles, and economic zones of 200 

nautical miles. However there were less than 400 nautical miles between the Norwegian 

and Russian economic zones and a deal had to be negotiated. 

2) The 1982 compromise of the UNs Convention on the Law 

of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

The UNCLOS is like many other international agreements a compromise that should give 

a leading thread to many different situations and disputes. The convention includes both 

the Norwegian and the Russian starting point for negotiation. The Article 15 states that 

the median line should be the main principle for disputes, but adds that this principle does 

not apply under “special circumstances”. Since Russia claimed that there were special 

circumstances with regards to the Barents Sea border line, they point to the article 76 that 

gives an answer on how to decide the prolongation of the continental shelf. The 

Norwegian however claimed that the article 76 of the UNCLOS only is to be used in 

cases where there are no disputes between states, solely for defining the continental shelf 

of a state
15

. It therefore became evident that the UNCLOS could not give any answers to 

                                                 

15
 Jensen, Ø. (2008) 
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the Norwegian-Russian dispute
16

. In this case the states therefore turned to Article 280 of 

the UNCLOS that are giving states the right to find a solution with “by any peaceful 

means of their own choice”
17

 The reality that both principles could be interpreted to be 

part of UNCLOS meant that Norway and Russia had to come to a bilateral understanding 

since there was no international law to lend on. The illustration shows the Norwegian and 

the Russian demands. “Midtlinje” is the Norwegian term for median line and the 

“Sektorlinje” the term for the prolongation line. 

 

                                                 

16
 Ibid. 

17
 Article 280: “Nothing in this Part impairs the right of any States Parties to agree at any 

time to settle a dispute between them concerning the interpretation or 

application of this Convention by any peaceful means of their own choice.”, UNCLOS (1982) 
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Figur 1: Norwegian Institute of International Affairs: www.nupi.no  

3) 1978: Gråsoneavtalen (“the agreement on the grey zone”)  

The grey zone is the name of the area between the Norwegian and the Russian claims in 

the dispute, the area between the median line and the prolongation line (see illustration 

http://www.nupi.no/
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above). As one of the first steps in coming to a deal over a border line “the agreement on 

the grey zone” is an important development in the bilateral negotiations between the two 

states. The Barents Sea has one of the biggest fish crops in the world and it was important 

for the parties to ensure its control and protection against other states’ fisher fleets 

through the “gråsoneavtalen”. The agreement however was only regulating the fish crops 

and was originally agreed upon for a year. It was nevertheless prolonged every year until 

2010 and the ending of the negotiations. The “gråsoneavtalen” was the first positive step 

in the step-by-step diplomacy between Norway and Russia. There was hope for finding 

an agreement for the bigger issue: the border line.  

4) 1988: A first diplomatic momentum: Brundtland and 

Rysjkov 

After long and slow negotiations in the conventional bilateral negotiations between 1978 

and 1988 it was time to raise the level of the talks to put them forward. The summitry of 

the prime ministers Brundtland and Rysjkov in 1988 seemed to bear fruits: the Soviets 

proposed to straighten out the prolongation line at 81°N. A proposal the Norwegians had 

brought up some years before. The dialogue that followed was seen as the first ever 

breakthrough in the negotiations.
18

 The dialogue led to agreement on 84% of the northern 

part of the disputed area. However the southern part closer to land was more complex and 

the positive dialogue was interrupted by the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. 

                                                 

18
 Ulleland, P. (2008) 
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5) 1996: President Jeltsin’s visit to Norway 

Between 1991 and 1993 there was little contact between the Norwegian and Russian 

administration. Between 1993 and 1995 the dialogue was completely broken off. But 

once again summitry was used to kick start the negotiations. The state visit of President 

Boris Jeltsin led to the taking up of the negotiations. The climate was positive and the 

parties agreed to negotiate. There was also a common understanding that there was no 

hurry and that the issues on the agenda should be the border line, military presence, as 

well as the natural resources petroleum and fish.
19

 The dialogue in the years from 1996 to 

2002 led to the second diplomatic momentum in the talks: President Putin’s visit to 

Oslo in November 2002. 

6) 2002: The second Diplomatic Momentum: Putin and 

Bondevik 

During the Russian presidential visit to Norway both President Putin and Prime 

Minister Bondevik expressed a commitment to find a solution to the dispute and 

announced this in public.
20

 In 2001 the Russians had delivered their report on Russian 

continental shelf to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS). The 

Norwegian acknowledge this as a Russian commitment to the international law of the sea 

and multilateral diplomacy. However in 2002 the UN Commission confirmed that 

                                                 

19
 Ibid. 

20
 Stortingsmelding 30 (2004-05) 
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Norway and Russia had a common continental shelf and therefore had to negotiate on the 

issue. That brought the states back to bilateral negotiations without a leading thread from 

multilateral agreements. 2002 brought the negotiations in the right directions even though 

both sides declared that there was no rush. The diplomatic momentum and the raise of the 

level of the talks were once again failed. Between 2003 and 2005 the negotiations were 

paused on Russian request.  

7) 2007: The agreement on the border line in the 

Varangerfjord 

The climate for negotiations was again good between 2005 and 2007. It led to the signing 

of a confirmation and detailed specification of the border line in the Varangerfjord agreed 

on already in 1957. The Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Jonas Gahr Støre 

described the negotiations as fruitful and that the mutual consensus on the issue could 

pave the way for a solution on the sea border line.
21

 

                                                 

21
 Pressemelding 11.07.2007: Varangerfjord-avtalen undertegnet 
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8) The third and final diplomatic momentum: 2008  

a) Agreeing the procedure for continued negotiations 

In 2008 Norway and Russia agreed the procedure how to continue the negotiations. 

Gahr Støre confirmed this in an interview.
22

 

b) Støre-Lavrov: Good relations 

The Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs Jonas Gahr Støre and his counterpart 

Sergei Lavrov had been in their minister posts for longer time. They seem to have 

especially good relationship to each other and enjoy each others company. This has given 

the ministers many possibilities to talk about the issue of the sea border line on many 

occasions
23

. Good relationships between ministers can be important for finding common 

ground between to states. In the Norwegian-Russian negotiations this has certainly played 

an important role for the end deal. 

c) Baltic Sea Action Summit 2010 (10th of February)  

The Baltic Sea Action Summit 2010 was used to agree on the last details in the deal. It 

was a perfect example of how multilateral diplomacy can play an important role in 

bilateral negotiations: While the focus of the summit was the Baltic Sea and all the 

                                                 

22
 “Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs Jonas Gahr Store confirms that Norway and Russia have agreed 

on procedures for further negotiations on the delineation line” BarentsObserver.com, Norway, Russia 

agreed on procedures for disputed zone/ NMFA. Støre møtte Russlands utenriksministe. 
 
23 “The issue has been on the agenda in numerous meetings with Russia's Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, Støre 

confirmed.”  BarentsObserver.com, Trust and hard work behind the Barents Sea Deal 
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different actors including Germany and the Baltic states, the Norwegian Prime Minister 

Jens Stoltenberg and the Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin met for consultations. It 

all happened quite informally and with little attention from the press
24

. 

d) State Visit to Norway 2010 (26th-27th of April) 

During the Russian State visit to Norway from the 26
th

-27
th

 of April 2010 the 

agreement on the delimitation of the Barents Sea was made public. The public in both 

states were surprised of the deal, but greeted it welcome.  

The Deal 

The agreement involves a maritime delimitation line that divides the overall disputed 

area of about 175 000 square kilometers in two parts of approximately the same size (see 

illustration below). In addition to a maritime delimitation line, the two sides will adopt 

treaties on fisheries and management of hydrocarbon resources in the area. Included in 

the deal are detailed rules and procedures ensuring efficient and responsible management 

of hydrocarbon resources in cases where any single oil or gas deposits should extend 

across the delimitation line. 

                                                 

24
 BarentsObserver.com, Disputed waters on the agenda. 
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Figure 2:  Norwegian State Television www.nrk.no   

9) Conclusions 

The forty year long negotiation between the Russian Federation and the Kingdom of 

Norway was a long process and a step-by-step approach to diplomacy. Even though the 

negotiations were mainly of bilateral nature, international agreements played an 

important role. Furthermore summitry played a significant role to reach the three 

diplomatic momentums that this paper claims took place. Although bilateral summitry 

between Norwegian and Russian Heads of State/ Prime ministers were shown to be the 

most essential for the success, multilateral diplomacy were important in order to give the 

representatives the possibility to talk informally about the disputed issue with less 

attention from the public. 

http://www.nrk.no/
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