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Paradiplomacy as a Sustainable Development Strategy: 
The Case of Russia’s Arctic Subnational Actors

                                                                                                                                           Alexander Sergunin
                                                                                                                             Pertti Joenniemi*

Abstract

This paper examines how paradiplomacy is exploited by the Russian Arctic subnational actors (regions 

of paradiplomacy: making direct agreements with international partners; attracting foreign investment; creating a 

foreign countries; the twinning of cities; participation in sub-regional arrangements; and capitalizing on national 

diplomacy and federal infrastructures. The authors conclude that in the foreseeable future paradiplomacy will retain 

development strategies.

Introduction

-

instrument for problem solving but also for building sustainable development strategies. These actors 
believe that even their marginal location can be an additional resource or competitive advantage in their 
development strategies: with international cooperation they can transform themselves from terra incog-

The concept of paradiplomacy denotes international activities of subnational and non-state ac-

* Alexander Sergunin is Professor of International Relations at St. Petersburg State University and the Higher 

Corresponding Author: sergunin60@mail.ru.
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According to Soldatos1 2 paradiplomacy is a part of the processes of globalization and 

state system and international law (which together represent the very basis of the international political 
order in the Westphalian era).3 

4 They be-
lieve that external activities of Russian subnational actors would lead to the disintegration of the Russian 
Federation and the rise of corrupt and separatist regimes in the Russian regions. The gloomy forecasts 

are absolutely positive about the paradiplomacy of subnational units because the latter are healthy for 
-

mestic and foreign policies under the Putin regime.5 There is also a group of scholars who believe that 
paradiplomacy is a “natural outcome” of the glocalization process and coincides with the global trend of 

6 

1

Federalism and International Relations: the Role of Subnational Units

2 The Territorial Dimension of Politics: Within, Among, and Across Nations (Boulder and London: 

International Relations” in Federalism and International Relations
3  City Hall Goes Abroad: The Foreign Policy of Local Politics

Localizing Foreign Policy, Non-central Governments and Multilayered Diplomacy (London: Palgrave 
Paradiplomacy in Action 

4 Russia’s Future: Consolidation or Disintegration?
Russia’s Systemic Transformation: Trajectories and Dynamics? (Copenhagen: Copenhagen Peace Research 

Russia’s Provinces: Authoritarian Transformation 
versus Local Autonomy? The New Russia: Troubled Transformation 

Regional Foreign Policies in the Russian Federation (London: 
Towards a Russia of the Regions (London: 

International Security
5  (Copenhagen: Copenhagen Peace Research Institute 

Bridging the Iron Curtain? Cooperation around the Baltic Rim 

Kaliningrad: The European Amber Region
Europe-Asia Studies

6  Russia’s Periphery in the Global Arena: Do Regions Matter in the Kremlin’s Foreign Policy? 
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The purpose of this study is to examine how the Russian Arctic subnational actors7 use paradi-
plomacy as a resource for problem solving and ensuring their sustainable development. The discussion 

-

Regions and Cities as New International Actors

their own.

of friendship between people across the East-West barrier. Cooperation itself was symbolic in character 

partners from the post-Socialist countries and the establishment of somewhat permanent ties.
As far as the Russian Arctic subnational actors are concerned the initial thrust for their external 

territories were almost abandoned by the federal government; they had to develop survival strategies. 
-

to see international cooperation as an integral part of their sustainability strategy rather than as an emer-
gency tool.

It should be noted that subnational actors do not aim in general at applying and copying the 
principles and characteristics of state-to-state relations. They do not reach out on behalf of the state but 

Mezhdunarodnye Otnosheniia v 21m 
Veke: Regionalnoe v Globalnom, Globalnoe v Regional’nom [International Relations in the 21st Century: Regional 
in Global, Global in Regional

Internationale Politik 5 (2000): 

7

krays oblasts
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usually do so for reasons of their own. This is to say that they do not regard the relations established as 
 if sub-state actors try 

between the national and the regional or local departures conceptually as well as a sphere of practice also 

-
gion or city-to-city relations.

It may also be noted that it has become easier to distinguish between the societal and more stat-

– the aim of international contacts being one of contributing to statist policies in a constructive manner 

over time disappeared. They have changed with economic and growth-oriented issues coming to the fore. 

and this is done for reasons of their own and by employing the competence that they themselves possess. 
-

-

amounts increasingly to that of self-interest.

-

-

From Town to Town. 
Local Actors as Transnational Actors
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 the con-

of inter-regional and inter-city relations implies that these actors now follow a rationale of their own in 

transnational relations.
-

•  Bolstering economic and business development
•  Improving service delivery and problem solving
•  Improving transport infrastructure

•  Promoting community well-being
•  Promoting stronger community partnerships
•  Increasing global and regional awareness

•  Providing resources for developing education and culture
•  Promoting tolerance and increasing understanding

10 

Paradiplomacy: Strategies and Methods

Direct strategies/methods include:

Creating a legislative basis for paradiplomacy. This was particularly important for subnational units in 
the Yeltsin era when paradiplomacy was in its infancy and in need of legitimacy. The regional and city 

From Town to Town. Local Actors as Transnational Actors

10 Take Your Partner: The Local Authority Handbook on International Partnerships (London: Local 

Laboratories of European Integration: City-twinning in Northern Europe 
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-

from Moscow. 

accordance with the federal legislation

The use of the “treaty-making power.” 
-

sub-state actors have concluded direct agreements with similar types of international partners. Since 

the regions.11 As a compromise between the center and local actors it was stipulated by a special federal 

should be concluded with same-level partners (not with foreign governments) and should be prepared in 
consultation with the Foreign Ministry. 

of the treaty-making policies varied greatly among the subnational actors.
-

agreements not only with foreign subnational units of the same status but also with foreign governments 

12 The city of Arkhangelsk 

-
gion is a part of the Finnish-Russian intergovernmental agreement on multilateral cooperation in northern 
Russia.13

11

12

13
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-

14

as an effective instrument both to 
build their capacities and enhance 
their domestic and international 
prestige.

in foreign countries. To facilitate 
direct co-operation with foreign 
countries some Russian regions 
have set up trade and cultural mis-

federal law on foreign trade of 

regions and municipalities them-
-

gions could afford having missions 

vast majority of subnational actors 
prefer to rely on federal structures 

and trade missions – to pursue their international policies.

 To maintain sustainable relations with 
neighboring foreign countries and facilitate travel for its citizens some Russian regions and municipali-

-

14

Figure 1: Russia and Nordic Countries
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Attracting foreign investment, promoting joint projects. -

companies have invested or plan to invest in the mining industries (gold and silver) in Chukotka and 
15 Another 

example is the plan to create a U.S.-Russian natural park for the protection of biodiversity in the Bering 

16

Creating a positive image abroad.
-

of their partners. Regional and municipal leaders undertake regular foreign trips for PR purposes. Some 
regions and towns run bilingual periodicals and websites oriented to foreign audiences. The main goal of 

as remote and depressed areas.

Cooperation with international organizations.
-

-

17

It should be noted that cooperation with international organizations is important for subnational 
units not only in terms of gaining additional leverage in the power struggle with Moscow but also in 
terms of opening up to the worldwide processes of globalization and regionalization.

Increasing familiarity. While Murmansk and Arkhangelsk enjoyed some international contacts even in 

15

16

17 Obshee Prostranstvo Sosedstva  [Neighborhood Common Space
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-

-

population.

-

 Russians visiting Kirkenes do not 

-

-
ent-day cooperation and border-crossings seen as a return to traditional constellations. 

The establishment of twin cities became one of the most successful and interesting forms of cross- and 
transborder cooperation (CBC-TBC). Establishing twin cities stands for shared citiness and is a manifes-

From Rejection to Re-embracement: Language and Identity of the Russian Speaking Minority 
in Kirkenes, Norway 

Journal of Northern Studies
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branding in the context of the increasingly intense and transnational regionalization.
To coordinate and institutionalize twinning activities the City Twins Association (CTA) was 

-
va-Ivangorod (Estonia-Russia) and Tornio-Haparanda (Finland-Sweden).20 

These pairs differ by their experiences and effectiveness. While Tornio-Haparanda can be seen 

21

-
rope has seemingly stalled (with a rare exception of the Tornio-Haparanda pair). Against this background 

a bold attempt to revive the very idea and spirit of twinning. 
Twinning is perhaps still in its infancy and often oriented towards short- rather than long-term 

perspectives but will probably get more established and stronger over time; thus calling for added theo-

Euroregions. A number of the Russian border regions and municipalities were involved in the Euroregion 

been established in order to promote cross-border cooperation between neighboring local or regional 

22

It should be noted that despite the implementation of some successful projects within the Eu-

-
-

To improve the performance of the Euroregions the Russian and international experts recom-

20 History of the City Twins Association

21 Laboratories of European Integration.
22
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mend (1) to clarify the legal status of Euroregions both in the Russian national legislation and European 

becomes much easier.23

Indirect methods are:
 The local legislation not only legitimizes the external relations of 

protection of foreign investment and special economic zones were later used by the federal parliament to 
draft similar legislation.

Capitalizing on national diplomacy. Since the national law envisages the participation of pertinent Rus-

Sea (2010). The Murmansk regional government helped Russian diplomats and border guards prepare for 

as something isolated but are instead part and parcel of a broader Russian strategy of cooperation with 

than contradict each other.

-

-

the Barents Sea. The Alaska-Chukotka cooperation has eased U.S.-Russian tensions on the delimitation 
of the Bering Sea.

Exploiting parliament. The Russian regions use the Federal Assembly to lobby their foreign policy inter-
ests at the federal level. The Council of the Federation (the upper chamber) made up of regional repre-

23

TRAMES: Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences
European 

Urban and Regional Studies Kaliningrad and the Euroregions 
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Capitalizing upon federal infrastructure. -

-
-

often provide additional leverage for regions to put pressure on Moscow rather than being instruments 

connections to regional elites.
-

center.

Exploiting international organizations. To put pressure on Moscow the regions managed to use not only 
-

sented at the Barents Regional Council (BRC) use this forum to develop direct ties with the neighboring 
-

It should be noted that in the real life subnational units usually combine both direct and indirect 
methods because they are complementary rather than mutually exclusive. 

Institutional Framework

compared to other regions).
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-
-

for the period 2014–2020.

-

and Leningrad region were eligible for some Kolarctic-related projects as well. The Finnish province of 
Lapland was responsible for the administration of the program. About 50 projects related to the develop-

-
tion were supported and implemented by the Kolarctic program in northern Russia.24

24

Figure 2: Paradiplomacy Framework
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and the use of the already gained experience.
To avoid unnecessary inter-institutional duplication it is important that in the future the ETC 

place stronger emphasis on thematic concentration and the strengthening of links to other EU programs. 
-

only if all the parties treat each other as partners.

money.25 This is why the European Parliament (where various regional interests are better represented) 

-

social well-being; culture) which are seen as promising venues for CBC-TBC with Russia. Since 2007 

-

-

26

25 Baltic Sea States 
Subregional Co-operation Newsletter

26 Guidelines for the Nordic Council of Ministers' Co-operation with North-West 
Russia 2009-2013

with-northwest-russia
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their activities cover not only the Barents and Arctic regions but also the Baltic Sea Region (BSR). Both 

them. This is especially important in view of the scarcity of resources available to regional actors.

-

businesses and fast growing enterprises in the region; increase CBC to achieve economies of scale and 
-

mate change adaptation; enhance innovation and research cooperation by increasing critical mass; focus 

-
ing and regional development.27

the Barents environmental hot spots elimination.

-

operate at the subregional and municipal levels. The problem with the upper institutional levels is that 

were created by subnational units themselves from the bottom up.

and the ETC could be especially useful in developing and implementing joint projects with Russian re-
-

-
ment as well as solving common municipal problems.

27 The Barents Cooperation
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Conclusions

sides – the centre and the periphery – now increasingly see paradiplomacy as a common resource rather 
than an area of contention.

that fall into two categories – direct (e.g. seeking legitimacy and international recognition via the adop-

attracting foreign investment; improving their international image; cooperating with international organi-

indirect strategies is the best guarantee for the success of paradiplomacy.
-

It should be noted that the “paradiplomacy” pursued by various Russian Arctic sub-state actors 
-

rations of the sub-national actors and the center often overlap. Their interests have been compatible in 
-

going international. It breaks with the state-centric logic of constructing political space and generates 

-
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old system of popular gubernatorial elections.

is to cope properly with the challenges that sub-state entities are facing in the context of glocalization 

-
ernments is bound to continue. In the foreseeable future paradiplomacy will retain its importance for the 

strategies.


