
The Arctic route:
What does it mean?

Sources: THE GUARDIAN, THE NEW YORK TIMES, SOVCOMFLOT, TOTAL, NATIONAL SNOW AND ICE DATA CENTER, EIA.GOV, EN.KREMLIN.RU, MARITIME-EXECUTIVE.COM, LNGWORLDSHIPPING.COM, SHIP-TECHNOLOGY.COM   PHOTO: D. LOBUSOV    STRAITS TIMES GRAPHICS: BRYANDT LYN

The Christophe de Margerie is an ice-breaking lique�ed natural gas (LNG) tanker 
capable of sailing independently through ice up to 2.1m thick. A �rst of its kind, it 
leads the way in a series of 15 similar vessels planned to be built. The ice-breaking 
�eet is intended to transport LNG produced at the Yamal LNG project in 
Sabetta to the Asia-Paci�c and European markets.

Climate change has allowed a Russian gas tanker to travel the Northern Sea 
Route without an accompanying icebreaker and in record time. The opening 
up of the high Arctic all year round shaves 30 per cent off the travel time 
through the conventional Suez Canal-Malacca Strait route, and has 
implications for global shipping.
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THE SHIP

WHAT IS HAPPENING IN THE ARCTIC?

Length
comparison

Cargo capacity (cubic m)

172,600
• Sufficient to supply Sweden with all its 
gas requirements for almost four weeks

How ice 
breaking works

Ice breaking is an 
up-down motion. 
The vessel glides 
on top of the ice 

so that its 
immense weight 

can come down on 
the ice sheet and 

crush it.
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The Christophe de Margerie is a double-acting tanker, able to sail in the conventional bow direction in open 
seas and thin ice but astern in thick ice in full ice-breaking mode.

• The �eet can sail along the Northern Sea Route 
westward from Sabetta all year round and 
eastward for six months of the year (from 
July to December).
• Previously, the summer navigation 
window was limited to only four 
months with icebreaker support.

While the record time can be attributed to the tanker’s technology, climate 
change also made it possible. The extent of ice over the Arctic has fallen to a 
new wintertime low for the third year in a row. Sea ice extent is a measurement 
of the area of ocean that has a percentage of sea ice.
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The Christophe de Margerie used its 
integral icebreaker to cross 1.2m thick 
ice fields. It cleared the Russian Arctic 
in a record 6½ days.

March 7, 2017
14.420m km²
2017 Arctic maximum. 
Lowest in the 38-year 
satellite record

Propulsion

Cost

US$320m

3

• Approximately 
S$432 million

SPECIFICATIONS

Deadweight (t)

80,200

Ice class

Arc7
Crew

29

Gross tonnage (t)

128,806
Speed
(knots)

19.50• Measure of how much 
mass a ship can safely carry

• Nonlinear measure of a 
ship’s overall internal volume

• The highest ice class among 
existing merchant vessels

• Denotes the additional level of 
strengthening that enables a ship 
to navigate through sea ice

• All are 
Russian 
seafarers and 
13 of them 
are officers

• Azipod-type propulsion units — the first time this many 
units have been installed on an Arctic ice-class vessel

• Allows a high degree of manoeuvrability with 
pods able to rotate a full 360 degrees

The vessel was built to all requirements of the Polar Code and is notable for its environmental safety. It can 
use the boil-off from the LNG it is carrying to supplement its fuel, reducing the emission of harmful gases.

The Arctic holds an estimated 13 per cent of the world’s undiscovered oil 
resource and 30 per cent of its undiscovered natural gas resource. Territorial 
claims are often disputed in the region due to its economic potential. Despite 
being more than 7,000km away, Singapore holds observership status in the 
Arctic Council. As a major global shipping hub, Singapore has a critical 
interest in future maritime trade patterns in the Arctic.
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Signatory countries to the 
Svalbard Treaty of 1920 can 
access the resources of the 
archipelago of Svalbard and 
its coastal zone. But Norway 

claims exclusive rights to 
the waters beyond.

Towards 
Boryeong, 

South Korea

Under 
international law, 
the North Pole and the 
region of the Arctic Ocean 
surrounding it are not 
owned by any country.

Areas under 
contention or
not yet part of any 
country’s territory

The route stretches 
4,828km from the Barents 
Sea to the Paci�c Ocean 
and provides the shortest 
route between Europe and 
Asia. However, there are far 
fewer opportunities to 
of�oad and take on cargo at 
ports along the way, which 
may reduce pro�t margins.
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