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Greenland, the world’s largest island, holds immense significance due to its unique
geographical location, environmental importance, and geopolitical role. This article
provides an in-depth analysis of Greenland’s history, geography, environmental
concerns, and strategic relevance, offering valuable insights for UPSC aspirants.

 

 

Geographical Overview

1. Location:

0. Greenland is situated in the Arctic region, lying between the North Atlantic Ocean and the
Arctic Ocean.

0. It is an autonomous territory of Denmark and is located northeast of Canada and west of
Iceland.

2. Size and Features:

0. With a total area of approximately 2.16 million square kilometers, Greenland is the largest
island in the world (excluding continents).

0. Around 80% of its surface is covered by the Greenland Ice Sheet, the second-largest body
of ice after Antarctica.

3. Climate:

0. The island experiences an Arctic climate, with long, cold winters and short, cool summers.

0. Coastal areas are relatively milder compared to the interior, which remains covered with ice
year-round.

 

 

Historical Background
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1. Early Inhabitants:

0. Greenland was first settled by Paleo-Inuit peoples around 2500 BCE.

0. Norse explorers from Iceland, led by Erik the Red, colonized Greenland in the late 10th
century.

2. Colonial History:

0. Greenland became a Danish colony in the early 18th century and remains part of the
Kingdom of Denmark.

0. In 1979, Greenland was granted home rule, and in 2009, it achieved self-governance,
although Denmark retains control over foreign affairs and defense.

 

 

Environmental Importance

1. Greenland Ice Sheet:

0. The ice sheet contains approximately 7% of the world’s freshwater and plays a crucial role
in regulating global sea levels.

0. Melting of the ice sheet due to climate change is a major contributor to sea-level rise.

2. Biodiversity:

0. Greenland’s unique Arctic ecosystem supports species like polar bears, walruses, Arctic
foxes, and migratory birds.

0. The surrounding waters are rich in marine biodiversity, including whales, seals, and fish.

3. Climate Change Impact:

0. Rising temperatures are accelerating the melting of the ice sheet, with profound implications
for global weather patterns, ocean currents, and ecosystems.

0. The melting ice is also opening new shipping routes in the Arctic, such as the Northwest
Passage.
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Geopolitical Significance

1. Strategic Location:

0. Greenland’s position in the Arctic makes it strategically important for military operations,
scientific research, and shipping routes.

0. The U.S. operates the Thule Air Base in northern Greenland, which is critical for missile
defense and early warning systems.

2. Resource Potential:

0. Greenland is rich in natural resources, including rare earth minerals, oil, and natural gas.
These resources are becoming more accessible due to melting ice.

0. The island’s resource potential has attracted interest from major powers like the United
States, China, and the European Union.

3. Autonomy and International Interest:

0. Greenland’s move toward greater autonomy has fueled discussions about its future
political and economic ties, including potential independence from Denmark.

0. Its strategic importance in the Arctic has led to heightened geopolitical competition in the
region.

 

 

Economic Overview

1. Fisheries:

0. Fishing is the backbone of Greenland’s economy, contributing significantly to its GDP and
exports.

0. Key exports include shrimp, halibut, and other marine products.

2. Tourism:

0. Greenland’s unique landscapes, glaciers, and Arctic wildlife attract tourists, contributing to
its growing tourism sector.

3. Mining:

0. The exploitation of mineral resources, particularly rare earth elements, is seen as a
potential driver of economic growth.
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Environmental and Cultural Challenges

1. Impact of Climate Change:

0. Rapid melting of ice threatens traditional lifestyles, such as hunting and fishing, for
Greenland’s Indigenous communities.

2. Cultural Preservation:

0. Greenland’s Indigenous Inuit culture faces challenges from modernization and global
influences. Efforts are being made to preserve their language, traditions, and way of life.

3. Sustainability Issues:

0. Balancing economic development with environmental conservation remains a critical
challenge for Greenland’s policymakers.

 

 

Key Facts for UPSC Aspirants

Largest Island: Greenland is the largest island in the world, excluding continents.

Ice Sheet Contribution: The Greenland Ice Sheet contains about 7% of the world’s freshwater.

Autonomous Territory: Greenland is an autonomous territory of Denmark with its own parliament.

Strategic Importance: It plays a key role in Arctic geopolitics due to its location and resource
potential.

Climate Change Hotspot: Greenland is a focal point for studying the impacts of climate change on
global sea levels.

 

 

Conclusion
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Greenland is a microcosm of the challenges and opportunities presented by climate
change, resource management, and geopolitical competition. For UPSC aspirants,
understanding Greenland’s multifaceted importance provides valuable insights into
topics ranging from geography and environment to international relations and global
governance. A comprehensive understanding of Greenland equips candidates to address
questions on the Arctic region and its evolving dynamics in the context of climate
change and global politics.
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