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editorial

ThERE IS hOPE for the Arctic. In Nuuk, Greenland this 
past May, the Foreign Ministers of eight Arctic countries 
agreed on measures to strengthen the organizational 
structure of the Arctic Council and its role in responding 
to rapidly changing Arctic conditions and set out future 
policy for the Arctic Council. The leaders who met signed 
the first legally binding agreement under the Arctic Coun-
cil which paves the way for further actions to effectively 
manage one of Earth’s last pristine areas. The meeting 
was “an unprecedented success”, according to Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov in an interview with the 
media. He also called it one of the 
most successful meetings of the 
Arctic Council ever.

The Nuuk Declaration, which 
sets out the direction for the 
Arctic Council’s work for the next 
two years, contains a number of 
breakthrough decisions. One is to 
develop an international instru-
ment on Arctic marine oil pollution 
preparedness and response, and 
recommendations and best practices to prevent marine 
oil pollution. Indeed, the Deepwater Horizon disaster in 
the Gulf of Mexico, has shown that safety of oil and gas 
development is of paramount importance. 

Another important decision is to assess change and 
resilience in the Arctic, and recommend further activities 
in the field of ecosystem-based management.

As US Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar pointed 
out: “[i]ndividual Arctic nations as well as Arctic Council 
working groups have undertaken a number of activities 
that address ecosystem-based management for the Arctic 
environment but there has not been a shared set of prin-
ciples that guide these efforts. Given the challenges facing 
the Arctic, it is essential to manage the region’s natural 
resources in an integrated manner to avoid conflicts and 
provide for greater environmental protection while still 
operating commercial activities.” 

A common set of ecosystem-based management princi-
ples and best practices would lay a strong basis for sustain-
ability, holistic management and ecosystem resilience in 
the Arctic. Ecosystem-based management would require 
effective international cooperation, consideration of mul-
tiple scales, a long-term perspective, including humans as 
an integral part of ecosystems, an adaptive management 
perspective and attention to multiple stakeholders.

It is evident from the Nuuk Declaration that the Arctic 
states chose priorities for Arctic cooperation wisely. 
Enhanced cooperation is needed on many existing and 
future challenges. The Arctic Council must continue 
tackling the most acute Arctic issues and further develop 
comprehensive legally-binding instruments for effective 
cooperation in sustainable development 
and protection of the Arctic environment. 
The search and rescue agreement adopted 
in Nuuk is a good start.

Priority should be also given to making 
ecosystem-based 
management a 
reality. One way to 
do this is through 
marine spatial 
planning. Norway 
already has an inte-
grated management 
plan for the Barents 
Sea and the Lofoten 
area. Other Arctic 

states should follow this lead. 
In addition, the Arctic states need to 

establish a network of marine protect-
ed areas and use environmental impact 
assessment as a planning tool. A manda-
tory Polar Code for ships operating in 
polar waters is urgently needed. Overall, 
Council members need to commit to 
transparency and accountability in plan-
ning, implementation and management 
of the Arctic.

Indeed, there is urgency and also a 
unique opportunity to fix major Arc-
tic problems promptly as Arctic states 
showed significant will and, more 
importantly, capability to act efficiently 
in resolving the region’s challenges and 
problems. The reinvigorated Arctic Coun-
cil has started to act in its new capacity as 
a negotiating platform for legally binding 
agreements. 

As true stewards, Arctic states and the Arctic Coun-
cil need to build on the Nuuk Declaration, to ensure a 
sustainable future for this unique and beautiful region, its 
people and ecosystems. 

TATIAnA SAkSInA is 
the arctic Governance 
officer for the Global 
arctic Programme, and 
is based in Gland, Swit-
zerland. Previously she 
worked as a Senior Legal 
adviser for the Council 
for the Study of Produc-
tive Resources of the 
Russian academy of Sci-
ences and the Ministry of 
Economic Development 
and Trade. Tatiana holds 
a PhD degree in Interna-
tional Law from Moscow 
State Institute of Interna-
tional Relations and an 
LLM degree in Interna-
tional Maritime Law from 
the International Maritime 
Law Institute. She also 
held an internship at the 
International Maritime 
organisation. Tatiana 
has produced several 
publications on law of the 
sea issues.

Urgency and opportunity

The reiNvigOrATeD ArCTiC 
COUNCil hAs sTArTeD TO 
ACT iN iTs New CApACiTy 
As A NegOTiATiNg 
plATfOrm fOr legAlly 
biNDiNg AgreemeNTs
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in brief

Netherlands 
crown prince 
hosted by wwf 
in greenland
ThE cROWn PRIncE of The 
Netherlands visited Greenland 
earlier this year, hosted by 
WWF. Prince Willem-Alexan-
der joined WWF Netherlands 
CEO Johan van de Gronden, 
and WWF Global Arctic 
Programme director Alexan-
der Shestakov and business, 
industry and science commu-
nities active in the Arctic. The 
group met with the European 
Space Agency for a demon-
stration of research on Green-
land’s ice cap. Other presen-
tations included glaciology, 
paleoecology and international 
governance focusing on the 
rapid changes in the Arctic. 
The Netherlands later hosted 
a return visit by Greenlandic 
Premier Kuupik Kleist.

british 
government 
urged to adopt 
Arctic principles
WWf IS one of a group of non-
governmental organizations 
urging the British government 
to adopt a set of principles 
that would govern its conduct, 
and the conduct of British 
companies in the Arctic. A 
Conference, “On Thin Ice 
– Principles for the UK in a 

nARWhAL tusks were once 
passed off in Europe as the 
“horns of unicorns”. Since 
then, scientific research has 
found out a lot more about 
narwhals, but much is 
still unknown about these 
Arctic whales. Now WWF 
is supporting a project that 
includes the local Inuit 
community of Pond Inlet, 
the Nunavut Wildlife Man-
agement Board, the Cana-
dian Federal Department 
of Fisheries and Oceans 
(DFO), the Narwhal Tusk 
Research project centred 
at Harvard University, the 
Vancouver Aquarium and 
the Calgary Zoo, to track 
narwhals with satellite 

tracking devices. The devic-
es allow researchers to fol-
low the path of the whales 
as they move around Baffin 
Bay in Canada’s Nunavut 
territory.

Pete Ewins, Arctic spe-
cies specialist for WWF-
Canada, said that it is 
expected the project will 
contribute fascinating in-
formation about the habits 
of narwhals.

“We’re supporting this 
project because it is a 
chance to better under-
stand these animals while 
their world changes around 
them. We know Narwhals 
are often associated with 
sea ice, and we know the 

sea ice is shrinking. WWF 
is trying to understand 
how narwhals, as well as 
all other ice-associated ani-
mals in the arctic can adapt 
to a changing environment. 
We can put this knowledge 
together with existing Inuit 
knowledge, and we can 
work with Inuit and other 
stakeholders to help the 
animals survive the coming 
changes.”

WWF has developed 
a tracker to allow people 
around the world to watch 
the progress of the whales 
online. The narwhal tracker 
can be viewed at: http://
www.panda.org/arctic/
narwhaltracker.

Tracking unicorns
Two narwhals surfacing to breathe in admiralty Inlet, Lancaster Sound, Nunavut, Canada.
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in brief

Changing Arctic” was held in 
London to launch the initia-
tive. Principles being promot-
ed by the group include the 
control of shipping activities, 
the promotion of sustainable 
fisheries, respect for the rights 
of Indigenous peoples, and 
holding off on new oil drilling 
in the offshore Arctic.

mapping 
russian Arctic 
biodiversity
WWf RUSSIA has published an 
Atlas of Marine and Coastal 
Biodiversity of the Rus-
sian Arctic. The Atlas, with 
contributions from experts 
from the Russian Academy 
of Science institutes, Moscow 
University, the Arctic and 
Antarctic Research Insti-
tute (AARI) and the Federal 
Agency of Fishery, was pub-
lished in both English and 
Russian earlier this year.

The aim of the atlas is to 

facilitate better planning in 
the Russian Arctic as devel-
opers rush to the region. 

The Atlas includes maps 
demonstrating the schemes 
of physiographical and bio-

geographical regionalization, 
species diversity in particular 
taxonomic groups of the Arc-
tic biota, and distribution of 
existing federal and regional 
specially protected natural 
areas. Particular attention is 
paid to the systems of bound-
ary biotopes at interfaces of 
different environments: sea/
sea ice, sea/river discharge, 
and sea/land and their as-
sociated biological diversity. 
In the concluding part of the 
present work recommenda-
tions are made to marine 
environment protection, ma-
rine biodiversity conservation 
and organization of marine 
resources use (on the basis of 
the adopted scheme of physi-
ographical regionalization). 
These recommendations may 
serve as a basis for the devel-

opment of an integral system 
of marine spatial planning for 
the Arctic waters under Rus-
sian jurisdiction.

Igor Chestin, Director 
of WWF Russia says, “It is 
important to intelligently 
locate industrial facilities 
and economic activity (e.g. 
shipping) on the shelf and in 
the coastal zone of the Arctic 
seas. Otherwise, all intentions 
to exploit the natural resourc-
es of the Arctic would bear 
unacceptable risks not only 
to countries and corporations 
implementing the projects, 
but also to their neighbors in 
the Arctic realm, and in some 
cases far beyond.”

The Atlas can be found 
online at http://www.wwf.
ru/data/publ/arctic/atlas_
biol_ros_arkt-engl.pdf

planning for 
a future for 
caribou and 
reindeer
WWf REPRESEnTATIVE Mon-
te Hummel participated 
in the International Arctic 
Ungulate Conference in 
Yellowknife, NWT, Canada 
in August. Attended by 
over 200 scientists, govern-
ment officials and indig-
enous representatives from 
circumpolar countries, 
“there was a good balance 
between both scientific and 
traditional perspectives,” 
Hummel says. ”While un-
gulates refers to all hoofed 

animals, most of the talk 
was about caribou.” Hum-
mel’s presentation invited 
input and comment on 
WWF’s draft Circumarctic 
Conservation Strategy for 
Migratory Tundra Caribou 
and Wild Reindeer.” It 

proposes five action steps 
over the next 10-15 years 
to help maintain resilient 
landscapes so that caribou 
can fluctuate under natural 
conditions without being 
lost to the people who 
depend on them.

Nenets reindeer / Caribou herder's wife frosted up after a 
cold day of travelling. Yamal, Siberia, Russia.
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Plant communities of maritime marshes and breeding 
grounds of rare coastal bird species in Chukotka. From Atlas 
of Marine and Coastal Biodiversity of the Russian Arctic.
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Chair of the senior Arctic Officials

AT ThE MInISTERIAL MEETInG in Nuuk in 
May, 2011, the Arctic states successfully 
signed a Search and Rescue Agreement 
aimed at strengthening coordination 
in the event of maritime accidents. The 
signing of the agreement is a crucial 

step towards safer 
shipping activities 
in the Arctic while 
demonstrating the 
capability of the 
Arctic Council to 
move from words 
to action. Further-
more, the ministers 
decided to establish 
a standing Arctic 
Council secretariat 
in Tromsø. The sec-
retariat will further 
consolidate the Arc-
tic Council as the 
international forum 
for Arctic issues.

The research con-
ducted under the auspices of the Arctic 
Council indicates that within 30 – 40 
years the Arctic Ocean will be ice-free 
during summertime. This research also 
points out that the glaciers in Green-
land are melting at an accelerating rate. 
The melting of the ice has meant that 
increased attention is being paid to the 
Arctic region – not only with the aim 
of protecting the environment, but also 
with a focus on developing the resources 
of the Arctic. 

Sometimes change occurs gradually 
and things move forward in predictable 
ways. At other times, change is sudden 

and turbulent and leads to entirely new 
circumstances. These kinds of ‘regime 
shifts’ or ‘tipping points’ pose a new 
type of challenge for societies as well 
as for the environment. The inability to 
adapt to these changes can cause loss of 
valuable ecosystem services, affect peo-
ple’s livelihoods and affect the econom-
ic, political and cultural development of 
the region as a whole. The rapid climate 
change that is now being observed in 
the circumpolar north increases the 
risk of these abrupt changes and regime 
shifts in the Arctic. 

The Arctic Council is in a unique posi-
tion to take the leading role in support-
ing the integration of different knowl-
edge traditions in a way that can result 
in relevant policy recommendations. An 
integrated view will be needed both in 
relation to sub-regional efforts towards 
integrated ecosystem management and 
to decisions that address the Arctic 
region as a whole. It is also becoming 
increasingly important to provide a 
coherent knowledge base on the Arctic 
in dialogue with actors outside the 
region, whose future decisions may have 

a major impact on the Arctic.
In order to strengthen the capacity 

for adaptation and resilience, networks 
of protected areas for flora and fauna 
should be created in the Barents region 
and elsewhere. The Indigenous peoples 
and their opportunities to pursue 
traditional industries play a key role 
in these contexts. Political cooperation 
within the Arctic Council has played a 
major role in enhancing the knowledge 
of the region by supporting scientific 
assessments with a clear link to policy 
development. While there is research on 
different aspects of environmental im-
pacts in the Arctic, the scope of assess-
ments of the implications from social 
and ecological factors remain limited. 

Sweden is therefore – as a part of the 
chairmanship of the Arctic Council – 
initiating an assessment of resilience 
in the Arctic which will provide a novel 
approach to understanding the rapid 
changes that are currently occurring. 
It will also provide important input for 
management within national borders, 
between sectors, for the entire Arctic 
and for the Arctic in a more global 
context. 

A changed climate requires more 
political cooperation across territorial 
borders for developing methods for 
managing species affected by increased 
hunting and fishing. Ecosystem-based 
management of marine resources 
based on the principle of conservation 
and sustainable use, and with special 
protection for threatened areas, species 
and stocks, will be a necessity in the 
future. 

A resilient future
In 2011, Sweden took over the chairmanship of the Arctic Council and presented its first 
strategy for the Arctic region. For the coming two years Sweden will lead the eight Arctic 
countries in the Council’s efforts to address international environmental and sustainabil-
ity challenges in the far north. GUSTAf LInD is chair of the Senior Arctic Officials. 

GUSTAf LInD is 
Sweden’s ambassa-
dor for the arctic, and 
has worked for the 
Swedish government 
since 2002. He has 
a doctoral degree in 
international law and 
is a board member of 
the Swedish section of 
the International Law 
association

The melTiNg Of The iCe 
hAs meANT ThAT iN-
CreAseD ATTeNTiON is 
beiNg pAiD TO The ArC-
TiC regiON 
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Kayak and gla-
cier, Qaanaaq, 
Greenland, 
Arctic.
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european Union

is europe in the Arctic?
The European Union has been pushing for recognition of a European role in the Arctic for sev-
eral years. However, the EU has twice been turned down in its bid to be recognized as a perma-
nent observer at Arctic Council meetings. As Member of the European Parliament DIAnA WALLIS 
writes, keeping powerful interests out of the council may end in weakening the institution.

ThERE IS REcOGnITIOn that the Euro-
pean Union is inextricably linked to the 
Arctic. Aside from having three Arctic 

nations (Finland, 
Denmark and 
Sweden) amongst 
its members, EU 
policies in areas 
such as environ-
ment, climate 
change, energy, 
research transport 
and fisheries have 
a direct bearing on 
the Arctic. 

This recognition 
of the EU’s Arctic 
link was causal in 
the motion debated 
by the European 
Parliament in 
October 2008 on 
Arctic Governance 
which was designed 
to give direction in 
turn to the Euro-
pean Commission’s 
Communication on 
the Arctic a month 
later.

This Communica-
tion is considered to 
be the EU’s strategy 
in the Arctic recog-

nising the linkage to the region and pro-
posing a number of key initiatives. The 
primary initiative, partly because of the 
imminence of the meeting of the Arctic 
Council was an application by the EU 
as permanent observers of the Council. 

The EU was rebuffed in that application 
and then again in 2011. That a sig-
nificant objective of the Commission’s 
Communication on the Arctic has not 
come into bearing has drawn criticism 
that the EU’s case has not been made in 
the Arctic. Others argue that whether 
or not the Permanent Observer status 
comes about, the EU will always have 
an active role in the region through a 
number of key policy areas and through 
the commitment to supporting research 
there. It is important to reiterate that 
the EU’s Arctic policy does not rest or 
fail on this observer status.

It has been suggested that the rejec-
tion of the EU’s application for Perma-
nent Observer status stems from the 
unhappiness of some Arctic states over 
the EU’s ban on trade in seal prod-
ucts. Whether this is true or not it did 
highlight in a point made forcefully by 
Greenlandic Prime Minister Kuupik 
Kleist that the seal trade decision should 

not indicate a decline in relations 
between the EU and the Arctic nations, 
rather it suggested each side needs to 
understand the other better.

One of the further proposals of the 
Commission’s Communication on the 
Arctic was to set up an EU Arctic Infor-
mation Centre. The European Parlia-
ment was quite clear in a debate earlier 
in the year that it supported the bid by 
the University of Lapland in Rovaniemi 
Finland to host this. Nevertheless a final 
decision on the Centre’s location ap-
pears a long way off.

One of the other concerns of the Eu-
ropean Parliament is drilling in the Arc-
tic. This is response to the devastating 
environmental impact of the Deepwater 
Horizon disaster of just over a year ago 
and reflects increasing public concern 
about a similar incident in the fragile 
Arctic region where the effects could, 
of course, be even more devastating. 
This concern is reflected in responses to 

DIAnA WALLIS is a 
Vice President of the 
European Parliament 
with responsibility 
for arctic and High 
North issues. She was 
President of the EP 
delegation to Iceland, 
Norway & Switzerland 
and the EEa Joint Par-
liamentary Committee 
for four years. Diana 
is one of the authors 
of the book Forgotten 
Enlargement: Future 
EU Relations with 
Iceland, Switzerland 
and Norway. In 2010 
she hosted the 9th 
Conference of arctic 
Parliamentarians in the 
European Parliament 
in Brussels.

The pressUre frOm The resT Of The wOrlD, NOT 
leAsT ChiNA, iN hAviNg A rOle iN The ArCTiC will 
ONly iNCreAse AND The ArCTiC sTATes mUsT lOOk 
AT wAys Of ACCOmmODATiNg NOT ONly iNTeresTeD 
NATiON sTATes frOm The fAr eAsT bUT AlsO NgOs 
AND iNDigeNOUs peOples.
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Where is the arctic? It depends on who is speaking. This map shows some of the 
alternative definitions in use. If you ask a geographer, you will likely be told that the 
arctic is the area north of the arctic Circle, an area where in the summer, the mid-
night sun can be seen, and in winter, the sun disappears. The 10 degrees Celsius 
July isotherm is the area where the average summer temperature does not exceed 
10 degrees Celsius, and is close to the border of the arctic tundra, which is arguably 
another way of defining the arctic. Even the arctic Council finds it hard to come up 
with a single definition. Different Council working groups have their own definitions. 
on the map you can see the definitions of the Conservation of arctic Flora and 
Fauna (CaFF) working group and the arctic Monitoring and assessment Programme 
Working Group (aMaP). WWF’s work “in the arctic” is close to the area described by 
the arctic Council working groups, but also includes the Kamchatka peninsula. 

Commissioner Oettinger report entitled: 
Facing the challenge of the safety of 
offshore oil and gas activities. 

There are some in the Parliament 
who seek a moratorium on any offshore 
hydrocarbon exploration and extraction 
operations in the Arctic. I have some 
sympathy to this view, but my own 
amendment to both the Legal affairs 
and Industry Committees urges the 
Commission to work with partners and 
neighbours to achieve a special regime 
for any operations in the Arctic having 
careful regard as to the sustainability 
and necessity of offshore activities in 
such a vulnerable and unique environ-
ment. As ever with the political nature 
of the European Parliament, a compro-
mise will be found as the report will go 
to a final vote in the European Parlia-
ment in September.

I think the issue of oil drilling is an 
important one from an EU perspective 
in how the Arctic matters. Firstly, of 
course, in many cases it is EU-based 
companies who are carrying out the 
drilling, either exploratory or real, in 
the Arctic and secondly it opens the lid 
a little on the issue of governance in the 
Arctic. 

It is no secret that for a long time 
I have advocated a more robust legal 
regime in the Arctic along the lines of a 
treaty or charter. This was done partly 
to raise the debate (we know the Arctic 
is not the Antarctic) but I can see clearly 
there is no appetite for this from within 
the five littoral Arctic states. However, 
the pressure from the rest of the world, 
not least China, in having a role in the 
Arctic will only increase and the Arctic 
States must look at ways of accommo-
dating not only interested nation states 
from the Far East but also NGOs and 
indigenous peoples. So the debate will 
not go away. Of course, it can continue 
to circulate around changes or reforms 
to the Arctic Council, but not indefi-
nitely. Keeping the doors closed cannot 
be a long-term answer. Indeed it is 
more likely to initiate a search for more 
meaningful and inclusive international 
structures. 

RUSSIA

FINLAND

SWEDEN
NORWAY

DENMARKICELAND

CANADA

Alaska
(USA)

Greenland 
(Denmark)

Arctic circle
CAFF
AMAP
10° Celsius isotherm

Arctic boundaries

Defining the Arctic
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ThE ARcTIc cOUncIL is a recent interna-
tional organisation – more precisely, a 
“high level forum”, as expressed by the 
first article of its founding document, 
the 1996 Ottawa Declaration on the 

Establishment of 
the Arctic Council. 
Its influence on the 
Arctic is growing 
slowly, but signifi-
cantly.

As the Ottawa 
Declaration sets 
forth, the Arctic 
Council is a tool to 
promote “coopera-
tion, coordination 
and interaction 
among Arctic 
States, with the 
involvement of the 
Arctic Indigenous 
communities and 
other Arctic inhabit-

ants on common Arctic issues. This 
competence does not include military 
security, but rather focuses on sustain-
able development and environmental 
protection. Furthermore, the Arctic 
Council oversees and coordinates the 
programs undertaken by the former 
Arctic Environmental Protection 
Strategy, a multilateral, non-binding 
agreement among Arctic states; adopts 
terms of reference for and oversees and 
coordinates a sustainable development 

program and disseminates information, 
encourages education and promotes 
interest in Arctic-related issues.

Members of the council are the 
so-called Arctic States – stakeholders 
in terms of Arctic lands – which are 
Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 
Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United 
States. The Ottawa Declaration also 
dictates that Observers (both non-Arctic 
States, inter-governmental and inter-
parliamentary organizations and NGOs) 
and Ad-hoc Observers can take part 
in the periodical meetings held by the 
Arctic Council.

A fundamental aspect of the Arctic 
Council institutional design is that it 
enables Indigenous Peoples Organisa-
tions (IPOs) to participate in its meet-
ings, thus allowing a full consultation 
with them in all the aspects that might 
affect their lives.

This peculiar design is what makes 
the Arctic Council a unique internation-
al forum of cooperation. The participa-
tion of the Permanent Participants (alias 
the IPOs) substantially differentiates the 
Council from other interstate coopera-
tive organs. Some authors have argued 
that excluding indigenous peoples from 
the Arctic Council would have rendered 
the structure of the Council “obsolete 
before it even begins” (McIver, 1997). 
Still, such an inclusive decision was not 
something to be taken for granted at the 
time of the Council’s inception. 

On the one hand, allowing Arctic 
Indigenous Peoples to participate in the 
works on an equal footing with Arc-
tic States certainly enables the Arctic 

LUcA MOnTAnI is 
currently completing 
an MSc in Interna-
tional Public Policy 
at University College 
London. a relentless 
traveller, he has al-
ways been fascinated 
by the arctic, and 
hopes to experience it 
first hand in the near 
future.

indigenous peoples:

A Unique forum of 
international Cooperation
The Arctic Council is run along lines not found anywhere 
else in international affairs. As LUcA MOnTAnI writes, its 
uniqueness is largely a result of the place it accords to the 
Indigenous peoples of the region.

ThANks TO This pAr-
TiCUlAr iNsTiTUTiONAl 
DesigN, iNDigeNOUs peO-
ples hAve exCelleNT 
OppOrTUNiTies TO fUr-
Ther Their iNTeresTs 
AND AgeNDAs AT The 
iNTerNATiONAl level
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Council to represent the region with 
great legitimacy. On the other hand, 
though, even if final decisions are made 
by Arctic States only, a full consultation 
of the Permanent Participants must be 
guaranteed. This element is very “close 
to a de facto power of veto (granted 
to Indigenous Peoples) should they 
all reject a particular proposal” (Koi-
vurova and Heinämäki, 2005). Thanks 
to this particular institutional design, 
Indigenous Peoples have excellent 
opportunities to further their interests 
and agendas at the international level, 
during these high-level governmental 
meetings. From a rationalist/realist 
perspective, this specific feature is not 
an optimal one for States, as it hinders 
the adoption of decisions which are 
favourable for Arctic States and – one 

could say – reduces their sovereignty. 
In short, the very peculiar aspect of the 
Arctic Council is that States’ interests in 
the region need to be conjugated with 
those of Indigenous Peoples.

There are several reasons which 
can be taken into consideration in an 
attempt to justify this design. Arctic 
Indigenous Peoples have legitimate 
interests – and proper rights – to 
participate in the region’s management 
and governance. First and foremost, and 
from a practical point of view, they need 
to be considered in the decision-making 
process because most of the outcomes 
of the Arctic Council (if not all of them) 
are likely to affect the livelihood of these 
populations. 

Participation is not only an issue 
of representation, it is also a cultural 

matter. Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge 
of their environment, their in-depth 
understanding of the complexities of 
the Arctic ecosystem, their perception 
of the environment and their relation-
ships with it need to be incorporated 
when taking decisions concerning the 
Arctic region. Even if dismissed by some 
authors as unscientific and unsystem-
atic (Widdowson and Howard, 2008), 
this traditional indigenous knowledge 
is crucial and extremely useful to the 
different activities and programmes 
developed by the Arctic Council.

Finally, the inclusion of Arctic Indig-
enous Peoples in the Council represents 
a successful – certainly perfectible – 
attempt to incorporate the Principles of 
the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (non-
legally binding, still endorsed by most 
of the Countries) in the Arctic govern-
ance. The Declaration, in fact, requires 
the participation of Indigenous Peoples 
in national and international decision-
making in matters which would affect 
their rights.

As previously stated, the Arctic 
Council’s influence on the international 
scenario is rapidly growing. Proof of 
this is the adoption, on 12 May 2011, 
of the “first legally binding agreement 
negotiated under the auspices of the 
Arctic Council” (Nuuk Declaration). It is 
probably reasonable to think that Arctic 
States decided to adopt a legally binding 
document mainly because of the highly-
technical nature of the topics covered in 
it (the agreement refers to cooperation 
in aeronautical and maritime search 
and rescue in the Arctic). Adopting a 
legally binding agreement in the areas 
of sustainable development or environ-
mental protection (main competences 
of the Council), for instance, might have 
probably been more difficult, due to the 
different (and often diverging) national 
interests of Arctic States. Nonetheless, 
this aspect can be greeted with some 
enthusiasm, as it suggests that the 
desirable strengthening of the Arctic 
Council – including the role of Indige-
nous Peoples as Permanent Participants 
– can be gradually achieved. 

Inuk man from Igloolik 
sitting inside an igloo. 
Nunavut, Canada.

 The Circle  2.2011  11



The Permanent Participants of the Arctic Council occupy a unique position in interna-
tional affairs. This is the only international forum in which Indigenous peoples have a 
place to sit with representatives of states to debate issues of interest. This gives them a 
major stake in the evolution of the Council. Should it become more of a law-making body 
for the region? Should it be more inclusive of interests from outside the region? ➽

The indigenous peoples perspective: 

A place for deciding the future

12  The Circle  2.2011
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The indigenous peoples perspective: 

Local Inuit residents of the small Uum-
mannaq island on the West coast of 
Greenland fish from the sea ice, or 
travel over it in order to reach fertile 
hunting grounds. More than 80% of the 
country is covered by an ice cap that is 
on average about 1.5 kilometres deep..  
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The indigenous peoples perspective: 

By cInDy DIckSOn
Executive Director

By cOncLUDInG that climate change would 
“open” the circumpolar world to increased 
development of oil, gas and minerals, the 
2004 Arctic Climate Impact Assessment was 
hugely important to the future agenda of the 
Arctic Council and to international co-opera-
tion generally in the circumpolar world. Many 
non-Arctic states and non-governmental 
organizations looked north, perhaps for the 
first time, and some applied to become ob-
servers to the council. At the same time some 
academics from Europe and North America, 
wrote that the council is weak because it is a 
“forum” rather than an “institution”, and that 
nothing it does is legally-binding. This may be 
true, but the May 2011 meeting of ministers 
showed that the council is increasingly im-
portant in helping us find ways and means to 
navigate an uncertain future. 

The council can “encourage” its mem-
ber countries to put in place projects, 
programmes and policies that will help 
Athabaskan peoples adapt to unavoidable 
change. It can sponsor negotiation of agree-
ments between its members that can be 
legally-binding, and it can promote Arctic 
considerations and perspectives in global 
decision-making in the United Nations and 
other global processes. Actually, the council is 
now doing all three. It was in this context that 

Michael Stickman of Nulato Alaska, Interna-
tional Chair of the Arctic Athabaskan Council, 
spoke to ministers at the May 2011 meeting 
in Nuuk, Greenland. Here is a condensed ver-
sion of what he said:

“The Arctic Council is doing really good 
work but not many people know about it. We 
believe the chair of the Senior Arctic Officials 
and, when needed, the Chair of the Council, 
should be mandated to speak to international 
bodies about Arctic perspectives on global 
issues. The 2001 Stockholm Convention on 
Persistent Organic Pollutants is the only 
global agreement that singles out the Arctic, 
and that’s because of the scientific work of the 
council, and the advocacy of the Permanent 
Participants. This is what we can achieve 
when we work together. In 2003 and again 
in 2008 the Governing Council of UNEP 
adopted Arctic resolutions. Let’s mandate our 
Chair to respond through a full report and 
presentation at the next meeting of UNEP’s 
Governing Council. AAC will help, if you want 
us to.

Last year, the American academic Law-
rence C. Smith wrote that that the “world is 

moving to the Arctic’ as a result of climate 
change, population growth, and globalization. 
He thinks it is too late to prevent “dangerous” 
climate change. Well ministers, you have an 
opportunity to prove him wrong.

The Arctic Council Task Force on Short-
Lived Climate Forcers concludes that sus-
tained reduction of black carbon emissions 
would slow climate change in the Arctic. The 
task force is to report to you again in two 
years. Let’s amend the Nuuk Declaration and 
direct the task force to develop a regional in-
strument to reduce emissions of black carbon. 
This would strengthen the political ability of 
all Arctic states to promote a black carbon 
protocol to the Convention on Long-range 
Transboundary Air Pollution.

Potential oil pollution through a blow out 
or major tanker accident in the Arctic marine 
environment is hugely important. The Arctic 
Council must do everything in its power, 
and be seen to do everything in its power, 
to prevent such a thing happening. The 
Nuuk Declaration establishes a task force to 
develop, and I’m quoting: “an international 
instrument on Arctic marine oil pollution pre-
paredness and response”. This commitment 
is important, but the declaration is missing a 
crucial word: “prevention”. I appeal to you to 
add this one word, and send a political mes-
sage to the world, including observers here 
today, that Arctic states are absolutely com-
mitted to prevent oil pollution in the Arctic 
marine environment. Committing to clean-up 
oil spills after they happen is insufficient.

Developing this international instrument 
may take some years. Many of us may not 
be in office when it is completed. But don’t 
let that stop us. We can set in motion now 
a process that will result in an environmen-
tal protection legacy of which we can all be 
proud.”

AAC’s intervention was well received at 
the ministerial meeting. The agenda of the 
council continues to expand as is clear from 
the political declaration signed by ministers 
and the report they received and approved 
from Senior Arctic Officials. We have to take 
advantage of what the council is doing and 
that, finances permitting, is the intention of 
AAC. 

ARcTIc AThABASkAn cOUncIL (AAc):

A perspective on the Nuuk 
ministerial meeting of  
the Arctic Council

we CAN seT iN mOTiON 
NOw A prOCess ThAT 
will resUlT iN AN eNvi-
rONmeNTAl prOTeCTiON 
legACy Of whiCh we 
CAN All be prOUD

14  The Circle  2.2011



The indigenous peoples perspective: 

By VIcTORIA GOfMAn

ThIS IS My fIfTh Arctic Council Min-
isterial meeting and it is absolutely 
amazing to witness the evolution of the 
Arctic Council, as it is becoming the 
pre-eminent forum for Arctic affairs. 
This is the result of rapid changes hap-
pening in the Arctic and the increased 
interest to the Arctic expressed by the 
global community. Just in a few recent 
years the discussions have moved from 
viewing the Arctic as “a barometer of 
environmental change” to “a strategic 
source of energy resources and a future 
marine highway”. The Arctic govern-
ments are under pressure to develop 
an efficient management regime for the 
region. The high level of participation 
in this meeting is a good indicator that 
the governments of the Arctic States are 
serious about this.

As a permanent participant organiza-
tion, we are part of this process. It is our 
responsibility to make our best efforts to 
contribute to this cooperation, because 
the stakes for the people we represent 
are very high when decisions are made 
affecting their homelands…

…While the Aleutians are not in the 
high Arctic geographically, the region 
is being affected by many of the same 
problems…

…Climate change remains a culprit for 
coastal erosion, shifts of species habitat, 
and their health. The increased shipping 
in the Arctic is becoming a reality. Ac-
cidents, spread of invasive species, and 
pollution will likely increase. 

The islands are crossed by the Great 
Circle Route and are already in the 
midst of heavy shipping traffic and have 
experienced the damage caused by past 
shipping accidents. Only in the Alaska 
side of the Aleut region, there were 22 
oil spills related to shipping between 
1985 and 2004…

…Mineral resource extraction may 
be in the future plans for the nearby 
regions presenting a serious threat to 
fisheries and increasing the risks of pol-
lution.

These changes can also bring new 
opportunities to the region. For exam-
ple, diversification of local economies 
that are currently based on commercial 
fisheries and community services could 

bring more job opportunities and higher 
standards of living. At the same time, any 
loss of subsistence harvesting and disen-
gagement from the intimate connection 
with the environment that sustained 
the Aleut people for millennia could 
have a devastating effect on the culture. 
Understanding these risks and balancing 
the benefits is the key to making good 
decisions leading to sustainability of 
Aleut communities. And this is why we 
look at the Arctic Council as a key forum 
for collaboration on these issues.

What can the Arctic Council do to 
advance these matters?

The Arctic Council’s assessments 
enhance our understanding of arctic 
environment and its peoples, though 
they are often biased towards the risks. 
We need to have more focus on assess-
ing opportunities. The Arctic Council 
has been also instrumental in develop-
ing tools for decision-making. Despite 
all these and many other efforts, gaps 
in our knowledge about the region as 
a system are as vast as the Arctic itself. 
We need more research; we need to 
have better data and, whenever possi-
ble, we should be making decisions only 
when sufficient science is present, not 
on the available science at the moment. 

The Aleut International Association 
makes its modest contribution in filling 
the gaps and identifying areas where 
new knowledge and data are needed 
through our research activities… 

The Bering Sea Sub Network, which is 
a multi-year research effort, supported 
by the US National Science Foundation, 
was developed to gather local observa-
tions on selected subsistence marine 
species and environmental conditions. 
The results of this research will help 
better understand what changes are tak-
ing place, how they affect communities, 
what level of adaption communities have 
and how local knowledge can inform and 
fill the gaps in our knowledge…

… In the 21st century, the Indigenous-
peoples in many Arctic states can make 
many resource management decisions 

ALEUT InTERnATIOnAL ASSOcIATIOn

excerpt from statement at 
seventh ministerial meeting 
of the Arctic Council

The iNCreAseD ship-
piNg iN The ArCTiC is 
beCOmiNg A reAliTy. 
ACCiDeNTs, spreAD Of 
iNvAsive speCies, AND 
pOllUTiON will likely 
iNCreAse.
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The indigenous peoples perspective: 

and also have certain sovereign rights, 
but ultimately it’s the Arctic states that 
will be enacting national and interna-
tional policies. These policies should 
take into consideration Indigenous ways 
of life and should have provisions for 
adequate protective measures. 

Identifying areas of significance for 
subsistence and local economies is 
crucial for preventing possible future 
conflicts between coastal communities 
and marine-based industries. One of 
The Arctic Marine Shipping Assess-
ment Report recommendations to Arctic 
states is survey of Arctic Indigenous 
marine use needed to establish up-to-
date baseline data for the purpose of 
assessing possible impacts from Arctic 
marine operations… 

I want to use this opportunity to call 
on the governments to implement this 
vital recommendation in cooperation 
with relevant Indigenous organiza-
tions. 

GWIch’In cOUncIL InTERnATIOnAL

Arctic Council – continues  
to assert its role wisely

By BRIDGET LAROcqUE 
Executive Director,  
Gwich’in Council International

ThE ARcTIc cOUncIL has been called many 
things in the past – too weak, not inclusive, 
elite, just to name a few. While the Arctic 
Council is not a perfect body and could use 
some tweaking here and there, the most re-
cent Arctic Council foreign ministers’ meet-
ing showed that it continues to be the best 
forum to address Arctic issues collectively. 
It remains a place where Indigenous lead-
ers and Arctic ministers get things done by 
sitting at the same table addressing things 
that matter. These criticisms, for the most 
part, are misguided.

The Ottawa Declaration of 1996 for-
mally established the Arctic Council as a 
high level intergovernmental forum pro-
moting cooperation, coordination and 
interaction among the Arctic States, with 
the involvement of the Arctic Indigenous 
communities on common Arctic issues, 
in particular those of sustainable devel-
opment and environmental protection.

Now in its 15th year, the Arctic Coun-
cil continues to assert its role success-
fully.

Through numerous research initia-
tives, scientific projects, and interdisci-
plinary programs, Arctic issues inside 
the Council receive the policy attention 
that is needed to find appropriate solu-
tions and adaptive measures to address 
the human health disparities, among 
other things, in the Arctic.

It is incumbent on all representatives 
of the Arctic Council to affirm the state-
ments in the Ottawa Declaration, sub-
sequent rules of procedure, and other 
declarations that followed, if the Arctic 
Council is to be perceived as progres-

fOr The ArCTiC TO be 
sUsTAiNAble, ADvANCe-
meNT is imperATive 
AND glObAl COOperA-
TiON iNeviTAble. bUT 
The righTs Of iTs iN-
DigeNOUs peOples CAN 
Never be COmprOmiseD.

arctic Council meetings show 
participants some of the 
realities of arctic life, such as 
communities only reachable 
by air or sea.
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sive, passionate and politically commit-
ted to its Indigenous peoples and Arctic 
inhabitants. There is now an initiative 
inside the Council to look at ways of 
strengthening the organization; in doing 
so, Indigenous Peoples are doing their 
part to make sure this process does not 
do away with what makes the Arctic 
Council such a successful organization.

There have been calls from the critics 
that Southern interests and non-Arctic 
states should have a greater role in the 
Arctic Council. While Indigenous Peoples 
welcome outside ideas, the Indigenous 
groups who have permanent participant 
status in the Council legitimately fear 
that the very foundation that makes the 
Arctic Council successful could be jeop-
ardized if these external ideas are not 
integrated in a proper manner. 

Critics of the Arctic Council are in-
creasingly being proven wrong. In fact, 
the Arctic Council has done some very 
important things because of the way it 
has been set up, and the way it works.

Case in point, at the Seventh Ministeri-
al meeting in Nuuk, Greenland, the Arctic 
Council addressed human health issues 
for the well-being and empowerment of 
its Arctic Indigenous Peoples. Further, 
the Arctic Council negotiated its first le-
gally binding Agreement on Cooperation 
in Aeronautical and Marine Search and 
Rescue. These are just two examples.

Future agreements will continue to 
strengthen the Arctic Council not only 
in the circumpolar world but globally, 
as well.

For the Arctic to be sustainable, 
advancement is imperative and global 
cooperation inevitable. But the rights 
of its indigenous peoples can never 
be compromised. And this is why the 
current discussion on how best to 
strengthen the Arctic Council needs to 
build on the organization’s strengths – 
the cooperation that exists between its 
member states and the Arctic’s Indig-
enous Peoples – and not on something 
unknown just for the sake of appearing 
to be more inclusive. 

By AqqALUk LynGE

SOME SAy the best indicator of a healthy 
Arctic can be found by measuring the 
effects of climate change. Others say the 
best indicator can be found by measur-
ing the health of Arctic biodiversity. Still 
others say the best indicator is related 
to resource and economic develop-
ment. Inuit believe, however, the key 
indicator that encompasses these and 
other measurements of a healthy Arctic 
environment is the state of well-being of 
Inuit and other Arctic peoples. Well-
being is not limited to physical health; it 
includes mental health, vibrant cultures, 
and healthy communities with clean 
food, air, and water. I hope over the 
next two years, in all we do, we never 
forget the well-being of the Arctic peo-
ples. The human dimension is the most 
important indicator of a healthy Arctic.

Due to the increase of existing and 
new industrial development in the Arc-
tic, ICC launched an Inuit Declaration 
on Resource Development Principles …. 
It outlines our collective concern over 
the increasing focus on oil and gas, min-
erals, and other resources found in Inuit 
Nunaat, our collective homeland. It sets 
out principles on what our conditions 
are for working together with those 
that want to exploit these resources. In-

dustry, Arctic states and others cannot 
simply sail into the Arctic and take what 
they want for their benefit. We hope the 
Arctic Council will consider the views 
expressed in our Declaration.

We experience that some internation-
al organizations have a tendency, when 
they speak about the Arctic, to forget 
about the human beings living here. It is 
a daily struggle for the Indigenous Peo-
ples’ Organizations present, to explain 
our ethical and moral values to those 
organizations, and it is a daily strug-
gle for us to explain to the surrounding 

The indigenous peoples perspective: 

InUIT cIRcUMPOLAR cOUncIL

excerpt from a statement on 
seventh ministerial meeting 
of the Arctic Council

Illulissat, Greenland. Icebergs spawned 
here float far to the south, providing a 
visible example of the links between 
north and south.
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world, that our lives are closely linked 
to the nature, and that the health of the 
environment is the pre-requisite of the 
health of human beings.

Inuit will continue to closely follow 
resource development and we believe the 
Arctic Council will stress the need for ap-
plying the highest possible standards, so 
our unique and extremely fragile ecosys-
tem is protected. We depend on a healthy 
ecosystem to sustain our culture and 
well-being. We will continue to follow the 
progress of the creation of a Mandatory 
Polar Code being crafted by the Inter-
national Maritime Organization. As you 
know, Inuit are maritime people, we also 
travel on the ice in the winter, and we 
depend on the living resources of the sea, 
and expect the most stringent regulations 
to be developed and applied….

We all know the Arctic Council is 
unique in its structure because it incor-
porates Arctic Indigenous Peoples in 
all of its deliberations. In the future we 
hope the Arctic states and Permanent 
Participants can become equals in the 
working and decision-making process 
and further strengthen the Council. 

…We must keep the Arctic safe 
and healthy, proceed cautiously with 
development, and never forget, that the 
Arctic Council can only be as strong as 
its attention to the human dimension. 

The indigenous peoples perspective: 

By RODIOn SULyAnDzIGA 
RaIPoN First Vice-president 

ThE ROLE AnD AcTIVITy of the Arctic 
Council has been increasing over the 
last few years. This is the result of two 
factors: climate change effects in the 
Arctic and hydrocarbon development 
plans. These oblige the council to be 
more pro-active and responsible as 
both a policy-shaping forum as well as a 
policy-making body.

This means the Arctic Council, its 
members and permanent participants 
have to comply with the spirit of the 
time and the new requirements, as per 
the Declaration signed by ministers. 

The Russian Association of Indig-
enous Peoples of the North (RAIPON)  
welcomes Swedish chairmanship and 
the efforts in institutional and political 
strengthening of the Arctic Council’s 
status, as well as the development of 
cooperation principles in the Arctic.

 Environmental and social security, 
risk monitoring and management 
should all become the key conditions of 
circumpolar region development within 
the international governance regime in 
the Arctic and national action plans.

The Arctic is not only the resource 
pantry, but it is habitat for peoples, cul-

tures, which have managed to develop 
their own governance system, and set of 
values which match to the conditions of 
this severe region.

The role of Indigenous Peoples, their 
associations and communities in the 
sustainable development of Arctic and 
preserving natural and cultural land-
scapes is ever growing

We strongly support the creation of 
the working group on Indigenous Peo-
ples Contaminants Action Programme 
(IPCAP) attached to the ACAP working 
group, and we appreciate efforts of the 
Russian Federation in this area an-
nounced by Minister Lavrov in his speech.

The Arctic doesn’t tolerate time-serv-
ers and temporary approaches. Invest-
ment in human dimension, human 
development, education, and healthcare 
along with economic investments will 
guarantee long-term innovative sustain-
able development. 

RAIPON welcomes research and 
project activities of the Arctic Council 
working groups, but calls to strengthen 
participation of Indigenous organiza-
tions and assure relevant funding of our 
project and expert activities.

Funding of effective and full-fledged 
participation of Indigenous organi-
zations (permanent participants) in 
working and expert groups of the Arctic 
Council remains a problem.

RAIPON welcomes the establishment 
of standing Arctic Council secretariat 
with the headquarters in Tromsø, Nor-

RAIPOn

The role of the  
Arctic Council and  
rAipON priorities

iNUiT Are mAriTime 
peOple, we AlsO TrAvel 
ON The iCe iN The wiN-
Ter, AND we DepeND ON 
The liviNg resOUrCes 
Of The seA, AND expeCT 
The mOsT sTriNgeNT 
regUlATiONs TO be De-
velOpeD AND ApplieD

18  The Circle  2.2011



The indigenous peoples perspective: 

By GUnn-BRITT RETTER
Saami Council

ThE ARcTIc cOUncIL is an international 
cooperation among eight Arctic states. 
It is unique because since its establish-
ment in 1996 it has included Indigenous 
peoples’ organizations as permanent 
participants to the council. Here Indig-
enous peoples’ leaders sit at the same 
table as the foreign ministers. 

The last ministerial meeting in Nuuk 
was intense in the sense that great 
efforts were invested in preparations 
discussing how the Arctic Council itself 
shall or should strengthen its position as 
the vital body of Arctic decision shaping 
and decision making. 

The former Arctic Environmental Pro-
tection Strategy (AEPS) and its succes-

sor the Arctic Council were in the 1990s 
known as open and inclusive bodies. The 
permanent participant organizations were 
strong and at least in the Nordic countries 
funding seemed to be quite accessible. 
At the political level it was relatively 
easy to get wording into the declaration 
That might have been because the Arctic 
Council was more toothless and not 
looked upon as very important among the 
national states, as these issues were not at 
the top of their agenda. Over these years, 
the permanent participant organizations 
worked hard, were quite well coordinated 
and in this way strengthened their posi-
tion in the council and increasingly also 
got more involved at the working group 
level. The package solution agreed upon 
at the last ministerial meeting, to a great 
extent confirmed the permanent partici-
pants’ position and role in the Council 
as it has developed until present. The 
package solution might be interpreted as 
a strengthening of the permanent partici-
pants’ role in the Arctic Council. The posi-
tion is there, the greatest challenge for the 
permanent participants is that funding to 
our steadily increased activities is more or 
less unchanged.

The Arctic Council has gained ever 
more awareness over the last decade 

way. However, we support maintenance 
of the Indigenous Peoples secretariat 
functions in Copenhagen, Denmark with 
its possible step-by-step integration into 
a standing secretariat.

RAIPON advocates expanding the 
use of Russian language within the 
Arctic Council work and appeals to the 
chairing country to assure technical and 
financial conditions for this.

RAIPON expresses acknowledgment 
and gratitude to Finland and Norway for 
their long-term support of RAIPON par-
ticipation in the Arctic Council. We are 
grateful to the Government of Denmark 
and Greenland for fruitful cooperation 
and their support of RAIPON projects.

RAIPON appeals to organizations 
and countries – observers, as well as 
countries applying for observer status to 
strengthen their cooperation with per-
manent participants and demonstrate 
their intentions and commitment to 
the values of the Arctic and its peoples. 
However, the question of granting ob-
server status remains acute and debat-
able within the Arctic Council.

RAIPON appreciates the work of 
Arctic Council as a unique regional body 
of partnership and cooperation between 
the states and Indigenous peoples. 

SAAMI cOUncIL

The saami perspective

The Themes Of The 
AssessmeNTs AND 
prOjeCTs hAve COme TO 
be DefiNeD wiThiN AreAs 
fAr OUT iN The OCeAN 
AND pOlAr iCe, where 
There Are NO peOple.

The meetings provide an opportunity for cultural activities 
too - the arctic Council goes “showbiz” in Salekhard.
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Legitimate interest – LegaL 
Limitations
Although there are considerable 
environmental risks involved with the 
exploitation of the Arctic, the receding 
sea ice could make accessible not only 
a wealth of natural resources but also 
unprecedented opportunities for sea 
traffic. The implications of this go far 
beyond the Arctic states. If Arctic ship-
ping routes become commercially viable 
it will bring the markets and manu-
facturers of Asia, Europe and North 
America closer together. New fishing 
grounds, carefully regulated to prevent 
overfishing, could provide valuable 
food supplies to countries around the 
world. Economies dependent on fossil 
fuels, such as China, and countries like 
Germany and Japan that are turning 
away from nuclear power, are signifi-
cant potential markets for the region’s 
oil and gas resources.

Many officials in non-Arctic states 
– as well as a large part of the public 

in Arctic countries – seem to believe 
media reports that portray the Arctic as 
a modern Wild West, where states are 
locked in a potentially confrontational 
scramble for resources. This misconcep-
tion has led to inflammatory talk as well 
as calls for an international treaty to 
govern Arctic affairs. In reality, most of 
the mineral resources thought to exist 
in the Arctic lie within the uncontested 

Non-arctic nations:

Arctic cooperation must 
become more inclusive 
July 2011 saw the lowest extent of Arctic sea ice for that 
month since satellite measurements began in 1979. An 
increasingly accessible Arctic, and the economic and other 
potential benefits it offers, has sparked new interest in 
the region, not only among those states with territory in 
the Arctic but also among a range of non-Arctic states and 
organizations. To date, the Arctic states have sought to 
deal with Arctic matters among themselves, while keeping 
non-Arctic countries and organizations at arm’s length. 
kRISTOfER BERGh writes that such an approach risks raising 
tensions over the Arctic and could prove strategically and 
economically counterproductive.

mANy OffiCiAls iN NON-
ArCTiC sTATes … seem 
TO believe meDiA re-
pOrTs ThAT pOrTrAy 
The ArCTiC As A mODerN 
wilD wesT

and with the Arctic Climate Impact As-
sessment (ACIA) in 2005, the Council 
attracted more attention from the 
outside world than ever before. The in-
creased focus on climate change globally 
and increased access to the resources 
in the high north have kept the inter-
est for the Arctic Council high. At least 
two things show the stronger position 
of the Arctic Council: Arctic States have 
appointed more senior ambassadors to 
the Senior Arctic Official (SAO) position 
and increased interest by national states 
and NGOs to apply for observer status 
at the Arctic Council. 

In the increased focus on the Arctic, 
the Arctic Council itself sees the need to 
be more efficient, not only by establish-
ing a secretariat in Tromsø, Norway 
and developing complex rules about 
how to deal with the observers, but also 
through the products by the work-
ing groups. While the position of the 
permanent participants is confirmed on 
paper, the full and effective participa-
tion of permanent participants seems 
to be hindered for the sake of efficiency. 
Assessments and reports have to be 
submitted in a timely manner while the 
gathered data is still valid or while the 
question is still relevant. Full inclusion 
of Indigenous peoples’ perspective and 
traditional knowledge is often left out, 
due to deadlines. Furthermore, the 
themes of the assessments and projects 
have come to be defined within areas 
far out in the ocean and polar ice, where 
there are no people.

Rarely have the eight member states 
been more unified in their objectives for 
the future of the Arctic. In this regard, 
there are great expectations for the 
Swedish chairmanship to place more 
focus on human perspectives. 

The role of Arctic Council has been 
strengthened and it seems the politi-
cians are paying more attention to 
what we as permanent participants are 
saying. How the Arctic Council succeeds 
in the future depends on how it man-
ages to involve the various stakeholders 
in its work and how it addresses the 
challenges facing the people living in the 
Arctic. 
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exclusive economic zones of the five 
Arctic Ocean littoral states: Canada, 
Denmark, Norway, Russia and the 
United States. In the few places where 
territorial claims overlap, disputes are 
well managed.

The regime for governing the chang-
ing Arctic is, however, only in embryon-
ic form. For cooperation to improve, the 
Arctic states need to clearly communi-
cate that the Arctic has an emerging set 
of institutions capable of managing the 
region’s development and resources in 
a fair, transparent and law-based way. 
At the same time they should recognize 
the value – in fact the necessity – of giv-
ing non-Arctic states more of a voice in 
Arctic affairs.

the arctic counciL – 
excLusive cLub or open 
house?
The main organization for Arctic co-
operation is the Arctic Council, which 
consists of the five Arctic littoral states 
along with  Finland, Iceland, Sweden 
and several organizations representing 
the region’s indigenous populations. 
Decision-making power is limited to the 
council members, but non-Arctic states 
and organizations can be granted the 
right to participate in council meetings 
as observers.

The council has, however, resisted 
defining clearly the role of the observers 
and the process by which new observers 
can become part of the organization. 
Only six non-Arctic states currently 
have permanent observer status, all 
of them European. The last ministe-
rial meeting of the Arctic Council, held 
in Nuuk, Greenland in May, failed to 
reach consensus on applications from 
China, Japan, South Korea, Italy and 
the European Union (EU). Some have 
suggested that existing members want 
to establish the ‘rules of the game’ in the 
Arctic – notably delimiting territory – 
before allowing in powerful outsiders. 
Applicants to the council will now have 
to wait at least another two years for a 
decision.

The Arctic Council is in danger of 
being perceived as an exclusive club, 

taking major decisions about the Arctic 
with little regard for the concerns and 
interests of non-Arctic states. The exist-
ing approach risks creating the condi-
tions whereby non-Arctic states could 
simply disregard the arrangements, 
rules and codes of conduct that the Arc-
tic Council creates for the Arctic and in-
stead work outside existing frameworks. 
Furthermore, the council’s poor record 
on external communications allows 
misconceptions about the Arctic – and 
the basis on which rights to its resources 
can be exercised – to persist.

towards cooperative and 
peacefuL cooperation
The Swedish chairmanship of the Arctic 
Council, which runs for two years from 
the Nuuk ministerial meeting, has 
already committed to trying to finalize a 
long-awaited strategic communications 
plan for the council. In the meantime, 
the council could also do more to utilize 
current media interest in the Arctic and 
make itself a natural part of any discus-
sion on the issues within its remit. This 
would not only improve its international 
profile, but it would also contribute to a 
more nuanced, better-informed debate 
and reduce the risk of misunderstand-
ing, myth and ignorance.

The opening of the Arctic region is an 
historic opportunity to fashion a genu-
inely multilateral approach to the devel-
opment of the region in safe, sustainable 
and environmentally sensitive ways. 
For this, the Arctic Council will need to 
become a forum not just of the Arctic 
nations but for all countries and organi-

zations with a genuine interest in the 
region. Arctic countries will clearly have 
stronger interests and a greater say in 
the future of the Arctic, but other voices 
must also be a part of the dialogue.

The role of observers should be clari-
fied and applicants for observer status 
should be provided with a clear process 
and timetable. This is not just a matter 
of building confidence and good rela-
tions based on mutual respect and un-
derstanding; many countries outside the 
Arctic also have extensive experience in 
polar research and great knowledge in 
areas including the 
environment and 
climate that can 
be better utilized 
by the council’s 
scientific working 
groups.

Sweden should 
seek to use its 
chairmanship of 
the Arctic Council 
to resolve the issue 
of participation, 
in accord with its 
stated approach 
of inclusiveness 
towards observers. 
Sweden could make 
this issue a priority 
for the November 
2011 meeting of Sen-
ior Arctic Officials 
in Luleå. Progress 
here would lay the 
groundwork for the 
adoption at the next 
ministerial in 2013 
of a decision on the 
role of observers 
and the application 
process for observer 
status. Success in 
this area would 
mark the Swedish chairmanship as open-
ing a new era for the cooperative and 
peaceful development of the Arctic. 

This article is reprinted with the permission of 
the Stockholm International Peace Initiative 
(SIPRI) a global thinktank. 

The OpeNiNg Of The 
ArCTiC regiON is AN 
hisTOriC OppOrTUNiTy 
TO fAshiON A geNUiNely 
mUlTilATerAl ApprOACh 
TO DevelOpmeNT

kRISTOfER BERGh 
works with the SIPRI 
Global Health and 
Security Programme. 
The three-year SIPRI 
project, Managing 
Competition and Pro-
moting Cooperation in 
the arctic, examines 
key political and se-
curity issues linked to 
the development of the 
arctic region. Current 
areas of research un-
der the project include 
arms in the arctic, 
competition for arctic 
resources, the role of 
non-arctic states, and 
arctic regional secu-
rity. It is made possible 
by a generous grant 
from the Foundation 
for Strategic and Envi-
ronmental Research, 
MISTRa.
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ThE REcEnT ARcTIc cOUncIL Ministerial 
meeting in Nuuk, Greenland was a his-
tory-making event.  It marked the first-
ever participation by a United States 
Secretary of State.  It brought about the 
signing of the first-ever legally-binding 
agreement among the eight Arctic 
states.  And it rendered important deci-
sions that will strengthen cooperation 
among the Arctic states both institution-

ally and programmatically.
Secretary of State Hillary Rodham 

Clinton said to her colleagues in Nuuk, 
“This region matters deeply – not just 
to our citizens, but also to people across 
the region and the world.  And we know 
the decisions we make as a collective 
body will directly affect the ecology of 
this region, the ways of life and futures 
of all who live here, and the economic 

well-being, health, and security of 
our peoples – and people around the 
world.”  Her participation in the Nuuk 
Ministerial reinforced the long-standing 
importance the United States has at-
tached to the Arctic as demonstrated 
through our robust leadership in the 
Arctic Council, our Arctic scientific re-
search, and our increasingly cooperative 
relationship with Russia in the region 
that once served as the main theater of 
the Cold War.

As evidence of this deepening rela-
tionship, the United States and Russia 
co-chaired the negotiations that led to 
the Arctic Search and Rescue agreement 
that Secretary Clinton and her counter-
parts signed in Nuuk.  This agreement 
will enhance cooperation among the 
Arctic states in protecting human life 
in the Arctic and serve as an important 
precedent for other potential agree-
ments and arrangements, including 
for filling any gaps in the large body of 
existing law and policy governing the 
Arctic.  Ever-increasing human activity 
requires that we be better prepared for 
the accidents that will inevitably happen 
in the most challenging environmental 
conditions.  We hope the SAR agree-
ment will bring much needed attention 

growing significance:

The Arctic Council’s 
historic Nuuk ministerial
Arctic council Ministerial meetings have at times been un-
even affairs – while some states sent senior ministers, oth-
ers send more junior representation. The last such meeting 
was the first time that all states were represented at the top 
level. United States Senior Arctic Official JULIA GOURLEy says 
that is a reflection of the Council’s growing significance.
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to our collective need for hard assets 
and training to be able to respond when 
lives are at stake. 

Following on the successful SAR 
Task Force, the Ministers established a 
new Task Force on Oil Spill Prepared-
ness and Response to once again be 
co-chaired by the United States and 
Russia.  The Arctic Council’s Emergency 
Prevention, Preparedness and Response 
(EPPR) working group, under Norwe-
gian leadership, will focus on oil spill 
prevention in close cooperation with 
the Task Force.  Our plan is to use the 
Council’s vast oil-related work and the 
lessons we learned from the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill as we decide the best 
course of action in the Arctic.  

Climate change is the overarching 
challenge facing the Arctic.  Although 
climate policy is best addressed in the 
global forums, the Arctic Council can 
contribute to the wider understanding 
of climate impacts in the Arctic and to 
the causes of, and solutions to, some of 
those impacts.  The 2004 Arctic Climate 
Impact Assessment, initiated during 
the United States’ chairmanship, is an 
illustration of the role the Council can 
play in raising important Arctic issues to 
the global level.  In 2009, the Ministers 

established a Task Force to analyze the 
so-called short-lived climate forcing 
agents that have particular effects in the 
Arctic – black carbon (soot), methane, 
and tropospheric ozone (smog).  In 
Nuuk, the Ministers received the initial 
recommendations of this Task Force, 
mostly related to mitigating black car-
bon emissions from sources located in 
the Arctic.  This ground-breaking work 
is contributing to the emerging global 
debate on the role of short-lived climate 
forcers in global climate policy.  If the 
Arctic states take action to mitigate 
black carbon, we could potentially slow 
cryospheric melting, while demonstrat-
ing to other regions of the world that 
taking action on black carbon is eco-
nomically feasible and environmentally 
beneficial.  The next phase of the Task 
Force’s work will examine Arctic state 
policies and make recommendations on 
methane and tropospheric ozone.

The Arctic Council was established in 
1996.  Its first 15 years have been highly 
successful in raising the profile of the 
Arctic and its role in the global climate 
system, the values and lifestyles of its 
Indigenous peoples, and the unique 
biodiversity and ecosystems it contains.  
Nevertheless, there are things we can do 

to strengthen the Council to ensure that 
it remains the premier forum for Arctic 
diplomacy.  The Ministers decided in 
Nuuk to establish a standing secretariat 
for the Arctic Council that will serve the 
Arctic states and “Permanent Partici-
pants” (international organizations of 
Arctic Indigenous people) and ensure 
stable continuity of operations and bet-
ter outreach to the public.  With ever-in-
creasing interest in the Arctic Council’s 
work, the Ministers adopted criteria for 
evaluating applicants for observer status 
in and further defined the role they will 
play.  The role and criteria will strength-
en the Council by ensuring we have the 
right entities and states engaging in our 
activities and that they can contribute in 
the best way possible.

The United States is proud of its record 
of leadership in the Council from its earli-
est days to the present.  From the Arctic 
Climate Impact Assessment to the recent 
search and rescue agreement and looking 
ahead to our work 
on oil spills, the 
United States has led 
or co-led nearly all 
of the Council’s most 
important work and 
we will continue our 
strong leadership 
in this important 
region of the world.  
As Secretary Clinton 
said in Nuuk, “We 
are committed to the 
Arctic Council as the 
region’s preeminent 
intergovernmental 
body, where we can 
solve shared prob-
lems and pursue 
shared opportu-
nities.  Whether 
we are discussing 
matters of internal 
housekeeping or 
external policy, we 
all understand the 
growing relevance of 
this Council.” 

JULIA GOURLEy is the 
Senior arctic official of 
the United States and 
is the U.S. repre-
sentative to the arctic 
Council. She handles 
the State Department’s 
arctic portfolio cover-
ing the wide range 
of U.S. foreign policy 
interests in the arctic. 
She came to the State 
Department from the 
U.S. Environmental 
Protection agency 
where she spent 
twelve years cover-
ing chemicals issues, 
hazardous waste trade 
and domestic climate 
change programs.

The Nuuk Ministerial meeting was the first 
attended by a United States Secretary of 
State.
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ThE MELTInG of the Arctic ice poses 
economic, military and environmental 
challenges to the governance of the 
region. In 2008 the five littoral states – 
Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia and 

the United States – 
committed them-
selves to the exist-
ing legal framework 
of the Arctic and the 
“orderly settlement 
of possible over-
lapping claims”. 
Despite these 
assurances, the 
evolving situation 
in the Arctic could 
potentially lead to 
new geopolitical 
disputes involving 
also non-littoral 
states, especially 
regarding issues 
related to free pas-
sage and resource 
extraction rights. 
Consequently, 
policy makers not 
only in China but 
across Asia, Europe 
and North America 
are turning their 
attention to the 

region in order to assess this transfor-
mation and its economic, territorial and 
geo political implications. To date China 
has adopted a wait-and-see approach to 
Arctic developments, wary that active 
overtures would cause alarm in other 
countries due to China’s size and status 
as a rising global power. Chinese of-
ficials are therefore very cautious when 
formulating their views on China’s 
interests in the Arctic. They stress that 
China’s Arctic research activities remain 
primarily focused on the climatic and 
environmental consequences of the 
ice melting in the Arctic. However, 
in recent years Chinese officials and 
researchers have started to also assess 
the commercial, political and security 
implications for China of a seasonally 
ice-free Arctic region. 

China’s expanding polar re-
search capabilities China has one 
of the world’s strongest polar scientific 
research capabilities. Since 1984 China 
has organized 26 expeditions and 
established 3 research stations in the 
Antarctic. The Arctic became a focus 
from 1995, when a group of Chinese 
scientists and journalists travelled to 
the North Pole on foot and conducted 
research on the Arctic Ocean’s ice cover, 
climate and environment. China’s first 
Arctic research expedition by sea took 

place in 1999 and since then it has car-
ried out two more expeditions, in 2003 
and 2008.

China’s commercial and strate-
gic interests in the Arctic Because 
China’s economy is reliant on foreign 
trade, there are substantial commer-
cial implications if shipping routes are 
shortened during the summer months 
each year. Nearly half of China’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) is thought to 
be dependent on shipping. The trip 
from Shanghai to Hamburg via the 
Northern Sea Route – which runs along 
the north coast of Russia from the Ber-
ing Strait in the east to Novaya Zemlya 
in the west – is 6400 kilometres shorter 
than the route via the Strait of Malacca 
and the Suez Canal. Moreover, due to 
piracy, the cost of insurance for ships 
travel-ling via the Gulf of Aden towards 
the Suez Canal increased more than 
tenfold between September 2008 and 
March 2009.Chinese research remains 
primarily focused on how the melting 
Arctic will affect China’s continental 
and oceanic environment and how in 
turn such changes could affect domes-
tic agricultural and economic devel-
opment. However, a small number 
of Chinese researchers are publicly 
encouraging the government to actively 
prepare for the commercial and strate-
gic opportunities that a melting Arctic 
presents. Li Zhenfu of Dalian Maritime 
University has, together with a team of 
specialists, assessed China’s advantages 
and disadvantages when the Arctic sea 
routes open up. “Who-ever has control 
over the Arctic route will control the 
new passage of world economics and 
international strategies”, writes Li, re-
ferring both to the shortened shipping 
routes between East Asia and Europe or 
North America and to the abundant oil, 
gas, mineral and fishery resources pre-
sumed to be in the Arctic. Commenting 
on the successful test voyages from 
South Korea to the Netherlands via the 
Northern Sea Route in the summer of 
2009 by two German commercial ves-
sels, Chen Xulong of the China Institute 
of International Studies said that “the 
opening of the Arctic route will advance 

LInDA JAkOBSOn 
(Finland) was the 
Director of the China 
and Global Security 
Programme and  Bei-
jing-based Senior Re-
searcher of the SIPRI 
China and Global 
Security Programme. 
She has lived and 
worked in China for 
over 15 years and has 
published six books 
on Chinese politics, 
foreign policy and East 
asian society. She is 
currently the East asia 
Program Director at 
the Lowy Institute for 
International Policy in 
Sydney.

China:

enter the Arctic Dragon?
China is paying increasing attention to the consequences of 
the melting of the ice in the Arctic Ocean as a result of cli-
mate change. The prospect of the Arctic being navigable dur-
ing summer months, leading to both shorter shipping routes 
and access to untapped energy resources, has impelled the 
Chinese Government to allocate more resources to Arctic 
research. As LInDA JAkOBSOn writes, Chinese officials have 
also started to think about what kind of policies would help 
China benefit from an ice-free Arctic environment. 
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the development of China’s north-east 
region and eastern coastal area … It 
is of importance to East Asian coop-
eration as well.” Chen also said that 
China should have a long-term vision 
regarding Arctic shipping. Li Zhenfu 
has criticized the fact that Chinese 
research on the Arctic shipping route 
has not been planned and conducted 
in a comprehensive manner to enable 
China to protect its interests. According 
to Li, China’s research “fails to provide 
fundamental information and scientific 
references for China to map out its 
Arctic strategy” and therefore China’s 
power to speak out to protect its rights 
in the international arena is limited. 
This kind of criticism of the govern-
ment’s approach by Chinese scholars 
is rare in Arctic-related publications. 
Li’s article was published in a national 
journal administered by the prestigious 

China Association for Science and Tech-
nology (CAST). 

Another Chinese researcher on Arctic 
politics, Guo Peiqing of the Ocean 
University of China, has not written 
quite as critically as Li about govern-
ment policies, but in media interviews 
he too has voiced disapproval of China’s 
predominantly natural sciences-oriented 
Arctic research and said it is not in 
China’s interests to remain neutral and 
“stay clear of Arctic affairs”. Guo has 
said that China, which is transitioning 
from a regional to a global power, should 
be more active in international Arctic 
affairs. He notes that “any country that 
lacks comprehensive research on Polar 
politics will be excluded from being a 
decisive power in the management of 
the Arctic and therefore be forced into a 
passive position”. Chinese Arctic special-
ists acknowledge the same uncertainties 

as many of their Western counterparts 
when contemplating how lucrative the 
Arctic routes would ultimately be in com-
parison to the current routes through the 
Suez and Panama canals. Although pas-
sage along the Northern Sea Route from 
eastern China to Western Europe would 
substantially shorten the journey, high 
insurance premiums, lack of infrastruc-
ture and harsh conditions may make the 
Arctic routes commercially unviable, 
at least in the short term. Drift ice will 
continue to be a problem for ships even 
when the Arctic passages are officially 
deemed ice-free. Because of the melting 
of Greenland’s ice cap, the number of 
icebergs is expected to increase, forc-
ing ships to proceed at a slow speed and 
make detours. Furthermore, the shallow 
depth of some of the passages along the 
shipping routes (in particular the Bering 
Strait) makes the Arctic unsuited for big 

Ice breaker Xue Long (Snow dragon) has been used by several Chinese expeditions to the arctic.
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WWf IS PROUD of its status as an observer 
to the Arctic Council since the Council 
began. One of the sources of our pride is 
that we have done more than observe; 
we have also contributed to the Council’s 
work, and to the Council’s development. 
We intend to continue those contribu-
tions, but we need the doors of the Council 
to remain open to allow us to contribute.

Since 1996 WWF has provided its 
input into scientific and policy work to 
achieve its vision for an Arctic shielded 
from the worst effects of rapid change 
through effective international steward-
ship promoting healthy living systems 
to the benefit of local peoples and all 
humanity. We have shown how the Arc-
tic climate affects the entire world; we 

have shown how holes remain in Arctic 
governance that need to be plugged, and 
suggested ways of plugging them; we 
are leading ground-breaking work on 
ecosystem resilience that we are sharing 
with the Council; and we have broadcast 
the work of the council to the world, 
in part through this very magazine. 
WWF’s national offices in seven arctic 
states bring their multidisciplinary and 
multicultural experience into pan-arctic 
discussions, enriching the discourse.

WWF would like change policies and 
practices in the Arctic from exploita-
tion to stewardship. We will offer our 
resources to enable resilience-based 
ecosystem management, establish best 
practices for shipping, fishing, and 

wwfs perspective:

panda at the pole – wwf’s 
vision of future work with 
the Arctic Council
By ALExAnDER ShESTAkOV, Director, WWF Global Arctic 
Programme

cargo ships. The opening up of the Arctic 
will also provide access to new reserves 
of the energy and other natural resources 
on which China’s economic growth in-
creasingly relies. The US Geological Sur-
vey estimates that the Arctic contains up 
to 30 per cent of the world’s undiscov-
ered gas and 13 per cent of the world’s 
undiscovered oil resources. Additionally, 
the region contains vast amounts of coal, 
nickel, copper, tungsten, lead, zinc, gold, 
silver, diamonds, manganese, chromium 
and titanium.The technological chal-
lenges associated with extracting energy 
and mineral deposits in the Arctic have 
been noted by both Chinese and Western 
observers.To be able to exploit the Arc-
tic’s resources, China needs to partner 
with foreign companies because, as one 
Chinese scholar notes, “there is a rather 
large gap between Chinese and advanced 
foreign deep-sea oil extracting technol-
ogy”. Russia, which controls many of the 
resources in Arctic waters, lacks both 
the technology and the capital needed 
to extract them – opening the way for 
tri-lateral joint ventures in Russian wa-
ters using Chinese capital and Western 
or Brazilian technology. For example, 
when in late 2009 Russia’s state-owned 
oil company Rosneft announced plans 
to apply for the operating licences to 
develop 30 offshore sites on Russia’s 
Arctic continental shelf, industry experts 
predicted that it would not be able to 
develop these deposits on its own. Mas-
sive capital will be needed in addition to 
knowledge of highly advanced technol-
ogy and specialized project management 
skills. Another potential multilateral 
joint venture in which China’s capital 
could be used in exchange for the op-
portunity to gain the experience it seeks 
in deep-water drilling projects is the 
ongoing cooperation between Statoil, 
Total and Gazprom to develop the first 
phase of the Shtokman gas fields in the 
Barents Sea. This is regarded not only as 
a huge commercial opportunity but also 
a formidable technological challenge. 

This is an edited version of an article that first 
appeared on the SIPRI website, http://www.
sipri.org/.

we believe The COUNCil shOUlD CONTiNUe iTs 
COmmiTmeNT TO COmmUNiCATiON, TO eNsUre ThAT 
iTs wOrk is seeN NOT ONly by A seleCT few, bUT 
reAChes OUT TO All sTAkehOlDers ACrOss The 
ArCTiC, AND TO AUDieNCes beyOND The ArCTiC AlsO
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hydrocarbon development, and promote 
sound governance.

Key areas for further 
contributions 
The following list outlines where we see 
making a contribution to the Council’s 
work in the coming years:

 ■ providing capacity to Arctic Indig-
enous peoples where requested

 ■ Arctic ecosystem resilience assess-
ment 

 ■ Arctic biodiversity assessment
 ■ species conservation planning
 ■ protected areas and other conserva-

tion measures in the Arctic
 ■ development of best practices for 

marine oil pollution prevention and of a 
legal instrument for marine oil pollution 
preparedness and response

 ■ practical implementation of the exist-
ing guidelines for industries at national 
and regional levels

 ■ regulations for shipping in Arctic 
waters

 ■ Arctic ocean review
 ■ corporate and social responsibility 

for the arctic businesses

 ■ scientific contribution to the Arctic 
Change Assessment

 ■ communication on climate change 
in the Arctic, value of biodiversity and 
ecosystem services, conservation work 
in the Arctic, including on work by the 
Arctic Council.

The value of our work in the Arctic is 
linked to the efficiency of our engage-
ment with the Council. As the Council 
becomes stronger and more relevant to 
Arctic governance, our contribution to 
Council working groups becomes more 
valuable. This is why we are concerned 
that the Council has recently closed off 
some of its work. Instead of conducting 
work in open and accessible work-
ing groups, the Council has recently 
struck “Task Forces” through which 
some of the work is channelled. These 
Task Forces are not necessarily open 
to all participants in the Council. WWF 
believes that if the Arctic Council is truly 
to become a stronger organization and 
to be recognized as a legitimate inter-
governmental body helping to formu-
late and guide strengthened actions by 
nations for the governance of the Arctic, 

it must take its strength 
from all of its partici-
pants, and commit itself 
to some basic working 
principles.

The Council’s discus-
sions and decision-
making processes must 
be transparent. Its work 
should be inclusive, ac-
cording a place particu-
larly to the Indigenous 
peoples through their 
Permanent Partici-
pant status, but also to 
accredited observers 
and interested arctic 
stakeholders such as 
industry and others who 
come with expertise and 
capacity to offer. Finally, 
we believe the Council 
should continue its com-
mitment to communication, to ensure 
that its work is seen not only by a select 
few, but reaches out to all stakehold-
ers across the Arctic, and to audiences 
beyond the Arctic also. 

ALExAnDER ShESTA-
kOV is the director of 
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Panda in the arctic: WWF flag outside the Lena-Nordenskold International Biological Station quarters along the 
Lena river, Lena-Delta (Ust-Lensky) Nature Reserve, Russia.
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Return WWF Global arctic Programme
Po Box 6784 St olavs plass,  
N-0130 oslo, Norway

The picture

Toxic chemicals played a large part in the birth of the arctic Council. In 1989, officials from the arctic countries 
met to discuss challenges to the circumpolar environment. This concern was driven at least in part by evidence 
that chemicals such as DDT and PCBs were showing up in alarming amounts in the arctic, despite very limited 
use locally. The 1989 meetings led to the formation in 1991 of the arctic Environmental Protection Strategy that 
later became the basis for the arctic Council. Many of the toxic chemicals of concern were later dealt with by the 
Stockholm Convention on Persistent organic Pollutants. Evidence from the arctic was influential in persuading 
countries around the world to sign onto this convention.

Why we are here

www.panda.org/arctic

To stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment and
to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature.

A toxic history


