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Report to Senior Arctic Officials on 
Elements of a Strategic Communications Plan 

AC Communications and Outreach Contact Group - October 2010 

Summary – At the April 2010 SAO meeting in Illulissat, SAOs endorsed the finding of 
the contact group on communications and outreach that the Arctic Council should 
develop a strategic communications plan. In this report the contact group sets out the 
elements of what that plan should contain. The contact group also asks the SAOs to 
make three decisions that will provide the foundation for the development of the 
strategic communications plan. The contact group on communications and outreach 
recommends that SAOs: 

• Approve the objectives and recommended elements that will guide the 
development of a strategic communications and outreach plan; and 

• Approve the process to develop the strategic communications plan, and ensure 
its implementation. 

Background 
There is recognition that the lack of an Arctic Council strategic communications plan has 
reduced the effectiveness of communications and outreach. This is not a new issue and 
there have been previous recommendations that the Arctic Council develop an overall 
communications plan and provide for better coordination between initiatives and 
activities of the Working Groups. However, these recommendations were largely 
unimplemented.  
 
The 2009 SAO Report to Ministers recommended the establishment of an overarching 
Arctic Council communications and outreach plan as well as requesting Working 
Groups to make communications and outreach part of their project proposals: 
 

• Request, under the guidance of the SAOs, development of guidelines for 
the Arctic Council’s engagement in outreach activities and establishment 
of an Arctic Council communication and outreach plan based on common 
priorities,

• Request Working Groups to include a communication and information 
dissemination strategy, including outreach to indigenous peoples and 
other Arctic residents, as an integral part of Working Group project 
proposals.  

The manner in which Working Groups have developed their own communication 
strategies varies. CAFF has developed an overarching strategic communications plan.  
AMAP and PAME have created communications plans for projects or assessments.  
EPPR includes references to communications in its strategic plan and has undertaken 
projects on communications.  ACAP and SDWG do not appear to have explicit 
reference to communications activities in their publically available documents (eg. on 
their websites).  
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Mandate 
In the interim report and analysis, the contact group indicated it would: “prepare an 
outline of what a strategic communications plan would contain and present options 
about developing such a plan.” The contact group was not asked to prepare a strategic 
communications plan for the Arctic Council but rather to set out key elements of such a 
plan and a road map of how to “get there.”   
 
There was unanimity amongst contact group participants that the Arctic Council should 
develop a strategic communications plan. In particular, participants wanted: 

• Improved efficiency and coordination – especially between individual Working 
Groups and between Working Groups and the Arctic Council; 

• More focused activities; and 
• A common vision. 

 
Methodology 
Any effective strategic plan requires clear direction on objectives, and a sense of the 
level of resources available to implement a plan once developed. The contact group has 
split the task in two. Firstly, proposing draft objectives, and initial proposals concerning 
key messages and target audiences for consideration by SAOs that would guide the 
developers of any communications strategy. Secondly, offering a menu of options for 
SAOs to consider on the modalities of preparing and implementing an Arctic Council 
communications strategy. 

Elements of an Arctic Council Strategic Communications Plan

Strategic communications plans vary from organization to organization ranging from the 
simple to the elaborate. While there are some differences in terminology and different 
approaches, there are elements that are common to all plans:  

1. Context 
2. Objectives  
3. Audiences 
4. Messages 
5. Tools and Activities 
6. Resources 
7. Evaluation 

The below is based on feedback from the contact group, reactions to the presentation of 
the interim report at the April 2010 Senior Arctic Officials’ meeting in Illulissat, 
observations by interested parties and information gleaned from open sources.    

Context 
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The Strategic Communications plan should contain a summary of the current state of 
AC communications efforts, and an analysis of the environment in which the strategy 
will be implemented.  This could largely be based on the analysis undertaken in the 
previous report of the Communications and Outreach contact group. 

Objectives 
Objectives are central to the success of any communications strategy. They provide 
direction to communications activities and initiatives, as well as a reference point when 
determining which activities to pursue and when assessing results of past activities.  
The objectives drive the target audiences and key messages as well as where to 
allocate communications resources. Objectives need to be clear and measurable and 
relatively few in number. Vague objectives will be hard to measure and assess and 
having too many objectives risks diffusing efforts and focus.  

The contact group is proposing five draft objectives for consideration by SAOs. These 
objectives are drawn from the 1996 Ottawa Declaration on the Establishment of the 
Arctic Council and the 2004 Reykjavik Declaration. The Ottawa Declaration is the 
founding document of the Arctic Council and the Reykjavik Declaration was the first 
instance where the “profile” of the Arctic was mentioned in a ministerial declaration.  

Draft Objectives

1. To increase the profile of Arctic Council internationally. 
2. To widen understanding of the stewardship and governance exercised by Arctic 

states, Arctic communities and other Arctic Council actors. 
3. To promote the Arctic Council as a premier source of credible, up to date 

information on sustainable development and environmental protection in the 
Arctic. 

4. To better inform Northern communities about the work of the Arctic Council.  
5. To enhance the level of integration of the communication activities of the Arctic 

Council and its groups. 

Recommendation 1. SAOs are asked to approve the draft objectives above or to 
propose others. Approved objectives are an essential starting point for the preparation 
of an Arctic Council strategic communications plan.  

Audiences 
The interim report of the contact group identified some key target audiences and more 
feedback was received during the April SAO meeting. Assuming the above objectives 
(or objectives similar to these) are approved by SAOs, the contact group proposes the 
following target audiences for consideration by SAOs (however, the final 
recommendation regarding which audiences to target in order to advance the agreed 
objectives should be produced by the drafters of the strategic plan). 

• Academics, scientists and experts who focus on Arctic issues 
• Northern communities 
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• Arctic Council Member publics 
• Policymakers within governments and international organizations working 

on issues relevant to the Arctic (e.g. UNEP, UNFCC, IMO)  
• Industry – in areas relevant to Arctic issues (eg. shipping, energy, mining) 

Two groups have been excluded from the list above: media and the general public.  
This was done intentionally as these audiences are too broad.  Those individuals 
developing the communications strategy will need to target segments of the media 
(perhaps such as scientific or environment-focused journalists), and of the general 
public in pursuit of its objectives.  

Messages 
In its interim report the contact group identified: “cooperation, consensus-based, 
science, credibility and involvement of Northerners” as key concepts they would like to 
see reflected in Arctic Council communications and outreach or identified in some way 
with the Council. Whoever develops the strategic communications plan will need to 
develop key messages that advance the objectives once approved by SAOs.  
 
Tools and Activities 
Tools and activities depend on a variety of factors, not least who is the audience and 
what resources are available.  For example, academics and researchers tend to obtain 
their information from peer-reviewed publications, specialist websites, and scientific 
conferences and gatherings whereas the wider public obtains its information from mass 
media, the internet 1 and increasingly social media. The Arctic Council is unlikely to be 
in a position to obtain and dedicate sufficient resources to be able to utilize a wide 
variety of tools. The strategic communications plan needs to balance the desire of Arctic 
Council actors to reach different target audiences with resource limitations.  The 
strategic communications plan should contain advice on which tools and activities would 
best advance the AC’s communications and outreach objectives. 
 
Russian Language 
If one of the objectives is to better inform Northerners of the work of the Council, then 
the issue of the present lack of Russian-language communications products becomes 
more important. Russian–speakers make up a large percentage of Northern 
populations; however the percentage of hits from Russian sources on the AC website is 
quite low. One of the many factors contributing to this is almost certainly the lack of 
Russian-language information. This issue was raised during the April SAO meeting. It 
would be valuable if the AC were to prepare key communications products in both 
English and Russian, including web content and printed materials. However, this would 
require the engagement of translation services which are expensive.2 In addition to 
Russian-language content, it would be valuable to have some selected documents (eg. 

 
1 http://ec.europa.eu/research/science-society/science-communication/comstrategy_en.html 
2 An approximate figure for low-cost Russian language translation is DKK 250 per page.  This means that 
a short executive summary of an assessment could cost approx. DKK 6250 - USD 1,069.65 and a full 
assessment could cost approx. DKK 62500 – USD 10,696.47. It may be less expensive to hire a 
translator on a salary-basis rather than paying a “per-page” rate. 
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executive summaries, key agreed policy recommendations) translated into other 
languages. Those who develop the strategic plan will need to address the issue but will 
be unable to go far unless provided with a sense of the resources available. 
 
Integrating the work of Working Groups 
All contact group participants agree on the need for greater interaction and integration 
between an overarching Arctic Council strategic communications plan and 
communications plans/strategies of the working groups. The strategic plan should 
include recommendations on ways to improve coordination between Arctic Council 
communications activities and those of Working Groups.  
 
Participants had differing views on whether there should be a common visual identity for 
the Arctic Council over and above the use of the AC logo.  Proponents of a common 
identity emphasized that this would obviously demonstrate the link between the AC and 
the Working Groups. Others did not feel that the investment in developing and 
implementing a common visual identity would result in enough of an increased 
awareness of the AC and its subsidiary bodies to be worthwhile. 
 
Participation by Permanent Participants (PPs) 
Permanent Participants can play an invaluable role in advancing communications 
objectives. The strategic communications plan will need to include ways in which the 
Permanent Participants either individually or through the Indigenous Peoples 
Secretariat (IPS) can play a greater role in the Council communications and Outreach. 
The participation of the PPs in the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA) has been 
emphasised as an example of a successful and effective PP contribution to AC 
outreach.  One element that made this contribution successful was the preparation of an 
IPS/PP communications toolkit on the ACIA results that PPs used to communicate to 
the general public and to their own constituencies.  Similar toolkits could be produced in 
the future. 
 
Resources and Duration 
The strategic communications plan will need to include a section on the resources (both 
financial and human) available for Arctic Council communications and outreach and 
over what time period. The contact group is not in a position to make recommendations 
in this regard. In the guidelines, we recommend that at least one employee of the 
Secretariat be dedicated full-time to communications and outreach and that person 
should have experience or receive training in communications in order to enable them 
to deliver on the plan’s objectives. The contact group has also identified a lack of 
communications skill capacity at various levels in the Arctic Council. It would be worth 
considering including a component of the strategic plan dedicated to deliver training to 
identified actors (perhaps in the AC Chairmainship, the AC Secretariat and in Working 
Groups) on communications and outreach. Again this will be dependent on the 
resources allocated to the plan.  It is important to recognize that objectives and activities 
match resources. Taking on too much and under-delivering will erode confidence and 
could have implications for broader perceptions of the Arctic Council.  
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Evaluation and Amendment 
The strategic communications plan should build in evaluation of implementation of the 
plan both from Arctic Council actors and target audiences. There are a variety of ways 
this evaluation and assessment can be performed but it needs to be explicit in the plan 
and budgeted up front. The contact group recommends that the Secretariat report to 
SAOs regularly on implementation of the strategic communications plan, perhaps every 
two-three meetings. A more comprehensive audit of both Arctic Council and target 
audiences could be performed every 5-6 years. The audit could also be used to 
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the Communications and Outreach 
Guidelines, including the roles and responsibilities, and suggest appropriate changes if 
necessary. The AC and Working Group Secretariats should be tasked with regularly 
analyzing the Arctic Council website for trends, activity and outdated material. A website 
analysis should be included in the report to SAOs on implementation of the 
communications plan. The Secretariat and Working Group Secretariats should share 
website analyses and discuss trends and opportunities for integration and coordination 
on a regular basis. 

Options in Preparing the Strategic Communications Plan
In the April SAO meeting in Illulissat, SAOs endorsed the recommendation of the 
contact group that the Arctic Council should develop a strategic communications plan. 
This report has discussed the elements of what should be contained in that plan and 
particularly its objectives. The plan will need to be developed by someone with expertise 
in the field of communications and with experience in developing communications 
strategies.  The contact group below sets out a way forward for consideration by SAOs 
about how the strategic plan could be developed and by whom. 
 
Drafting the Plan –while the elements of a strategic communications plan are relatively 
straight-forward, preparation of the plan will require experience and expertise. Such 
expertise can be either sourced externally – by hiring a consultant or other expert, or 
internally by dedicating resources with communications expertise from AC members. 
The contact group is putting forward three options for the consideration of SAOs. 
 
Option 1: Sourcing Externally - Informal enquiries reveal that communications 
consultants with experience working with civil society or international organizations 
charge from US $1000-2000 per day - approx 750-1500 EURO.  It would be necessary 
to draft terms of reference for the consultant in advance and agree on a timeframe for 
production of the strategic communications plan.  The same informal enquiries yielded 
estimates ranging from US $25000 - $75000, approx 18000 – 54,000 EURO to 
complete the plan. This would cover the preparation and development of a strategic 
plan - not its implementation.

Advantages: 
• There would be a clear lead on preparation (i.e. not a plan designed by 

Committee); and 
• Fresh eyes and a new perspective to the problem could provide new ideas and 

perspectives 
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• A consultant with significant expertise allows the AC to benefit from the 
experiences and lessons learned of other organizations with whom the 
consultant has worked. 

Disadvantages: 
• could be expensive; 
• would require a selection process which could take time; 
• difficult to find external experts with experience working on strategies in a 

multilateral setting; and 
• a plan prepared by an external actor would reduce ‘buy-in” which could 

negatively affect implementation. 
 
Option 2: Sourcing Internally – AC Members could contribute by seconding part or a 
whole full time employee to a small strategic communications plan development 
committee.  These employees should be skilled and experienced in communications, 
and have the support of the Member who is seconding them.  
 
Advantages:  

• it should be less expensive than sourcing externally;  
• members will likely be more informed and involved in developing the plan and 

seeing it implemented if they have dedicated their own resources to its 
development; and 

• the Arctic Council is a somewhat unique entity best understood by its members. 
Disadvantages: 

• could be difficult to organize and coordinate. It would need an overall project 
manager;  

• clear direction would be needed to personnel involved that this was significant 
part of their job package; and 

• the process would not benefit from the fresh perspectives of outsiders. 
 

Option 3: Hybrid - Another possibility would be for members to dedicate resources to 
prepare the plan. This could involve either contributing funds to pay for expertise (for 
example, hiring a consultant) or seconding human resources skilled and experienced in 
communications. - Recommended 
 
Advantages:  

• It should be less expensive than sourcing externally;  
• Members will likely be more informed and involved in developing the plan and 

seeing it implemented if they have dedicated their own resources to its 
development; and 

• This could balance the need for buy in by members and an insider understanding 
of the unique institution with the need for new ideas and communications 
expertise. 

Disadvantages: 
• It could be difficult to integrate and coordinate representatives of Members and 

outside consultants. It would need an overall project manager;  
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• Clear direction would be needed to personnel involved that this was significant 
part of their job package. 

 
Recommendation 2. The contact group recommends that SAOs approve Option 3. 

Secretariat – whether expertise to develop a strategic communications plan is sourced 
externally or internally, development of the plan should be done in coordination with the 
Secretariat. Once developed and adopted by SAOs, the contact group recommends 
that the Secretariat be responsible for implementing the plan and reporting to SAOs on 
its implementation on an annual basis. 
 
Timeline – if clear objectives have been determined and adequate resources committed 
and identified to develop a strategic communications plan, a draft plan could be ready 
for consideration by SAOs within six months. This timeline would depend on selection of 
those developing the plan. 
 
Conclusion
At the October SAO meeting, the contact group recommends SAOs endorse the draft 
objectives or alternative objectives, that SAOs approve the elements of a strategic 
communications plan set out in the report and decide on a process to develop a 
strategic communications plan. 
 
I would like to thank all the members of the contact group for their participation and 
work. I’d also like to thank others who contributed thoughts and ideas and provided 
information. 




