25 YEARS
OF THE ARCTIC
COUNCIL
Today the Arctic Council is the premiere
forum for Arctic cooperation - we take a look
back at how it got there. 12
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TOWARDS A
SUSTAINABLE
ARCTIC
The Icelandic Chairmanship
(2019-2021) in review.

GUÐLAUGUR ÞÓR ÞÓRÐARSON
Iceland’s Foreign Minister
Guðlaugur Þór Þórðarson
has served as Minister for
Foreign Affairs of Iceland
since January 2017. As
Minister for Foreign Affairs
he is responsible for
Iceland’s Foreign Policy,
including International
Development Cooperation,
External Trade, Security
and Defence. Minister
Thordarson has been a
member of parliament
since 2003 and served
as Minister of Health from
2007-2009. He served on
the Reykjavik City Council
from 1998-2006, and also
has an extensive experience
from the private sector.
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n recent years, the Arctic has
truly become the focus point for
the international community, attracting
attention from all over the world. All
eyes are eagerly looking North, trying
to predict what the future might hold,
because the changes start here. We now
know that the Arctic is warming three
times faster than the rest of the world
and environmental changes in the region
affect not only the Arctic population but
a much bigger community worldwide.
The Arctic is interlinked with the rest of
the world and therefore its inhabitants
are dependent on close collaboration
that stretches across borders. Meaningful
cooperation both in the Arctic and on the
Arctic, should therefore be at the forefront
for us, as we meet the challenges head on
and turn them into opportunities for our
region.

of the Arctic Council and promoted
innovation in the region not least in the
field of blue bioeconomy.

As we battle with the increasing effects
of climate change in the Arctic, melting
ice sheet and acidification of Arctic sea
water, our cooperation and collaboration
is not just important but necessary. We
need to come together and listen to our
knowledge holders and scientists so that
we can shape informed policies that will
enable us to continue to live and prosper
in a sustainable way in the Arctic. We owe
it to our youth to secure and safeguard
the Arctic environment and both secure
diversify Arctic livelihoods so that they
can not only foresee but enjoy a future in
our region. During our Chairmanship we
have welcomed the increased emphasis
on involving young people in the work

When preparing for our Chairmanship,
we decided to call attention to the core
message of the Arctic Council, which
has remained the same since the
signing of the Ottawa Declaration in
1996. Sustainable development and the
importance of balancing its three pillars,
environmental, social, and economic,
has been the focus of the Arctic Council’s
work from the very beginning. In a
rapidly changing world, we see the
importance of remembering our starting
point. These three pillars of sustainability
were therefore clearly reflected in
Iceland’s Chairmanship priorities, which
are Arctic Marine Environment, Climate
and Green Energy Solutions, People and

I
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Iceland has chaired the Arctic Council
for the past two years and as our
Chairmanship draws to a close and we
prepare to hand the gavel over to the
Russian Federation, it is time to reflect
on our term in the Chairmanship seat. It
is however impossible to look back over
those two years without mentioning the
Covid-19 pandemic. It had its effects on
our Chairmanship just as it has on the
rest of the world. Postponing of meetings,
events and projects is something we know
all well after the past year. Nevertheless,
we adapted quickly to the unusual
circumstances and have now hosted most
of the Chairmanship meetings and events
online with great success.

LET TER

Communities of the Arctic, and last but
not least a Stronger Arctic Council. We
believe that these four priority areas
serve to highlight some of the most
pressing issues facing the circumpolar
North today.
Our focus on the Arctic Marine
Environment should not have come
as a surprise to any. As the Arctic is
largely covered by ocean and many
Arctic communities rely on ocean-based
activities, we have seen changes in
the Arctic Marine Environment due to
climate change. It is our duty to safeguard
the oceans around us for a sustainable
future in the region. The Arctic Council
Working Groups have in that regard
contributed significantly to scientific
knowledge and understanding of the
Arctic Marine Environment. Seeing the
importance of keeping the focus on
Arctic marine matters we have, during
Iceland’s Chairmanship, built on previous
work of the Council and launched a new
platform for discussing these issues,
called Senior Arctic Officials’ Marine
Mechanism (SMM). It is our hope that the
SMM becomes an annual gathering of
scientists and experts under the auspices
of the Arctic Council that will contribute
to enhancing circumpolar cooperation
while informing SAOs work on the Arctic
Marine Environment. Furthermore, we
hosted the first international symposium
on Plastics in the Arctic and the Sub-Arctic
Regions, where leading scientists and
experts in the field came together, in an
online format, to discuss and share their
knowledge and research.

going forward. It is now more important
than ever before that we, in the Arctic
region, continue to use the platform
the Arctic Council has provided us with
for the past 25 years to strengthen our
cooperation in the circumpolar North.
By combining Indigenous knowledge
and scientific knowledge to inform
policy shaping and decision making we
advance together towards a sustainable
and prosperous Artic for future
generations.

BELOW: Northern lights at
Kirkufell, Iceland.
CREDIT: NICK PANDEVONIUM

It is now more important
than ever before that we, in the
Arctic region, continue to
use the platform the Arctic
Council has provided us with for
the past 25 years to strengthen
our cooperation in the
circumpolar North.

The past two years have been both
exciting and challenging. We would
have liked to be able to host more of
our events and meetings onsite and
in person. However, we can be proud
of what we have accomplished. Most
of our Chairmanship projects are on
track and those delayed, will hopefully
be continued under Russia’s incoming
Chairmanship. Looking on the bright
side, the pandemic has provided an
opportunity to develop best practices
for online cooperation and participation
in meetings that has worked well over
the past year and will serve the Council
WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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THE RUSSIAN
CHAIRMANSHIP
BEGINS
NIKOLAY VIKTOROVICH KORCHUNOV
Ambassador
Nikolay V. Korchunov
assumed his duties as
Ambassador at Large for
Arctic Cooperation at the
MFA of Russia and Senior
Arctic Official of Russia
to the Arctic Council in
December 2018. Before this
appointment, Ambassador
Korchunov served as Deputy
Director of the Second
European Department, MFA
of Russia, and Head of
Russia’s delegation to the
Arctic Council Task Force on
Arctic Marine Cooperation
and Task Force on Improved
Connectivity in the Arctic.
After graduating from the
Moscow State Institute of
International Relations,
Nikolay V. Korchunov began
his diplomatic career in
1991 and has since then
occupied various positions
at the Headquarters of the
MFA of Russia and abroad.
He speaks English, Swedish
and Spanish. He is married
and has three children.

at

Large

for

Unofficial English translation
ay 2021 marks the second
time Russia will assume the
Chairmanship of the Arctic Council. In
a quarter of a century of its existence,
the Council, whose anniversary we are
celebrating this year, has turned into an
influential forum for intergovernmental
dialogue between the Arctic States on
sustainable development of the region.
The Arctic States, which carry special
responsibility for the future of the region
and its inhabitants, including Indigenous
peoples, have been consistently working
to preserve the region as the territory
of peace, stability and constructive
cooperation.

M

Global climate change has a strong impact
on the Arctic region, which is warming
two to three times faster than the rest of
the world. In this regard, in addition to
addressing climate change issues, adapting
livelihoods and enhancing their resilience
to its effects, we need to give our immediate
attention to managing environmental risks
in the context of further development of the
region.
Russia, whose territory covers almost
one third of the Arctic with more than
2.5 million inhabitants, is implementing
a comprehensive integrated program for
the development of the High North. We
therefore intend to focus Russia’s Arctic
Council Chairmanship on integrating into
the Arctic Council activities the principle of
promoting sustainable development in a

6
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Arctic Cooperation, MFA

of

Russia

balanced way – in its social, economic and
environmental dimensions.
We are willing to prioritize improvement
of the well-being and quality of life of
Arctic inhabitants, including Indigenous
peoples, and to ensure progressive social
development, which depends first and
foremost on sustainable economic growth
in the Arctic. We note the region’s growing
positive potential in that respect. It is
important to be mindful not only of its
vulnerability in the face of climate change
but also of its prospects and capability,
owing to its natural, energy and transport
resources, to substantially contribute to
energy transition to an environmentally
neutral economy and, accordingly, to the
fulfillment of goals and objectives of the
2015 Paris Agreement.
Over the past 25 years, environmental
activities – and development of practical
environmental cooperation between the
Arctic States in particular – have been and
remain the priority area for the Arctic
Council. This includes protecting the
environment, offsetting the cumulative
environmental impacts and preserving
the fragile ecosystem. We are planning
to organize the Third Arctic Biodiversity
Congress and a series of events on
management of marine resources.
Peoples of the Arctic are the custodians of
their history, which goes back thousands
of years and has shaped the identity of
the Arctic region, making it a unique part
of our planet not only in terms of special

LET TER

natural and climate conditions but also in
terms of Indigenous peoples’ culture and
traditions. We plan to devote a number of
the Chairmanship events and projects to
the preservation of the Indigenous peoples’
cultural and historical heritage. Special
attention will be paid to supporting their
languages in line with the goals for the UN
International Decade of the Indigenous
Languages 2022–2032.
We hope that our Chairmanship in the
Arctic Council will further strengthen
Arctic cooperation between countries and
regions, as well as promote people to people
contacts and collaborative approaches to
achieving shared goals and finding the best
common solutions to emerging challenges.

We hope that our
Chairmanship in the Arctic
Council will further strengthen
Arctic cooperation between
countries and regions, as well as
promote people to people contacts
and collaborative approaches to
achieving shared goals and
finding the best common solutions
to emerging challenges.
CREDIT EVGENII MITROSHIN / ISTOCK
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In connection with the
launch of Pathways, the
Arctic Council hosted a
photo contest, inviting
people across the Arctic
and beyond to share
what the Arctic looks like
through their lens.
The Arctic Council received
over 220 images in the
following categories:
Pathways, Landscapes,
People of the Arctic and
Plants and Animals. These
are the winning photos in
each category.

PEOPLE OF THE ARCTIC WInner: Susan Christianen

LANDSCAPES

WInner:

Gleb Pilipenko

“Cape Flora with a bird colony of
Black-legged kittiwake and Thickbilled murre. Northbrook Island,
Franz Josef land.”

8
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“Nenets boy Pavlov with his reindeer and sledge, along the shoreline of
Yenisei river in the Siberian tundra, Taymyr peninsula, Russia, June 2017.
Pavlov´s family lives all year round in the tundra, keeping the Nenets
tradition alive. Pavlov goes to boarding school in Dudinka together with his
siblings during autumn, winter and spring, and lives with his family during
summertime. He tried to escape from boarding school multiple times,
because he prefers to be in the tundra with the reindeer.”

PLANTS AND ANIMALS WINNER: Johanna Grasso

“As parents, mother polar bears are incredibly nurturing, protective and
fun loving and are the ultimate example of how to be a good mom.
Humans have the clear responsibility to treat all living things with the
utmost respect so they, too, can flourish. Earth without viable polar bear
populations across the Arctic would be an utter travesty.“

WINNER:

PATHWAYS

Alexey Shmatkov

“Through the night and snowfall
together with an icebreaker.”

WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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TRACKS
NEWS & DEVELOPMENTS

USING DATA TO
IMPROVE OIL
SPILL RESPONSE
IN THE ARCTIC
Oil spills are a major, rising concern in the
Arctic as human activity increases in the region.
Besides the significant environmental and social
impact on vulnerable human communities and
animal species, harsh conditions in the region
can make oil spill response extremely difficult.

CREDIT: JESSICA COOK

STARTING A
MOVEMENT AROUND
THE ARCTIC CIRCLE
In the middle of the often dark, blustery Arctic winter, it might be
more tempting to stay cozy inside than to strap on active gear to
face the elements. But in the winter of 2021, in the throes of a global
pandemic, the Arctic Council set a goal to promote health, wellness
and bonding around the circumpolar Arctic through the launch of
‘Arctic Council Active’.
The initiative was conceptualized by Benjamin Strong, Search
and Rescue Expert Group Chair of the Emergency, Prevention,
Preparedness and Response Working Group. Arctic Council Active is
an online initiative that gathers a community of Arctic inhabitants
and enthusiasts that are passionate about staying active – whether
that be running, biking, walking, skiing, snowshoeing or any activity
that gets people moving. To join, one simply logs their activity in the
Arctic Council Active online tracker (arctic-council.org/active), and
everyone is encouraged to share their activity and pictures on social
media using #ArcticCouncilActive.
Arctic Council Active launched with an ambitious goal to collectively
move the distance around the Arctic Circle – 16,000 kilometers –
before the Ministerial meeting in May 2021. In just two months
after its launch, with over 925 logged activities, Arctic Council Active
participants had already moved 16,800 kilometers – meeting the goal
well ahead of the Ministerial meeting. Arctic Council Active built a
community of active Arctic enthusiasts from Inuvik to Rovaniemi to
Svalbard, from New York City to Scotland to Chile. Now, let’s see if we
can move around the Arctic Circle a second time!

10
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To improve oil spill response in the
Arctic marine environment, the Arctic
Council’s Emergency Prevention, Preparedness
and Response Working Group (EPPR) conducted
a study to better understand the potential for
different oil spill response systems. Based on this
analysis, EPPR developed a web-based tool, the
Circumpolar Oil Spill Response Viability Analysis
(COSRVA). The COSRVA is fed meteorology and
oceanography data obtained from climate and
ocean models, which can be used to respond to
oil spills more accurately and efficiently.
The COSRVA works by giving users a percentage
of time that operational conditions in the Arctic
are favorable, marginal or not favorable to use
ten different oil spill response systems in the
circumpolar Arctic. Thereby, it can inform oil
spill planners and operators on how to develop
their oil spill response systems in different
regions.
As climate change impacts human activity,
environmental conditions and oil spill response,
tools like COSRVA will be imperative to ensure
response is quick, effective and tailored to the
specific conditions of the spill.

OBSERVERS
AT THE TABLE
38 Observers - non-Arctic
states, intergovernmental
and interparliamentary
organizations and nongovernmental organizations
– share their expertise and
participate in Arctic
Council projects.
Cartoonist Baz Köhler
illustrated the arrival of
Observers for the Arctic
Council’s 25th Anniversary
panel at Arctic Frontiers 2021.

AN
INTERNATIONAL
SYMPOSIUM
ON PLASTICS IN
THE ARCTIC
Tackling plastic pollution in the Arctic was
high on Iceland’s Chairmanship priority list.
Among the initiatives on the agenda was
an International Symposium on Plastics in
the Arctic and Sub-Arctic Region. Originally
scheduled to take place in-person in Reykjavik
in April 2020, the event had to be rescheduled
due to the pandemic. One year later, in
March 2021, plastics experts from around
the world finally were able to virtually join
the symposium that was co-hosted by the
Government of Iceland and the Nordic Council
of Ministers in collaboration with 11 partners.
Close to 100 scientific studies were presented
and experts discussed best practices to deal
with the issue. The symposium shed light
on important sources of plastic pollution,
impacts of the pollution in the Arctic, and the
importance of regular, harmonized monitoring
and international collaboration to increase
overall knowledge on the issue. One of the
main messages from the symposium was the
urgency for Arctic States and others to take
action to reduce plastic pollution. Read more
about the Arctic Council’s work on plastics in
the article “Plastics in the Arctic: Back in Sight,
Back in Mind” on page 89.

Grocery store, Grimsey Island, Iceland
CREDIT: CHRIS GOLDBERG / CC BY-NC 2

ARCTIC DIETS
IN TRANSITION
The 2021 AMAP report on human health in the Arctic assessed the
ongoing transition in the diet of many Arctic populations toward
greater amounts of imported foods and the impacts of this change.
This assessment indicates that the transition has had some positive
health impacts including significantly reduced levels of contaminants
in pregnant women, thus decreasing the exposure of their unborn
children to harmful chemicals. However, decreased consumption of
fish and milk products has resulted in lower intakes of vitamin D and
iodine, both of which are important for the developing fetus, infants
and children. Vitamin D deficiency is linked to poor development
of bones and teeth in children and has been particularly significant
in Alaska. Other trends of dietary transition include an increase
in obesity, diabetes and metabolic disease, related partly to higher
consumption of processed foods. Ultimately, whether dietary
transition has negative or positive impacts on health depends on
the composition of the new diet, as well as the extent to which the
traditional diet, which is usually rich in omega-3 fatty acids, vitamin
D and iodine, is maintained.
WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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"Northern World" Painted by
Ted Harrison and featured on the
Ottawa Declaration, inauguration
document of the Arctic Council,
September 1996.
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YEARS OF
THE ARCTIC
COUNCIL
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REFLECTIONS ON THE
PAST AND FUTURE OF
THE ARCTIC COUNCIL

1996: Delegates assembled
for the signing of the
Ottawa Declaration.
CREDIT: MIKE PINDER
PHOTOGRAPHY

AUTHOR

EVAN T. BLOOM
Evan Bloom is a Senior
Fellow at the Polar Institute
of the Woodrow Wilson
International Center for
Scholars. He was formerly
a senior diplomat at the
U.S. Department of State
and represented the United
States in Arctic diplomacy,
including during the initial
efforts to establish the
Arctic Council.
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Happy Birthday to the Arctic Council!
On the twenty-fifth anniversary of the
Council’s founding under the Ottawa
Declaration, the international community
has the opportunity to celebrate a truly
meaningful achievement. The Council
has not only shown itself to be a great
success, but it is also able to mark the
development of a cooperative regime that
has few if any equals.
Twenty-five years ago, someone showing
up at the reception desk at the State
Department in Washington and asking
to speak to an official in charge of Arctic
policy would’ve been greeted with a blank
stare. In 1996, of course there was an
awareness of the region in the minds of
some American policymakers, reflecting
concerns about regional defense issues
and relations among northern countries.
There was even a relatively brief White
House policy document covering both
Arctic and Antarctic policy. But the
notion of a coherent policy for the region
hadn’t fully formed. Then, Canada
(and in particular its Inuit leader and
Ambassador for Circumpolar Affairs,
Mary Simon) proposed to transform
the basic elements of the Arctic

PATHWAYS – ARCTIC COUNCIL

Environmental Protection Strategy
through the creation of a high-level forum
focused on sustainable development
and environmental protection at which
Indigenous peoples’ organizations would
play an essential role. We in the United
States didn’t know it at the time, but it was
an historic moment.
Our reaction in the U.S. government
was, as is common with anything new,
apprehension. What was the real purpose
of this initiative? Would it create an
unwieldy “United Nations” of the North?
Would it be expensive or bureaucratic?
Would it create expectations of a body
that could undertake operational
responsibilities, but in fact had no real
ability to respond?
Being wary of the political designs, the
U.S. insisted on negotiation of procedural
rules after the Ottawa Declaration was
signed but before the real work of the
Council would begin. I was sent off
to negotiate those rules with worthy
counterparts like Canada’s Bernie
Funston. That effort consumed much
of the first year of the initial two-year
Canadian Chairmanship.

Those initial stages, with diplomats from
the eight Arctic States moving forward
cautiously in a new enterprise, started to
build the framework for what we have
today. But the contrast between then
and today is quite stark. The meetings of
Ministers in Iqaluit and Barrow first took
place in church halls and middle school
gymnasiums, with a modest number of
people sitting on folding chairs. In the
early days, the feel of the meetings was
very different; still ceremonial with
the presence of many Arctic leaders,
but more intimate. Today, we hold such
meetings in convention centers with lots
more people – all (no longer just some)
of the Foreign Ministers, their retinue,
Observers and media.
Why did this change occur? There’s
no question that climate change vastly
increased the importance of the work
done within the Council and the desire
of Arctic States to speak through that
medium. In the past two decades, it
became common knowledge that an
entire region of the planet was opening
up – to shipping, increased commerce,
tourism and contacts generally. And it
was clear that clues to the mysteries of
the changing climate would need to be
unlocked via science pursued at the poles.
Moreover, the region is characterized
by land surrounding an ocean, and
that ocean is closest to the Arctic States
but ultimately (or perhaps eventually)
accessible to all. An ocean invites
international attention, even if states in
the region have a greater presence than
others in that marine space.

The requirement contained in the
Ottawa Declaration that the Council
would operate only by consensus of the
states meant that nothing in the Council
would occur that would embarrass or
undercut any state. As it was pointless
to push too far any policy that would
promote discord, the Council channeled
its energies toward cooperative ventures.
The Arctic States saw that this worked
well, and confidence in the Council
increased in the relevant capitals. As
a result, those states put increasing
resources into the Working Groups of
the Council, leading to more and more
concrete results and a sense that the
Council wasn’t just a forum for discussion,
but also a practical organization that gets
things done.
The Council produced the Arctic Climate
Impact Assessment, a landmark study.
It issued the Arctic Marine Shipping
Assessment, also greatly influential
internationally. The Arctic Council has,
via its Chairmanship, spoken out at
the United Nations, the International
Maritime Organization, the UN
Framework Convention on Climate
Change and other places with one voice
and with some impact.
The Council made three successful forays
into international law, providing the
structure for negotiation of three treaties
among the Arctic States on issues of
critical importance: search and rescue, oil
pollution preparedness and response, and
scientific cooperation. All of those treaties

Delegates sign a poster featuring
the painting “Northern World”
by Ted Harrison.
CREDIT: MIKE PINDER PHOTOGRAPHY

Unlike other international bodies, this
one involved Permanent Participants
representing Indigenous peoples from
the region, sitting at the table with the
states and having full consultation
rights in connection with the Council’s
negotiations and decisions. The
Permanent Participants aren’t Observers,
a category of participation quite familiar
in international organizations. Rather,
they’re essential elements of the Council’s
organization and structure. They have
a voice and influence that Indigenous
representation on governmental
delegations could never provide.

WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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have entered into force and are serving
their intended purposes.

attention to the Arctic and to the
Council’s seminal role in Arctic politics.

Despite East-West frictions that makes
cooperation in many other regions and on
many topics difficult, the Council has been
the core of a “safe space” for cooperation.
The U.S. and Russia have been able to
work together productively within the
Council when other avenues were closed
off. I saw this distinctly in the Council’s
Task Force on Scientific Cooperation in
2013-16 when my Russian co-chair and I
worked constructively and with common
purpose to lead efforts to draft and
ultimately conclude the Agreement on
Enhancing Arctic Scientific Cooperation.
This ability to work together in the Arctic
context bodes well for the upcoming
Russian Chairmanship of the Council.

The Council isn’t perfect. No international
forum or organization can be. There is
so much beyond its current capacity that
needs to be done to advance sustainable
development for Arctic communities
and to protect the environment. There
are numerous economic, political and
other challenges for Indigenous peoples
and local communities throughout the
Arctic that go unaddressed. The Arctic
States continue to face internal challenges
balancing the interests of their Arctic and
non-Arctic citizens. So much more needs
to be done on Arctic health, connectivity,
adaptation to climate change, energy
security, marine conservation, etc.

At a time when the efficacy of
multilateralism has been questioned, the
Arctic Council has been an encouraging
example of regional cooperation.

One measure of the relevance of the
Council is the extent to which nonArctic States and others wish to join in.
There are now thirty-eight Observers,
thirteen of which are states. The
commitment shown by non-Arctic
States to contribute to the Council, and
the continuing desire of states to apply
for Observer status, demonstrate that
there’s broad interest in the Arctic and
thus in the Council as an effective and
essential forum. Despite suggestions
that Arctic diplomacy can be practiced
in other places, like at the United
Nations, the reality is that the Arctic
Council offers a unique opportunity for
interchange among states. It remains
the most important diplomatic forum
for the region. The biennial Ministerial
meetings of the Council have become
a critical moment in the world’s
diplomatic calendar. With the presence
of all the Foreign Ministers of the Arctic
Eight, the event brings international
16
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Military security issues aren’t addressed
by the Council, even though there are
significant geopolitical and security
issues present in the Arctic (as
elsewhere). Some call for the Council to
be reformed or enlarged, to increase its
jurisdiction to become a more regulatory
body, or even to expand its membership.
There’s no end to the challenges in the
region, and the Council won’t address all
of them, nor is it designed to.
Regardless of whether the Council meets
its potential or could be improved, it now
plays a role that goes beyond what it
accomplishes in the projects it undertakes
in its regular two-year work cycle. In its
current form, it contributes meaningfully
to making the Arctic a region of stability
and minimal conflict – which is perhaps
its most important role. It keeps the
Arctic States talking among themselves;
open channels of communication have a
positive impact. Those channels are open
at every level, among the Senior Arctic
Officials, among the many participants
of the Working Groups and at national
leadership levels as well.
At a time when the efficacy of
multilateralism has been questioned, the
Arctic Council has been an encouraging
example of regional cooperation. We’ll
see if the Arctic States have the wisdom
to protect and build on what they’ve
accomplished through the Council. The
prospects for that, given its positive track
record so far, appear to be rather good.

TITLE

UARCTIC AND
THE ARCTIC
COUNCIL AT 25
Around the time that we
were asked to contribute to
a recognition of the Arctic
Council’s twenty fifth anniversary
and UArctic’s role in that history,
we received word that Professor
O.W. Heal – Bill to all of his
friends – had sadly passed away.
If any single individual could be
credited for hatching the original
idea of the University of the
Arctic, it would be Bill.
Nobody could have imagined that
in the years since he first asked his
colleagues from the Arctic Monitoring
and Assessment Programme (AMAP)
David Stone, Lars-Erik Liljelund and
Lars-Otto Reiersen in Kautokeino in
March 1997. “What do you think about
the idea of a University of the Arctic?”
that by 2021, UArctic would’ve grown
into such a powerful organization with
almost 200 members in nearly twenty
countries, and activities in over forty
Thematic Networks. We know that Bill
was rightfully proud of the legacy that
he inspired.
We can see how the seed of UArctic
emerged from a very nascent
Arctic Council, and in particular its
Working Groups that date back to the
establishment of the Arctic Environmental
Protection Strategy – known as the

Rovaniemi Process. It was only
appropriate that the development of the
University of the Arctic continued in the
very place where the Arctic Council had
its roots. Outi Snellman, then SecretaryGeneral of the Circumpolar University
Association, was contacted by Bill Heal
and David Stone to conduct the initial
feasibility study for such an organization
and draft its initial development plans.
Although in this sense we’ve always
considered the Arctic Council to be
UArctic’s “mother”, our two organizations
grew up alongside one another. Together
with the Arctic Council and our fellow
circumpolar research organizations IASC
and IASSA, we have helped forge Mikhail
Gorbachev’s vision from his 1987 speech
in Murmansk on the Arctic as a region
of peace and cooperation. International
cooperation in science, knowledge-based
decision-making and scientific diplomacy
have been the cornerstones that have
maintained strong bonds of collegiality,
collaboration and friendship.
As an investment in human capacity,
education is the key component in any
effort to create a sustainable future for
the North and the globe. Universities are
drivers of new ideas and communities of
knowledge, and UArctic is an expression
of such a community on a regional scale.
UArctic was supposed to have been
impossible – some would say the same
about peace. Today, most would agree on
the need for both.

Dryas flowers near
Tromsø, Norway. These
flowers are featured in the
logo of UArctic.

ABOVE:
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LARS KULLERUD
President. University of the Arctic

OUTI SNELLMAN
Vice-President Administration
at University of the Arctic

SCOTT FORREST
Chief Communications Oﬃcer,
University of the Arctic
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OUT OF THE LIMELIGHT

Media interest in the inauguration of the Arctic Council was modest – to say it politely.
As representatives of the eight Arctic States gathered in Ottawa on 19 September to
sign the Ottawa Declaration, only two journalists were in the room: Jane George from
Nunatsiaq News and Markku Heikkilä from the Finnish regional newspaper Kaleva.
Learn how they experienced the event from two excerpts of their articles.

Arctic Umbrella Open
Delegates at the inauguration
of the Arctic Council.
CREDIT: MIKE PINDER PHOTOGRAPHY

20 September 1996 –
Kaleva, Markku Heikkilä

New Council brings
together nations and
peoples of the North
OTTAWA The Arctic Council was
established in Ottawa at midnight
Finnish time. The whole occasion
including the speeches and signatures
was over in a few hours.
However, it has taken a long time to
reach this point.
During the Cold War, cooperation
between the Arctic countries was
a complete impossibility. The first
intergovernmental step was taken in
early 1990s, when the countries agreed
on environmental co-operation within
the so-called Rovaniemi process.
The Arctic Council, which has now
been formed due to the active position
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of Canada, can be compared to the
Councils of the Baltic and Barents Seas,
the most significant new feature of it
being that the new agreement will also
involve the United States in regional
cooperation with the countries of
northern Europe.
A short founding Declaration of just
several pages was signed in Ottawa.
The Declaration of the Arctic Council
was set up in rather general terms, as
particularly the American legal experts
had sought to remove all potentially
slightest problematic specificity from
the draft document.
The introduction to the Declaration
reiterates commitment of the countries
to promote well-being of the Arctic
residents and nature as well as
sustainable development including
economic and social development, to
improve health conditions and cultural
well-being. Biodiversity is highlighted,
also the role of Indigenous peoples and
their traditional knowledge. The Saami
peoples, the Inuits and the Russian
Association of Indigenous Peoples of
Northern Siberia and the Far East are
included as Permanent Participants
from the very beginning. However, the
American Indians are not.
According to the Agreement, other
Indigenous peoples can join later.
They must be then represented by an
organization of an Indigenous nation
residing in several states or of several
Indigenous nations residing in a
single country. [...]

What is the Arctic
council anyway?
20 September 1996 –
Nunatsiaq News, Jane George

The Arctic Council is,
apparently, a great
thing for the people of
the Arctic. But what the
newly-formed body is
supposed to do depends
on which country’s leader
is talking.

The Greenlandic leader
emphasized that the council could
provide an economic link among
circumpolar nations, and that it could
even become an “instrument for
promoting industrial cooperation and
mutual trade.”
And so, it went. It was as though
the homeroom teacher had asked
each delegate to write a short essay
on “What the Arctic Council means to
me.” [...]

Done! Canadian Foreign
Minister Lloyd Axworthy
shaking hands with Swedish
Deputy Labor Minister Pia
Enochsson at the end of the
Ottawa Conference.
CREDIT: MIKE PINDER PHOTOGRAPHY

OTTAWA - Eight strokes of a pen gave
it life, but no one seems to know what
the Arctic Council really is.
For years, the eight circumpolar
nations wrangled over the exact
wording of the declaration establishing
the Arctic Council.
Despite their apparent consensus
over the document signed last week
in Ottawa, members still don’t seem to
agree on the Arctic Council’s mandate
or priorities.
WHAT CANADA SAYS
The Canadian view of what the Arctic
Council could be has been widely
promoted within our borders.
Lloyd Axworthy, Canada’s foreign
affairs minister, described the Arctic
Council as a body that will forge a
new partnership among circumpolar
nations.
For Axworthy, that cooperation will
raise the profile of northern issues
and successfully bring economic and
environmental needs together.
But, in his remarks at the inaugural
ceremonies last week in Ottawa,
Greenland’s Premier Lars Emil
Johansen added another dimension to
the Arctic Council.
Premier Johansen called the
declaration a “great historical deal”
that could have economic benefits.
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Over the past 25 years,
many exceptional people
have contributed to
the work of the Arctic
Council. Some of them
sent a birthday greeting
to the Council.

HAPPY

Drawn by Baz Köhler for the
Arctic Council’s 25th Anniversary

Arctic Peoples unity
On the 25th anniversary of the Arctic Council
I would like to thank the Indigenous peoples’
leaders across the circumpolar Arctic to have
inspired the eight Arctic States to form this
unique cooperation between Indigenous
peoples and their governments. The historic
Arctic Peoples Conference that took place in
1973 in Copenhagen asked for the recognition
of the Arctic Indigenous people living in the
Arctic. It took almost 20 years for governments
to reach the Rovaniemi Declaration on the
Protection of the Arctic Environment with the
assistance of the Inuit Circumpolar Council,
Nordic Saami Council and the Arctic peoples
of Russia by RAIPON. Before our participation
became permanent in 1996, we had to fight
for our right to be at the table. We insisted
since we were the only permanent residents in
the vast and unfriendly environment that we
have occupied for thousands of years. As the
guardians of our environment, we
hope the Arctic Council will
continue its mission.

AQQALUK LYNGE
ICC (1980-2014)

On the occasion of the
25th Anniversary of the
Arctic Council
What a pleasure to celebrate the continuing
success of the Arctic Council. Eight nations
and the Indigenous peoples of the Arctic have
for 25 years identified and prioritized those
mutual interests that are ripe for collaboration.
Arctic climate change, environmental
pollution, and communicable disease were
areas of early cooperation. During my time
as Senior Arctic Official, those of us at the
Department of State relied heavily on the
expertise and resources of so many people
living in Alaska and working in other U.S.
federal agencies. Looking back to the early
years, I so appreciate the cooperation offered
at every turn around the Arctic Circle. I see
that the traditions continue. And I hope
that many of you share special memories
of the light off the glaciers near Svalbard,
the hospitality of captains and their families
after a successful whale hunt in Barrow, or
the sauna in snowy Rovaniemi. Exceptional
people and places in the Arctic!
Warmly,

SARAH BRANDEL
(SAO 1999-2006)
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BIRTHDAY!
Dear Arctic residents!

My best wishes

It is a great pleasure for me to congratulate
everyone on the 25th anniversary of the
Arctic Council! A quarter of a century ago,
representatives of Canada, Denmark, Finland,
Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the
United States signed the Declaration on the
establishment of the Arctic Council.

Since 1991, at Finland’s initiative, the
eight Arctic States launched the Arctic
Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS). In
the WWF Arctic Bulletin, I often highlighted
the view: The Arctic is the largest region in the
world where environmental protection is the
primary basis for international cooperation.
Five years later, at Canada’s initiative, the
Arctic States launched the Arctic Council
as the successor of AEPS and added the
dimension of sustainable development and
special recognition of Indigenous peoples.
Today, the Arctic can be the first and largest
region globally, achieving all the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) the world as a
whole is striving for until 2030. I congratulate
the Arctic Council States and formerly
AEPS for their 25, respectively 30 years’
cooperation and paving the way towards this
vital direction. My best wishes to make the
Arctic the world’s inspiration for sustainable
development, environmental lead, and
peaceful cooperation.

I am proud that, I, as President of the Association
of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia
and the Far East of the Russian Federation
(RAIPON), participated in the development of the
Declaration on the establishment of the Arctic
Council and was present on September 19, 1996
in Ottawa at its signing ceremony.
Mary Simon, Ambassador for Arctic Affairs
from Canada, was the initiator of the creation
of the Arctic Council and the main driver in this
process. I remember our midnight meetings
and look what unique structures of decisionmaking that we, together with the States,
managed to implement during the AEPS (Arctic
Environmental Protection Strategy) program.
Today the Arctic Council has become a successful
international forum with great opportunities
for further cooperation. I would like to note its
successful activities in the interests of Indigenous
peoples and I hope the Arctic Council will
promote good-neighborly relations between the
inhabitants of the Arctic States.

DR. PETER
PROKOSCH

I wish the Arctic Council and the Permanent
Participants new achievements in solving the
vital problems of the Indigenous peoples of the
Arctic and fruitful work in international
Arctic cooperation!

During the time 1992-2002 I was leading the WWF
Arctic Programme from Oslo I was involved in AEPS
and from 1996 in the Arctic Council representing
WWF as observer. During this time I produced also
the quarterly newsletter “WWF Arctic Bulletin”, which
focused on AEPS and Arctic Council. (2002 - 2006 I
was working as CEO of WWF Germany from Frankfurt
and not involved in the Arctic Council). 2006-2014,
as managing director of GRID-Arendal I was again
involved in the Arctic Council sitting often in the
observer chair of UNEP.

AYPIN EREMEY
DANILOVICH
(Russia, Khanty-

Founder and Chairman of
the Board, Linking Tourism
& Conservation (LT&C)

Mansiysk), RAIPON
President 1994-1997
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A SEAT AT
THE TABLE

TITLE

How Arctic
Indigenous peoples
negotiated their
Permanent
Participant status
BY ALONA YEFIMENKO

Leif Halonen, former
president of the Saami Council,
joined ICC and RAIPON to
secure a seat at the table for
Indigenous peoples and create
the category of Permanent
Participants in the Council.

ABOVE:
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The status of “Permanent Participants” is
unique in international cooperation. The
Arctic Council was the first (and so far
only) intergovernmental forum to accredit
Indigenous peoples’ organizations with a
status that ensured them full participation in
all matters and deliberations of the Council.
While the Permanent Participants (PPs) are
an integral part of the Council today, Arctic
Indigenous peoples worked hard to secure
their seat at the table.
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Almost two decades before the Council’s
predecessor, the Arctic Environmental
Protection Strategy (AEPS), was
established, Inuit, Sámi and Russian
Indigenous peoples of the North started
their own processes. It was the early 1970s
and Arctic peoples felt under growing
pressure from the nation states they were
living in. They therefore decided to meet
and discuss their shared challenges.
In November 1973, they arranged a
circumpolar meeting of the Arctic Peoples’
Conference in the Danish Parliament
in Copenhagen. It was the first time,
representatives of the Arctic peoples of
Canada, Greenlandic Inuit and Sámi met
at an international conference that they
had organized for themselves.
The Arctic Peoples’ Conference was a
strong and inspiring demonstration
of unity and brought national and
international attention. “It was of great
importance for Arctic Indigenous leaders
to jointly seek solutions to common
challenges and problems. However, they
lived within different social and political
frameworks and they had much to learn
from each other,” said Ole Henrik Magga,
former President of Saami Parliament.
SECURING A SEAT AT THE AEPS
For the Arctic Indigenous peoples,
engaging in international co-operation
meant to gain real political influence.
However, despite earlier joint meetings
and conferences, the cooperation
between the Arctic Indigenous peoples
had not been formalized yet – but an
opportunity to change this was on the
horizon in the late 1980s.
As the process that would establish the
AEPS was under way, the Arctic States
invited Mary Simon, then president of
the ICC, to their preparatory meeting
in Yellowknife in 1990 to make a
presentation on what she thought the
role of Indigenous peoples should be. “I
was under the understanding that I was
going to be a participant in the meeting
and be able to have a dialogue with the

delegates. But when I got there, the Chair
told me that I could sit in the back until
my name came up on the agenda. That
did not sit very well with me. So, I said
to the Chair: if I cannot participate in
this meeting as a participant, I will not
participate at all,” said Mary Simon.
She got up, packed her papers and
walked out of the meeting room – almost
into the arms of CBC reporters, who were
waiting for any kind of interviews. But
just before she could tell her story to the
media, the Chair asked her to discuss the
matter in a separate room. “I wouldn’t let
down. This was a make-or-break deal. If
we cannot get in now, we will probably
never get in.” In the end, she was able
to attend the meeting as a regular
participant – a first breakthrough.
Aware of the events in Yellowknife
and the unique opportunity to include
Indigenous voices, members of the
Saami Council went across the Atlantic
to meet with the ICC board. Jointly
they decided that they would invite
representatives of RAIPON to Kiruna
in Sweden, at the same time as the
governments would meet there for the
third AEPS preparatory meeting.
So, three leaders of the Indigenous
peoples’ organizations Leif Halonen, the
President of the Saami Council, Aqqaluk
Lynge, then Vice President of Inuit

I wouldn’t let down.
This was a make-or-break deal.
If we cannot get in now, we will
probably never get in.
– MARY SIMON
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For the first time,
they were able to sit at the table
with Ministers, to express their views,
make presentations, and to ask
questions. They had a forum
that they had never had before.

Circumpolar Conference, and Vladimir
Sangi, the first President of RAIPON, met
in Kiruna in January 1991 and prepared
a declaration. “During that process, the
Saami Council decided to hold a reception
for the governments and the Sámi
that were in Kiruna at that time. So we
would be able to talk to the government
representatives there,” said Leif Halonen.
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organizations therefore demanded a
meeting with representatives of the
Arctic States at the 1993 Nuuk Ministerial
meeting. They were indeed invited to a
private breakfast with Ministers and they
voiced their concern that their exclusion
was contrary to the spirit of co-operation
in the circumpolar world.
BECOMING PERMANENT
PARTICIPANTS IN
THE ARCTIC COUNCIL
Two years later, in 1995, Canada took
the unprecedented step of creating the
post of Ambassador for Circumpolar
Affairs. The first to hold this position was
Mary Simon, the former president of the
Inuit Circumpolar Conference (who had
negotiated her way into the second AEPS
preparatory meeting). She was to Chair
the negotiations on the establishment of
an Arctic Council and she was ready to
push for the equitable involvement of
Indigenous peoples.

Before the reception, the Indigenous
representatives had a chance to talk
to the Swedish head of delegation,
Cecilie Edmar, and she promised them
that she would ask the governments if
they would allow the Indigenous NGOs
to be part of the meetings in Kiruna.
And she succeeded. The Indigenous
representatives were allowed to
participate in the plenary meeting as
well as in the meetings of the emerging
Task Forces (today’s AMAP, CAFF, EPPR
and PAME). They contributed to the
declaration text and programs that
were written – but when the Rovaniemi
Declaration that established the AEPS
was finalized, the ICC, the Saami
Council and RAIPON were listed as
Observer organizations.

“We were meeting at the Foreign Affairs
conference room in Ottawa and we
were reaching a breaking point,” said
Mary Simon. “I remember sitting with
my Co-Chair and saying: if this thing
falls through, we need to get up and say
that the negotiations fell apart.” But the
willingness to find a solution prevailed
and so a committee was set up, including
Mary Simon and a few representatives
from the Arctic States and Indigenous
peoples’ organizations. “We must have
started our meeting around four in the
afternoon and we went on until early
morning. I was emphasizing that we were
not giving in, this was critical for us. And
finally, we came up with this Permanent
Participant category,” said Mary Simon.

Due to their Observer status in the AEPS,
the Indigenous peoples’ organizations
could attend the plenary meeting and add
their insights and knowledge, but they
were not allowed to attend the closed
negotiations among the eight Arctic
States during which recommendations
to ministers were discussed. Political
leaders of the three Indigenous peoples’

Permanent Participants (PPs) would not
have the same status as the Arctic States,
but they would not be mere Observers
either – it was a category in between.
“Permanent Participants were able to
sit at the table with the Senior Arctic
Officials and the Ministers and to have
the dialogue that is absolutely necessary
for consensus building. We couldn’t go
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much further than that. So, we agreed
to this status,” said Mary Simon. It was
the first time that a category on this level
was set up for Indigenous peoples in an
international organization.
The Ministerial meeting in Ottawa
that established the Arctic Council
thus became a milestone to the three
Indigenous peoples’ organizations that
were included as PPs. For the first time,
they were able to sit at the table with
Ministers, to express their views, make
presentations, and to ask questions. They
had a forum that they had never had
before.

as long as the following criteria was met:
that an organization represented a single
Indigenous people resident in more than
one Arctic State; or more than one Arctic
Indigenous people resident in a single
Arctic State.
While North American Indigenous
peoples had been involved in some of the
meetings and processes, they still had to
set up organizations that could represent
them in the Arctic Council. And so, the
Aleut International Association was
admitted as PP in 1998, and the Arctic
Athabaskan Council and the Gwich’in
Council International in 2000 – bringing
the number up to currently six PPs.

FROM THREE TO SIX
PERMANENT PARTICIPANTS
While the Ottawa Declaration mentions
ICC, the Saami Council and RAIPON as
PPs, it also left the door open for further
members – as long as the number of PPs
did not exceed that of Arctic States and

BELOW: Mary Simon, Canadian Ambassador for
Circumpolar Affairs, advocated for the participation
of Arctic Indigenous peoples in the Arctic Council.
CREDIT: MIKE PINDER PHOTOGRAPHY
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The Aleut International Association
The Aleut International Association (AIA) is a not-for-profit corporation that
represents the Indigenous peoples of Aleut descent in the United States
and the Russian Federation. It was created by the Aleutian Pribilof Islands
Association (APIA) and the Association of the Indigenous peoples of the
North of the Aleut District of the Kamchatka Region of the Russian Federation
(ANSARKO). AIA was formed to address environmental and cultural
concerns of the extended Aleut family whose wellbeing has been connected
to the rich resources of the Bering Sea for millennia. Its mission is to
promote continuity of culture and protect the resources needed to sustain it.

The Arctic Athabaskan Council
The AAC was established to defend the rights and further the interests
internationally of American and Canadian Athabaskan member First Nation
governments. The AAC also seeks to foster a greater understanding of the
shared heritage of Athabaskan peoples of Arctic North America. Peoples
of Arctic Athabaskan descent represent approximately two percent of the
resident population of Alaska (12,000), compared with about one-third of
the Yukon Territory (10,000), the Northwest Territories and provincial norths
(20,000) in Canada.

The Gwich’in Council International
The Gwich’in Council International (GCI) is a non-profit organization that
represents 9,000 Gwich’in in Alaska, United States and the Yukon and
Northwest Territories in Canada. GCI’s mission is to amplify the voice of the
Gwich’in Nation on issues of sustainable development and the environment in
international fora, predominantly the Arctic Council. GCI’s membership consists
of two representative bodies in Canada and one in the United States: Gwich’in
Tribal Council (GTC), who represents the beneficiaries of the Gwich’in Land
Claims Settlement Act in Canada’s Northwest Territories; the Vuntut Gwitchin
First Nation (VGFN), which is a self-governing First Nation in Old Crow,
Yukon; and the Council of Athabascan Tribal Governments (CATG), for the
eight Gwich’in communities in Alaska – Fort Yukon, Venetie, Arctic Village,
Chalkyitsik, Birch Creek, Circle, Canyon Village and Beaver.

The Russian Association of
Indigenous Peoples of the North
In 1990 the First National Association of Indigenous Peoples of the Soviet
Union (now RAIPON) was established. Since its inception, RAIPON’s goal is to
protect Indigenous peoples’ human rights, defend their legal interests, assist in
solving environmental, social, economic, cultural and educational issues and
to promote their right to self-governance. RAIPON works with the State Duma
and the Government of the Russian Federation regarding legislation related to
indigenous peoples’ issues. In addition to its status as a Permanent Participant
in the Arctic Council, RAIPON participates in international structures such as the
United Nations Economic and Social Council with a special consultative status
and the Governing Council, and the Global Ministerial Environment Forum of the
United Nations Environment Program as an observer.
26
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PERMANENT PARTICIPANTS
The Saami Council
The Saami Council was founded in 1956, making it one of the oldest Indigenous NGOs in
the world and today represents Sámi and their way of life in Finland, Sweden, Norway, and
the Russian Federation. The Saami Council’s core missions are to: promote Sámi rights and
interests in the four countries where the Sámi are living; consolidate the feeling of affinity
among the Saami people; attain recognition for the Sámi as a nation; and maintain the
economic, social and cultural rights of the Saami in the legislation of the four states.
The Saami Council is active internationally on Indigenous rights and worked towards
the founding of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Affairs. It is also a nongovernmental organisation (NGO) with consultative status with the UN Economic and
Social Council (ECOSOC) and the International Labour Organization (ILO).

The Inuit Circumpolar Council
Inuit Circumpolar Conference (now Inuit Circumpolar Council, ICC) was founded in 1977.
The international organization represents Inuit of the Arctic regions of Greenland, Canada,
Alaska and Chukotka. ICC’s principal goals are to: strengthen unity among Inuit of the
Arctic region; promote Inuit rights, interests and values on an international level; develop
and encourage long-term policies that safeguard the Arctic environment; and seek full and
active partnership in the political, economic and social development of the Arctic region.
The ICC has for years globally advocated processes that consider social and economic
as well as environmental impacts. ICC collaborated with the Saami Council and other
Indigenous groups to draft the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples, lobbied for the creation of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, and
helped draft the Stockholm Convention on the Elimination of Persistent Organic Pollutants.

THE INDIGENOUS
PEOPLES’ SECRETARIAT

The Indigenous Peoples’ Secretariat was established under the Arctic Environmental Protection
Strategy in 1994 as a support secretariat for all PPs. The IPS assists in creating opportunities
for the PPs to present their causes, support the provision of necessary information and
materials, and communicate information about their work in the Arctic Council and beyond.

The first circumpolar
meeting of the Arctic
Peoples’ Conference in
the Danish Parliament
in Copenhagen
CREDIT: JENS BRØSTED
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THE WORKHORSES
BEHIND THE
SUCCESS

LARS-OTTO REIERSEN

The work of the Arctic Council is so intricately linked to its
six Working Groups that it would be impossible to write
about the Council’s accomplishments without referring
to their projects, monitoring programs, reports and
assessments. The story of the Working Groups, however,
predates the Council itself. It begins in the late 1980s. One
person who is intimately familiar with the subsidiary bodies’
origins is Lars-Otto Reiersen, one of the creators and former
executive secretary of the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment
Programme. With his help, the story of the six is retold.
PRELUDE – THE FRAGILE STATE OF
THE ARCTIC ENVIRONMENT
The Arctic was in an alarming state at the end
of the 1980s. Pollution from industrialized areas
deposited in the High North and accumulated
in the environment and animals. Acid rain
permeated soils and lakes of northern FennoScandinavia, the northwestern Soviet Union
and eastern Canada. Radionuclides, remnants
of nuclear-weapon testing during the 1950s and
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1960s and the Chernobyl accident, deposited on
Arctic vegetations and contaminated animals
grazing on lichen.
These contaminants and pollutants were
indifferent of national borders and affected
the Arctic on either side of the iron curtain.
And, although the region was torn by
decades of the Cold War, its fragile state did
not go unnoticed. In 1987, the Soviet leader
Michael Gorbachev stepped on a podium in

Murmansk and delivered a historical address,
calling on Arctic States to collaborate on
the pressing environmental issues in their
Northern territories.
He had set the ball in motion and neighboring
Finland was prepared to join the match. In
1989, the Finnish Foreign Minister and the
Minister for the Environment invited the Arctic
States to Rovaniemi to discuss how they could
address the degradation of their shared Arctic.
Jointly they identified six specific pollution
issues that needed urgent attention: persistent
organic contaminants, oil pollution, heavy
metals, noise, radioactivity and acidification.
The delegates agreed to reconvene in two years
for a Ministerial meeting – in the meantime,
there was homework to be done.
FOUR TASK FORCES FOR
AN ARCTIC ENVIRONMENTAL
PROTECTION STRATEGY
Norway and the Russian Federation took on the
task to determine whether it would be possible
to set up a monitoring program for the Arctic.
When the Norwegian delegates came back
to Oslo, they called Lars-Otto Reiersen, then
working for the State Pollution Control Authority
and leading an assessment on the North Sea, for
a meeting. “They asked me to look into the task.
So, I talked to some of my friends at the agency
who were working with EMEP, the monitoring
program for long-range transmission of air
pollutants in Europe, and we put together some
ideas from our experiences in atmospheric and
marine monitoring.” The new Arctic program
should as much as possible be based on existing
international and national programs.
In March 1990, Lars-Otto Reiersen and Pål
Prestrud from the Norwegian Ministry of
Environment went to Leningrad, today’s St.
Petersburg, to present the ideas to the Russian
counterparts at the Arctic and Antarctic
Research Institute. “We had a good meeting with
our Russian colleagues, and they liked the idea”,
said Lars-Otto Reiersen.
The ice was broken and Reiersen and his
colleagues did not idle. They arranged a
science conference in Oslo in November of
the same year with more than one hundred
experts from all Arctic States, Germany,
the United Kingdom and the International
Arctic Science Committee, IASC. Based on
the documents presented to the Leningrad
meeting, Reiersen and his colleagues put the
existing plans on the table. “We discussed

which issues should be prioritized, if for
example climate change should be included.
But it was decided that we should focus on
pollution issues, the recently established
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,
IPCC, would cover the climate aspect,” he
recalled. By the time the meeting adjourned,
they had drafted a work plan for a possible
Arctic monitoring and assessment program.
Half a year later, in June 1991, the Arctic States
met in Rovaniemi as agreed. Deeply concerned
with the threats to the Arctic environment, they
signed the declaration that would establish
the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy
(AEPS). The plans for an Arctic monitoring
and assessment program were integrated
as one measure to this strategy. In addition,
the Environment Ministers decided that
mechanisms were needed to address the
conservation of Arctic flora and fauna, the
protection of the Arctic marine environment and
emergency prevention preparedness response.
They equipped the AEPS with four Task Forces
that would help them to implement the strategy,
foster scientific cooperation and increase the
understanding of the pathways, sinks and effects
of pollution in the Arctic. These Task Forces – or
workhorses as the former AMAP Chair David
Stone appropriately named them – were AMAP,
CAFF, PAME and EPPR.
AMAP was to measure the levels of
anthropogenic pollutants, to assess their effects
in the Arctic environment and on humans,
especially the Arctic Indigenous peoples and
to identify the likely sources. The assessments
should be presented in status reports as a
basis for necessary steps to be taken to reduce
the pollution. CAFF was created a forum for
scientists, Indigenous peoples and conservation
managers to exchange data and information

2006: Delegates at an SDWG meeting in Moscow.
CREDIT: HARALD FINKLER / ARCTIC COUNCIL
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and to collaborate for more effective research,
sustainable utilization and conservation. EPPR
was established as a network for information
on Arctic accidents and for facilitating cooperation among the Arctic States in the areas
of emergency prevention, preparedness and
response. And, PAME was set up as a means to
take preventive and other measures directly or
through competent international organizations
regarding marine pollution in the Arctic
irrespective of origin. “Irrespective of origin
was an important formulation here, which Ray
Arnado, the negotiator from the United States,
and I were able to bring into the text. It meant
that we could also analyze pollutants from
military sources,” explained Lars-Otto Reiersen.
MOVING BEYOND SOLELY
PROTECTING THE ENVIRONMENT
At the first AEPS Ministerial meeting, which took
place in Nuuk in 1993, the Ministers welcomed
the efforts of the four and promoted them from
temporary Task Forces to more permanent
Working Groups. “AMAP delivered the first
status report at this meeting, very simple but to
the point on pollution actions. We had also seen
over the past two
years that the IPCC
did not look north
The common knowledge of sixty degrees. So,
we made a proposal
and capacity building
to include climate
issues in our work
creates a stronger
and it was accepted,”
said Lars-Otto
foundation for the Council
Reiersen, by then the
to contribute to fulfillment executive secretary
of AMAP.

of and follow-up on

international conventions

Besides climate
change, the Nuuk
for protection of climate,
Ministerial gave
rise to another
ecosystems and biodiversity focus area of the
AEPS: sustainable
in the Arctic.
development,
including the
sustainable use of
renewable resources by Indigenous peoples.
To that end, the Ministers agreed to set up a
Task Force on Sustainable Development and
Utilization, which later should turn into the
fifth Working Group under the AEPS.
However, by the time, the Arctic Council was
established in 1996, only the first four AEPS
Working Groups were integrated into the new
forum – a sustainable development program
under the Council was still to be developed. And
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it was. At the Arctic Council’s first Ministerial in
Iqaluit, the Arctic States established the program
as well as a Sustainable Development Working
Group, which would inter alia address issues
related to Arctic children and youth, health,
resource management and national sustainable
development strategies.
A NEED TO ACT UPON
THE KNOWLEDGE
Around the same time, in 1997, AMAP released
its comprehensive report Arctic Pollution
Issues: State of the Arctic Environment,
which raised increased concern among the
Arctic States. “They decided that a follow-up
mechanism was needed that could address
the pollution sources identified by AMAP, and
Norway was asked to prepare a draft plan of
action, which could be presented to Ministers
in Iqaluit,” said Lars-Otto Reiersen.
The Arctic Council Action Plan to eliminate
pollution of the Arctic environment (ACAP)
was designed to act as a strengthening and
supporting mechanism for national actions.
Its most important function would be to
ensure that Arctic States prevented adverse
effects, reduced and ultimately eliminated
pollution in the Arctic environment. One
important tool of ACAP would be its pilot
projects, starting off with a trial to phasing out
the use of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB), a
group of harmful chemicals used in industry,
and manage PCB-contaminated wastes in the
Russian Federation – an initiative that the
Ministers welcomed and supported.
Two years later, ACAP was endorsed and
adopted by the Arctic States at the Barrow
Ministerial in 2000, but it would take until
2006 before the Ministers approved ACAP as a
Working Group. At that point, they simplified
the name to Arctic Contaminants Action
Program and kept the acronym.
EPILOGUE – A UNIQUE ARCTIC
KNOWLEDGE BANK
The challenges the Arctic faces today are even
more dire and interlinked, but the co-operation
and capacity to deal with challenges are at a
significantly higher level. The ambitious work of
the six Working Groups is the driving force – the
horse power – of the Arctic Council. The common
knowledge and capacity building creates a
stronger foundation for the Council to contribute
to fulfillment of and follow-up on international
conventions for protection of climate,
ecosystems and biodiversity in the Arctic.

THE ARCTIC COUNCIL
WORKING GROUPS
Arctic
Contaminants
Action Program
(ACAP)

acap.arctic-council.org

Arctic
Monitoring and
Assessment
Programme
(AMAP)

amap.no

Conservation
of Arctic Flora
and Fauna
(CAFF)

caff.is

Emergency
Prevention,
Preparedness
and Response
(EPPR)

eppr.org

Protection
of the Arctic
Marine
Environment
(PAME)

pame.is

Sustainable
Development
Working
Group
(SDWG)

sdwg.org

ACAP works to prevent and reduce pollution and environmental risks in
the Arctic. ACAP carries out demonstration projects to raise awareness
and show possibilities to cut pollution in the Arctic and clean up. The
Working Group encourages nations to strengthen policies and take
actions to reduce pollutants and mitigate associated environmental,
human health and socio-economic risks.

AMAP’s mission is to monitor and assess pollution and climate change
issues in the Arctic. AMAP produces independent, science-based
and peer-reviewed assessments of the status of pollution and climate
change in the Arctic in order to provide the basis for sound policy and
decision-making – for the benefit of ecosystems and human health in
the Arctic.

CAFF’s mandate is to address the conservation of Arctic biodiversity,
and to communicate its findings to the governments and residents of
the Arctic, helping to promote practices which ensure the sustainability
of the Arctic’s living resources. It provides a mechanism to develop
common responses on issues of importance for the Arctic ecosystem
such as development and economic pressures, conservation
opportunities and political commitments.

EPPR is mandated to contribute to the prevention, preparedness and
response to environmental and other emergencies, accidents and
search and rescue. While not an operational response organization,
EPPR conducts projects to address gaps, prepare strategies, share
information, collect data, and collaborate with relevant partners on
capabilities and research needs that exist in the Arctic.

PAME is the focal point of the Arctic Council’s activities related to
the protection and sustainable use of the Arctic marine environment.
PAME addresses marine policy measures in response to environmental
change from both land and sea-based activities. It develops and
coordinates strategic plans, programs, assessments and guidelines,
complementing existing legal arrangements aimed at protection of the
Arctic marine environment.

SDWG focuses on the hu-man dimensions of the Arctic. It works to
protect and enhance the environment, economy, social conditions and
health of Indigenous communities and Arctic inhabitants. The guiding
tenet of SDWG’s work is to pursue initiatives that provide practical
knowledge and contribute to building the capacity of Indigenous
Peoples and Arctic communities to respond to the challenges and
benefits from the opportunities in the Arctic region.
WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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HOW MUCH
DO YOU KNOW
ABOUT THE
ARCTIC?
This year, the Arctic Council celebrates
25 years of peaceful cooperation in the
region. In this globally unique forum,
States and Indigenous peoples work
together for a sustainable Arctic. As
international interest in the Arctic has
grown, so has the Council. Test your
knowledge on Arctic issues!

1

The forum that would become the
Arctic Council began in 1991 with
an environmental protection
strategy for the region. Which
eight states make up the
Arctic Council?

9

10

The Arctic Council remains the
only international forum where
Indigenous peoples and state
governments sit at the same table to
discuss issues of common concern.
Name one of the six international
Indigenous peoples’
organizations represented
in the Arctic Council.

In 2015, the Arctic Council released
the first circumpolar assessment of
the climate pollutants black carbon
and methane. One way black carbon
affects the climate is by reducing the
ability of snow and ice to reflect
the sun’s radiation. What is
this phenomenon
called?

PATHWAYS – ARCTIC COUNCIL

8

The 2011 Snow, Water, Ice and
Permafrost in the Arctic (SWIPA)
Assessment predicted a nearly
ice-free Arctic Ocean in the
summer by 2050. A follow-up
assessment in 2017 adjusted
that prediction to
what year?

11
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Canada was the first Chair
of the Arctic Council. In
which Canadian capital
city was the Arctic
Council born?

By 2013, global interest in
the Arctic had grown enormously
and 12 states outside the Arctic had
become accredited Arctic Council
Observers. The 13th Observer country
is home to several other Arctic
Council Observers, including
the World Meteorological
Organization and the IUCN.
Which state?

Scan for answers
or visit
arctic-council.org/quiz

2

12

Under Finland’s Chairmanship, the
Arctic Council began to focus on
wildfires, which now burn longer,
earlier and further north than ever
before. Arctic fires are a particular
climate danger because of
what carbon-rich material
found in the tundra?

4

During Finland’s first
Chairmanship, the Arctic Council’s
focus expanded to include gender
equality, looking at the fast-changing
roles of men and women. Which
Arctic State has been a
longstanding frontrunner
in gender equality?

3
The six Arctic Council Working Groups
focus on important environmental and
human issues. The most recent addition,
the Arctic Contaminants Action Program
(ACAP), tackles pollution, including
short-lived climate pollutants. What is
the process called where gases
are burned off in refinery
and processing
plants?

7

6

The Arctic Climate Impact Assessment, a milestone 2004 report,
brought Arctic issues to the global
agenda. In addition to drawing on
the latest scientific findings, the
report also included another important knowledge source.
Which one?

Arctic Council research gave
the world its first complete
picture of economic conditions in
the Arctic. In addition to industrial
activity, the research considers
a different type of economy linked to traditional
livelihoods. Which
one?

The Arctic Council’s Working Group
on Protection of the Arctic Marine
Environment (PAME) released a major assessment of shipping in a warming Arctic.
Among other recommendations, it called
for greater cooperation with the International Maritime Organization (IMO) on
shipping standards and safety in the
Arctic. What IMO code mandates
safe shipping in Arctic and
Antarctic waters?

13
Following an Arctic Council study on
marine litter, Iceland prioritized action on
plastic pollution in the Arctic during its
second Chairmanship. In which of these
organisms have researchers found the
highest percentage of individuals
with ingested plastic particles:
invertebrates, seabirds or
whales/porpoises?

5

14

In 2021 the Russian Federation
begins its second Chairmanship of
the Arctic Council. The people of
the Arctic will be a priority. How
many Indigenous languages
are spoken in the
Russian Arctic?

WHAT’S YOUR
VISION FOR
THE FUTURE OF
THE ARCTIC?
LET US KNOW WITH
#ARCTICCOUNCIL25!

WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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BUILDING THE
FUTURE: AN ODE
TO YOUTH AND
RESILIENCE
At the Arctic Frontiers
2021 conference,
Joel Clement held the
keynote for the “Building
the future” panel. His
inspirational speech was
an ode to empowering
youth and building a
resilient Arctic –
and a reflection on the
discussions of the 2020
Arctic Resilience Forum.

Joel Clement is an Arctic Initiative Senior Fellow
at the Harvard Kennedy School’s Belfer Center
for Science and International Affairs. A shortened
version of his speech is printed here.

While we speak of the future conditions
of the Arctic, we don’t talk enough about
the people who are going to be in the
driver’s seat in that future Arctic – the
youth and early career folks. […]
But what does this future Arctic look like?
While imagining this future I was
startled to realize that by the time today’s
twenty-year-olds are my age, hitting
their professional stride, it will be the
year 2055. At that point, if we do our job
right now, the rate of warming in the
Arctic should have peaked. This is not
to say the Arctic will then start cooling
and eventually get back to normal,
because that is not going to happen on
a timeframe relevant to society. But
the rate of change, which is currently
accelerating at an alarming rate, should
begin to slow. If we do our jobs now to
limit greenhouse gas emissions.
AN ARCTIC VISION

LEFT: Participants

in CAFF’s youth summit, 2018
Environment Ministers’ meeting

CREDIT: MINISTRY OF THE ENVIRONMENT FINLAND/KAISA SIRÉN

In 2055, having grown up with rapid
change, never knowing the old status
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quo, these youth will know what they’re up
against and will have developed new systems
to thrive in a warmer, wetter, greener,
browner Arctic. They will know how to
minimize the damage from wildfire; they’ll
have developed protocols to protect the lands
and waters from invasive species, they’ll have
learned how to ensure freshwater security,
and better anticipate and predict what have
become highly uncertain wildlife migrations.
Indigenous communities, supported by a
society finally attuned to social justice, will have
achieved equal status, legal preferences and
unassailable land rights and be known as
the climate change innovators of the North,
partly because an influx of new resilience
investments helped unleash the powers of
Indigenous ways of knowing and being.
New sources of financial capital will be
drawn to the warming Arctic. Public
infrastructure in the North will be world
class, and communities – the heart and soul
of the Arctic that were so stressed by the

pandemics of the early 2020s – will be just as
connected to the internet’s health, education,
entertainment and political opportunities as
Paris or London. Search and rescue capacity
will be widespread, and development will be
enhanced and improved through the use of
ecosystem-based approaches.
The vast open spaces of the Arctic will have
attracted an influx of new arrivals, some of
whom bring important skills such as health
care and education, and others who bring
much needed tourist revenue thanks to a
tourism strategy, co-developed by Western
and Indigenous experts, that protects areas
of cultural value and minimizes impact on
ecosystems.
The Arctic will be powered by renewable
energy sources and the fossil fuel
infrastructure of the past will be converted
to computer server farms and energy storage
facilities. There will still be extractive industry,
but it will focus on rare earth metals rather
than fossil fuels and be tightly regulated to
ensure that ecosystem and social impacts are
rare and local jobs are abundant.
It’ll be a very different Arctic but, given the
circumstances, one that the people of the
Arctic can thrive in. The open lands and waters
will still retain the remote wildness that makes
the Arctic so unique, and communities will
enjoy a cultural renaissance as preserved
languages are once again taught in schools and
the old ways are adapted to a new climate.

CREDIT: ISTOCK / RYERSONCLARK

WHAT IS RESILIENCE?
Resilience is the ability of a system to bounce back and thrive
during and after disturbances and shocks. Climate adaptation
is an adjustment in natural or human systems, in response to
climate change, which is intended to minimize disruption or
take advantage of opportunities. Implementing effective climate
adaptation measures can build resilience, and actions fostering
resilience can build the capacity to adapt. For this reason,
resilience and climate adaptation are closely linked and often
described in commensurate terms.
Definition from the Arctic Council Arctic Resilience Action
Framework, 2017
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Now, obviously some of this vision is fantasy,
and I fully admit that the version I just
described may not reflect all of your interests
or priorities, but I do think it’s time to start
imagining our own success. […]
REACHING THE VISION
So, how can we achieve a positive vision for
the Arctic? First off, listen to the youth. Some
of you know that the Arctic Council’s second
Resilience Forum took place this fall over the
course of 10 weeks, and the first session was
devoted to Indigenous youth leadership.
An impressive lineup of youth talked about
what they worry about, what leadership
means to them, how they learn, and how they
want to be heard.
[…] I had a couple of take-homes from that
session. First, we have to stop being surprised
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when youth voices bring smart and important
issues to the fore, they are truly on the ball.
Second, the youth feel and see social ills
differently than us aged folks. We plan into the
future because it’s strategic, but for the youth,
it’s out of necessity. As obvious as this may
seem, it has not historically led to a seat at the
table for youth voices, for the most part. This
needs to change. We need that input now. […]
So here are my top five recommendations for
building the Arctic future:
Focus on Resilience. Resilience is not just
another buzzword, or a synonym for climate
adaptation. Rather, it describes the enabling
conditions and quality of relationships
between interconnected social and ecological
systems that allow them to best recover and
thrive through crises or shocks. Indigenous
knowledge and decades of research show that
fostering these conditions makes for more
resilient communities. […]
Teach Leadership. Leadership is one of
those enabling conditions and it doesn’t come
along by accident. […] We need to be more
deliberate about fostering leadership in the
Arctic. This means training, mentoring and
making space for youth voices. And trust me,
there is a huge demand for this – the Arctic is
teeming with youth who are eager to learn and
lead. […]
Elevate Indigenous Knowledge. Indigenous
ways of knowing are and will be essential
to navigating rapid change. […] We need to
explore pathways to the co-production of
knowledge that honor and elevate Indigenous
knowledge, and Indigenous knowledge
holders, in Arctic society.
Embrace Public Service. […] [I]n my opinion,
not enough of our best and brightest are
choosing public service. By public service,
in this case, I mean working within public
institutions, the governments and agencies
making decisions that affect how, and for
what, we live our lives. These institutions need
leaders and innovators, they need futurecasters, they need dedicated staff to ensure
that misguided politicians cannot seize the
reins and drive us into a ditch. In my view,
there is no higher calling. […]
Innovate. We need to shake off, at every
opportunity, the “way we do things” in the
Arctic. It’s a new Arctic now, and change is
accelerating beyond the ability of existing

ARCTIC RESILIENCE
FORUM 2020
The second Arctic Resilience Forum was organized as
a series of weekly webinars spanning from October to
December 2020. Each session touched on a specific
aspect of Arctic resilience, ranging from food security
and Indigenous youth leadership, to gender, energy
and connectivity. It offered the opportunity to discuss
concrete best practices and experiences from the Council
and the broader community of circumpolar experts and
knowledge holders. The Forum was hosted by the Icelandic
Chairmanship of the Arctic Council and co-organized by
the Council’s Sustainable Development Working Group
and the Arctic Initiative at Harvard Kennedy School’s Belfer
Center. It was the second Forum organized since the
Council’s Arctic Resilience Action Framework (ARAF) was
endorsed at the 10th Arctic Council Ministerial meeting in
Fairbanks, USA in May 2017.
All sessions were recorded and are available on
the SDWG website: sdwg.org/arf2020

structures to keep pace. When I was first
learning about resilience, about twenty years
ago, what struck me in the adaptive models
was the degree to which rigidity increased
risk. We don’t need to cast everything aside,
that would be counterproductive, but we
need to add flexibility where we can. For
example the Arctic Council, as an elastic and
adaptable institution, would be well positioned
to influence positive change, but as a rigid
and unchanging edifice it would hold back
progress. […]
Not to overstate the obvious, but without
question it’s the youth who are best positioned
to disenthrall themselves from the dogmas of
the quiet past and explore new approaches
unconstrained by convention. It’s our job to
pave the way so they can get to work on that as
soon as possible.
Every time I’m asked what gives me hope
during dark moments, I always say the same
thing: The youth. Whether it’s climate change
or other issues, the youth have truly inspired
us, particularly in the last couple of years.
It’s past time we stopped relying upon them
for hope and offer some in return. Rather than
expecting them to light us up, let’s light them
up in every way we can so they can eclipse us
with their success. […]
WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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TITLE

REVITALIZING
ARCTIC
INDIGENOUS
LANGUAGES
ROSA-MÁREN MAGGA AND IPS CHAIR, DR. ELLEN INGA TURI, SAAMI COUNCIL

The World’s Indigenous
languages are facing challenges
and many of them are at risk of
extinction. The Arctic Council
Permanent Participants among
other Indigenous peoples
combat these challenges
and support their languages
through various language
revitalization initiatives.
Today, 96 percent of the world’s approximately
6,700 languages are spoken by only three
percent of the world’s population. Indigenous
peoples make up less than six percent of the
global population, they speak more than 4,000
of the world’s languages. Globally about 40
percent of the languages spoken in the world are
at risk of extinction, and a large share of those
38

PATHWAYS – ARCTIC COUNCIL

are Indigenous languages. Only a few hundred
spoken languages have an established education
system, and even fewer are used in the digital
world. In the Arctic, between 40 and 90
Indigenous languages are spoken, depending on
the methods classifying languages and dialects.
Although many Arctic Indigenous languages are
threatened, there’s a growing movement among
Indigenous peoples to establish initiatives that
revitalize their languages.
The United Nations has proclaimed 20222032 the International Decade of Indigenous
Languages. This announcement draws attention
to the urgent need to preserve and promote
Indigenous languages. It reflects a global
recognition that most of the world’s languages
facing extinction are Indigenous languages and
the decade’s focus is on Indigenous language
users’ human rights. In the words of the United
Nations: “Indigenous languages add to the rich
tapestry of global cultural diversity. Without
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Indigenous languages
add to the rich tapestry of
global cultural diversity.
Without them, the world
would be a poorer place.
– UNITED NATIONS

INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES ARE BEARERS
OF INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE

them, the world would be a poorer place.”
The “Los Pinos Declaration [Chapoltepek] –
Making a Decade of Action for Indigenous
Languages” provides a strategic roadmap for
the UN’s Decade of Indigenous Languages.
It sets out the guiding principles for the
international decade, including the significance
of Indigenous peoples with the slogan ‘Nothing
for us without us’. The 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development also offers important
guideposts for preserving and promoting
Indigenous languages by dedicating Sustainable
Development Goal Target 4.5 to ensuring equal
access for Indigenous peoples to education.
Use of Indigenous languages in education and
training has been put forth as an approach
to meet this target. The recognition of the
importance of languages and multilingualism
also captions the international commitment to
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
and the guiding principle of “Leave No One
Behind (LNOB)”.

According to the UN Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues: “Indigenous languages are
not only methods of communication, but also
extensive and complex systems of knowledge
that have developed over millennia.” The
languages of the Arctic Indigenous peoples
sustain traditional Indigenous livelihoods
and knowledge. Rich knowledge and unique
cultural expression are embedded within each
Indigenous language. Language is culture’s
embodiment and Traditional Knowledge
together with community’s relationship to the
land are coded within Indigenous languages.
Traditional Knowledge, also referred to as
Indigenous knowledge, is important for the
well-being of the Indigenous peoples, as
Indigenous languages support traditional ways
of life that contribute to Indigenous peoples’
health, cultural vitality and overall well-being.
Indigenous peoples’ surroundings, homelands
and relationships with nature have shaped and
created their languages. Many Arctic Indigenous
languages have tens or hundreds of words
for their natural surroundings and weather
phenomenon that are typical only in the Arctic
climate. In Sámi, the number of words for
snow, ice, freezing and melting easily amount
to one thousand lexemes. They are all crucial
for traditional livelihoods, such as the reindeer
husbandry to describe the pastures and weather
conditions. In this context, climate change is
a real threat to Indigenous languages as the
environment and weather conditions change.
And when culture changes, so does the language.
WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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INDIGENOUS-DRIVEN PROJECTS
REVITALIZING INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES
WITHIN THE ARCTIC COUNCIL
The Arctic Council 2006 Salekhard Declaration
mandated the Council to support Indigenous
languages and led to the Arctic Indigenous
Language Symposium being held two years
later. The symposium brought together
Indigenous peoples from throughout the
circumpolar region to build on each other’s
knowledge and experience in protecting and
revitalizing Indigenous languages. During
Canada’s most recent Chairmanship of the
Arctic Council (2013-2015), a Sustainable
Development Working Group (SDWG)
project led by the Inuit Circumpolar Council
(ICC) called “Assessing, Monitoring and
Promoting the Vitality of Arctic Indigenous
Languages: Arctic Indigenous Languages
Vitality Initiative” focused on assessing
and promoting the vitality of Indigenous
languages. The project proposal was based on
recommendations of the language symposium.
The project was managed with the staunch
support and collaboration of the five other
Permanent Participants (PPs).

I think of digitalization
and the Internet as the western
world’s big gift to Indigenous
peoples because it has opened
so many possibilities.
– AILI KESKITALO

Many Indigenous institutions and organizations
work hard to revitalize and pass Indigenous
languages on to future generations. The
‘Ságastallamin: Telling the Story’ exhibition,
produced by the Arctic Council Indigenous
Peoples’ Secretariat (IPS) and the University
of Tromsø Library, provides background of
Arctic Indigenous languages and showcases
institutions working to revitalize them. The
exhibition showcases examples around the
Arctic: Pinnguaq Association, Sámi University
of Applied Sciences in Kautokeino, Norway,
Nomadic Schools in Yakutia, Institute of the
40

PATHWAYS – ARCTIC COUNCIL

Peoples of the North, Urban Unangax Culture
Camp, Giella at University of Tromsø, Ya Ne
Daf Ah School in Alaska and Inuvialuit Cultural
Resource Centre in Inuvik, Northwest Territories
in Canada. The Arctic Indigenous languages map
was created as a part of the exhibition using
the language map from the Conservation of
Arctic Flora and Fauna Working Group’s (CAFF)
Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (ABA) 2013 as
a resource. ABA touched upon the issue on
vitality of Indigenous languages in its chapter on
linguistic diversity.
The knowledge and information collected
for the Ságastallamin exhibition will be
integrated into a follow-up project called “Arctic
Indigenous languages and revitalization: an
online educational resource” that commenced
in January 2021. The purpose of the project is
to complete a peer-reviewed comprehensive
circumpolar GIS map of Arctic Indigenous
languages to be used as an openly available
online resource and could be used for example
by Arctic SDI and the Arctic Council project on
“Digitalization of the Linguistic and Cultural
Heritage of Indigenous Peoples of the Arctic”,
endorsed by the SDWG and co-lead by RAIPON.
The digitalization project focuses on preserving
and developing Indigenous languages,
traditional knowledge and cultures of the Arctic
Indigenous peoples including food heritage
with wide use of modern digital technologies.
The project leads of the digitalization project
recognize that digitalizing Indigenous
languages and knowledge can raise concerns
regarding intellectual property rights for
some Indigenous communities and they will
work with the PPs to consider and respond
to these concerns as the project progresses.
Digitalization can offer many benefits for
Indigenous peoples and languages, as the
President of Sámi Parliament of Norway, Aili
Keskitalo emphasized at the 6th Arctic Leaders’
Summit in Rovaniemi, Finland in 2019: “I
think of digitalization and the Internet as the
western world’s big gift to Indigenous peoples
because it has opened so many possibilities
[…]. We are now able to share our experiences
with Indigenous peoples on the other side
of the globe and keep [each other] updated.”
Keskitalo sees the benefits that technological
development offers for Indigenous languages,
for example by making distance teaching and
learning possible where it was not possible
before. She stated that this development has
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also strengthened Indigenous cooperation
worldwide and provided opportunities for
people to connect around the Arctic.
Indigenous peoples aim to utilize the
international decade by communicating
with technology providers to build beneficial
partnerships and that way solve some of the
challenges that the Indigenous languages and
language users are facing today: “We hope to
use the Indigenous language year and possibly
the Indigenous language decade as a platform to
communicate to the technology providers that
they need to open their solutions also for less
used languages, like Indigenous languages,” said
Aili Keskitalo.
CONTINUOUS WORK ON SUPPORTING
ARCTIC INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES
At the Arctic Frontiers 2021 high-level panel
devoted to the Artic Council’s 25th anniversary,
the PP youth were asked what some of the
current and emerging issues are that affect the
youth, and that the Council should address. The
youth representative for Aleut International

Association, Darling Anderson was clear: “In my
community, a huge issue has been the decrease
in our native language, Unangam Tunuu. This
has also been seen across the board in our
Arctic Indigenous communities. As leaders,
it’s all our responsibility to acknowledge this
issue, its future impacts, and ways to combat
it. I hope to see more efforts in future from the
Arctic Council to address the dangers of losing
more Indigenous languages and invest in ways
to increase their use and relevance in today’s
society.”
The IPS has identified Indigenous languages
as one of its priority areas for the 20212023 work plan. SDWG has also raised the
Decade of Indigenous Languages as a priority
focus area for its 2021-2023 work plan. PPs
continue emphasizing the Indigenous Arctic
Indigenous languages is a topic of cooperation
for PPs and the Arctic Council supports these
Indigenous-driven language initiatives. PPs
have identified Arctic Indigenous languages
as one of the prioritized areas of their
cooperation and the work at the Arctic
Council for moving forwards.
CREDIT: LINNEA NORDSTRÖM
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COVID-19:
THE ARCTIC
EXPERIENCE
JENNIFER SPENCE
Executive Secretary of the Arctic Council’s Sustainable Development Working Group

Covid-19 is a global pandemic, a
shock with wide-ranging implications.
The longer-term implications remain
unclear. However, we’ve already
learned that we are not all impacted
in the same way. More than a year
after the pandemic was declared,
we know that certain populations,
communities and regions have
been harder hit. Here we give
you a glimpse of efforts to better
understand the unique circumstances
for Arctic communities and peoples.
Here we demonstrate the power
and talent of the networks of Arctic
leaders, experts and knowledge
holders that mobilized and
responded. Here we demonstrate
the importance and urgency of
continuing to work together to
advance Arctic resilience.
STRONGER TOGETHER
On 12 March 2020, the World Health
Organization (WHO) declared the novel
coronavirus (Covid-19) a global pandemic.
Arctic experts and knowledge holders
responded quickly with urgent calls to
recognize the unique risks and implications
for Indigenous peoples and Arctic residents.
As Dr. Anders Koch, a medical epidemiologist
and university professor in Greenland stated
at the time, “The reason why we’re particularly
42
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concerned with Arctic communities is not
that we necessarily consider their populations
more susceptible to more severe courses of the
diseases. The main problem is that the health
systems are not geared for such a challenge.”
Christina Henriksen, President of the Saami
Council, agreed and pointed to long distances
to healthcare facilities. However, she also
expressed optimism that Sámi people have
valuable strengths that would serve them
well during the pandemic, “The remoteness
of many Sámi communities combined with
harsh working conditions in fisheries and
reindeer husbandry, make us dependent on
staying healthy, and staying away from unsafe
situations wherever possible. Also, we’re
mostly self-sufficient when it comes to food –
and that makes it quite easy for us to isolate.”
Acknowledging both the unique strengths
and vulnerabilities of Arctic communities,
there was swift recognition that people
across the Arctic would benefit from the lived
experiences, best practices and knowledge
of communities and experts from across the
circumpolar North. Dedicated international
cooperation would be essential for
responding to the pandemic in the Arctic. “For
the Arctic Council, our primary concern at
this moment is the health and safety of Arctic
inhabitants. In uncertain times such as these,
it’s – perhaps more than ever – important for
international cooperation to continue,” stated
the Chair of the Senior Arctic Officials of the
Arctic Council, Einar Gunnarsson, early on in
the pandemic.
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Masked statues during
the polar night in
Tromsø, Norway.
CREDIT: S. NOVOTNY
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With this call to action, the Arctic Council
mobilized a diverse community of experts and
knowledge holders with connections to the
Council’s Working and Expert Groups. They
worked together to examine the unique risks
and challenges for the Arctic region as a result
of both the pandemic and the actions taken
to respond to it. In just five weeks, this group
was able to draw together information from a
broad range of sources to prepare a briefing
document that was presented to Senior Arctic
Officials at their June 2020 executive meeting.
This document not only considered the human
health risks of the pandemic. Experts and
knowledge holders recognized that it was
critical to consider the social, economic and
cultural implications of the pandemic as well.
Core themes that emerged in this briefing
document include:
•

The value of enhancing international
collaborations to support research and
policy actions for current and future
pandemic realities

•

The necessity of ensuring that Arctic

peoples lead efforts to define and respond
to their communities’ needs
•

The impact of fragile, sub-standard
or absent critical physical and social
infrastructure (health care, water and
sewage, housing, telecommunications,
education, energy, transportation)

•

The unique health and social needs and
circumstances of Arctic inhabitants,
including the value and relevance of
Indigenous traditional practices

•

The importance of data consistency,
information sharing, observation
and research across the Arctic with
particular attention to strengthening local
involvement and capacity.

•

The need to foster and contribute to the
resilience of Arctic communities (economic
diversification, cultural integrity, social
vitality and environmental sustainability)

•

Decisive action and community leadership

Over one year later, these preliminary findings
still remain highly relevant. Covid-19 has
presented a steep learning curve and proved
itself to be a severe stress test for the resilience
of the Arctic. It’s clear that Covid-19 is not only
a significant risk to human health, but has
proven challenging for social, economic, and
cultural well-being across the Arctic.
The pandemic has amplified existing
vulnerabilities. For example, as the world
becomes even more dependent on connecting
virtually, it draws attention to the importance
of bandwidth and affordable connectivity.
Yet, broadband pricing, availability, reliability
and accessibility remain some of the biggest
challenges in remote Arctic communities.
The pandemic emphasizes the importance
of responding to connectivity challenges in
the Arctic so that communities will not be
excluded from decision-making conversations,
the global economy or social connectedness.
Furthermore, insufficient access to health
facilities and equipment, housing and potable
water in remote Arctic communities have
made it challenging to follow recommended
health directives and procedures meant to
protect communities from the spread of the
virus. This requires careful thought to how to
modify and tailor strategies to be effective in
Arctic communities.
44
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However, Arctic communities have shown
amazing leadership. “I really do believe that
it’s because of the decisive, early action of
Inuit community leadership that we have
been able to contain and exert greater control
over the spread of the virus,” explained Dalee
Samboo Dorough, President of the Inuit
Circumpolar Council. Arctic communities have
demonstrated their abilities to be innovative,
flexible and adaptive in responding to the
pandemic. They set up programs to support
and encourage people to go out onto the land,
launched initiatives to protect vulnerable
elders and encouraged food sharing efforts
to respond to issues with access to healthy,
nutritious food.
Overall, we know that Arctic jurisdictions have
seen notable success in limiting the number
of cases and containing the spread of Covid-19
relative to the South. For example, Greenland
has experienced a total of 30 cases within the
first year of the pandemic because of strict
restrictions on travel, strong isolation practices
and mandatory testing. However, experts
emphasize that these practices are only
sustainable temporarily – isolation comes with
high costs. As the pandemic carries on, Arctic
communities are expected to have lasting
social, economic, and political implications.
LOOKING AHEAD
As case numbers slowly decline, and the
rollout of vaccinations across the Arctic
continue, we can expect the pandemic will be
slowly brought under control and attention
will shift to strategies to manage Covid-19
and efforts to assess and respond to the
longer-term health, social, economic and
cultural impacts of the pandemic. This shifts
the questions we need to consider to: how
can we mitigate the longer-term impacts of
the pandemic, support Arctic communities
in post-pandemic recovery, and improve our
preparedness for future pandemics?

perhaps overlapping,” said Stéfan Skjaldarson,
Chair of the Arctic Council’s Sustainable
Development Working Group during the
Icelandic Chairmanship (2019-2021).
The Arctic Council will continue to play an
important role in bringing together experts
and knowledge holders to assess and analyze
the impacts of Covid-19, and to provide
policy-relevant advice and guidance. Moving
forward, it remains important to draw on
research, Indigenous knowledge and local
knowledge, and the experiences of Arctic
communities to develop recommendations
that inform action.
Human health and responding to Covid-19 will
remain an important priority for the Arctic
Council under the leadership of the Russian
Chairmanship. Under the guidance of the
Sustainable Development Working Group, the
Arctic Council is committed to advancing a
suite of initiatives that will draw on the broad
range of expertise that exist both within and
outside the Council to address the impacts of
the pandemic in the Arctic.

WANT TO LEARN MORE ABOUT CASE
COUNTS ACROSS THE ARCTIC?
Check out the COVID-19 in the Arctic case tracker, managed by the
ARCTICenter at the University of Northern Iowa in the United States.

arcticcovid.uni.edu

It’s essential to continue exchanging
experiences on the virus and sharing
vaccination plans. Arctic cooperation
remains vital to successfully managing the
virus and lessening impacts. “What has been
demonstrated is the ability to collaborate
and connect the dots between many different
initiatives, because the reality is, in a shock
situation like this, many organizations will
mobilize and the question is how do we
work collectively to tackle the issues we face
as opposed to working independently and
WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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The Arctic and sub-Arctic environment, climate and
biodiversity are changing in ways unprecedented in our long
histories in the North, challenging traditional ways of life,
wellbeing and food security, and constituting a legitimate
concern for our future. Indigenous reindeer herders’
adaptation to new hazards in the Arctic such as loss of pasture
lands is exacerbated by a changing climate. Traditional ways
of life, well-being and food security are challenged, which
makes us worry about the future of Indigenous peoples. We
are concerned that the food culture of Indigenous peoples
will be strongly affected. Traditional sources of food for
Indigenous peoples, such as reindeer herding, fishing,
hunting and gathering berries and other food resources, is
a part of the lifestyle, based on experience and knowledge.
In reindeer herders’ understanding, good
pasture conditions (in Northern Sámi
language “ealát”) are the foundation for
the reindeer herd (Sámi “eallu”), and the
reindeer herd is the foundation for the life
(Sámi “eallin”) of reindeer herders. EALLU
Indigenous Youth, Food Knowledge and
Arctic Change is an ongoing project in
Arctic Council’s Sustainable Development
Working Group (SDWG), as a project
by and for Indigenous youth. EALLU
explores the traditional food systems
of Arctic Indigenous peoples and
how these can be mobilized for food
security, food sovereignty and economic
development in face of a changing
Arctic. The project navigates towards
development for Arctic Indigenous
peoples based on our own premises, i.e.
founded on our own knowledge, our
own resources, and our own people. In
short, the challenge of EALLU is to use
our own knowledge to build our own
society. The project involves a series of
community-based youth workshops
about food and Traditional Knowledge,
bridging generations, experience and
understanding across the Arctic. All Arctic
Council Permanent Participants have
actively participated and contributed to
this work.

and is applied to phenomena across
biological, physical, cultural and
linguistic systems (cf. Ottawa Traditional
Knowledge Principles). This knowledge
belongs to the Indigenous peoples and
is uniquely expressed in their Indigenous
languages, through which it’s passed
down from generation to generation.
Food, human identity and language
are deeply connected. The EALLU
project documents food knowledge
systems using linguistic, ethnocultural
and biological methods, traditional
Indigenous knowledge, knowledge coproduction, community-based and placebased approaches, as well as literature
research on food resources. Food
production systems of the Arctic

LEFT: Evenki

reindeer herder is
making traditional Evenki bread –
tupa. Neryungri District, Republic
of Sakha (Yakutia), Russia

CREDIT: YURI KOKOVIN
BELOW: Food preparation and
primary production
CREDIT: SVEIN D. MATHIESEN

Traditional Indigenous
knowledge is a systematic way of
thinking, perceiving and knowing that has
evolved over centuries and millennia,
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CREDIT: SVEIN D. MATHIESEN

Indigenous peoples´ food
knowledge is essential to our future
ability to adapt to the ongoing and
future climate changes in the Arctic.

EALLU
PROJECT
LEADS:
Norway, Canada,
Kingdom of Denmark,
Russian Federation, U.S.,
AIA, Saami Council
MANAGEMENT:
Association of World
Reindeer Herders

Indigenous peoples are extraordinarily
diverse and rich but are also faced with
the erosion of knowledge due to the
effects of globalization. Our hope with
the EALLU project is that it may help
to preserve these unique Arctic food
knowledge systems in the future.
An important cornerstone in EALLU´s
approach for engagement of new
generations is training, education and
exchange opportunities for Indigenous
youth.
Very often reindeer herders´ rich
understanding and knowledge-base of

RESILIENCE LEADERSHIP
The International Centre for Reindeer Husbandry, the Association of World
Reindeer Herders and UArctic Ealát Institute describe resilience leadership
as Indigenous leaders dealing with shock and disaster in the Arctic in a
way that their communities do not change identity or social organization.
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food and crafts haven‘t been fully utilized
for economic development in and by their
societies. There’s also a need to recognize
that revitalizing traditional products
for modern markets – e.g. on reindeer
herders´ own premises and by reindeer
herders themselves - is a good approach
for innovation and strengthening of
Indigenous economies. The EALLU
project has therefore developed
training courses for Indigenous youth in
innovation and entrepreneurship together
with Nord University and Center for High
North Logistics in Norway, UArctic EALÁT
Institute, University of Saskatchewan
in Canada, and North Eastern Federal
University in Russia. Furthermore,
Association of World Reindeer Herders,
International Centre for Reindeer
Husbandry, Harvard University Belfer
Center and UArctic EALÁT Institute,
supported by the Indigenous Peoples’
Secretariat, has together established a
new Indigenous Leadership Training
Seminar Series in the name of Harvard
Professor James J. McCarthy, former
co-chair of IPCC (Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change) and ACIA
(Arctic Climate Impact Assessment). This
resilience leadership training platform
also addresses adaptation opportunities
through Indigenous food systems.
Based on recent results and
documentation work, the EALLU project
intends and hopes to soon invite all
Indigenous peoples in the Arctic to a new
university course - The Food Systems of
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Arctic Indigenous Peoples - including
culture of food preparations.

Fresh blueberries with reindeer milk. Traditional Evenki dessert.
Neryungri District, Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Russia. CREDIT: LENA GERASIMOVA

The Arctic States signed the Agreement on
enhancing international Arctic Scientific
cooperation in Fairbanks May 11, 2017,
which includes Traditional Knowledge
as “Scientific Activities”. In the EALLU
project we will discuss traditional
Indigenous knowledge as a knowledge
base for Arctic Indigenous peoples’ food
systems and science.
However, we are also mindful of erosion
of the traditional Indigenous knowledge
upon which Indigenous food systems
rest, due to the effects of globalization. To
avoid vulnerability in face of change, one
should be allowed to utilize one’s own
knowledge and resources for adapting
(and thriving). Barriers to adaptation
should be understood and addressed.
Sámi reindeer herders, for instance, find
it challenging to determine a sustainable
economy based on traditional Indigenous
knowledge and Indigenous worldviews.
With these perspectives in mind, there are
concerns about the often limited adaptive
capacity of Arctic Indigenous societies
to preserve their food culture and use
their local natural food resources for
sustainable development. We stress that
Indigenous peoples´ food knowledge is
essential to our future ability to adapt to
the ongoing and future climate changes
in the Arctic. Arctic Indigenous peoples´
food systems can be understood as
coupled social-ecological systems based
on traditional Indigenous knowledge.
However, in the close future it might risk
to be decoupled from nature, or even
broken down if not maintained and
strengthened. It’s important to support
resilience building and adaptation
measures in face of climate change,
land-use change and globalization, while
recognizing the value of traditional
Indigenous Knowledge as a foundation for
adaptation and nature-based solutions.

Sulukta – reindeer intestines. Neryungri District, Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Russia.
CREDIT: YURI KOKOVIN

Reindeer fat. First fried and then congealed fat. One of the ways to store the fat for future use.
Neryungri District, Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Russia. CREDIT: LENA GERASIMOVA

Reindeer feet (urur in Evenki) after slaughter reindeer the hooves are removed
and the urur are smoked near/over the fire or dried in the wind. Dried reindeer urur are
stored in the cotton bags and used to make a nourishing soup. Neryungri District,
Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Russia. CREDIT: YURI KOKOVIN
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GENDER
EQUALITY
FOR A
SUSTAINABLE
AND
PROSPEROUS
ARCTIC
Assessing gender issues
in the Arctic is a challenging
and important step towards
gender equality

Svalbard poppy (Papaver dahlianum) is
a poppy species common on Svalbard,
north-eastern Greenland and a small area
of Northern Norway.
CREDIT: SIRI ULDAL / ARCTIC COUNCIL

50

PATHWAYS – ARCTIC COUNCIL

PEOPLE AND COMMUNITIES

Gender equality is a
fundamental human right,
yet significant work remains
before equality is achieved.
This is also true in the Arctic
where many peripheral
communities witness
worrying trends and unique
environmental and social
challenges that intersect
with gender equality. This is
despite several Arctic States,
such as the Nordics, topping
the World Economic Forum’s
Global Gender Gap Index.
To strengthen social wellbeing and
sustainable development in the Arctic, the
Arctic Council Sustainable Development
Working Group (SDWG) set a goal to make
gender equality an integral part of Arctic
policy through the Gender Equality in the
Arctic (GEA) project.
GENDER EQUALITY AND
THE ARCTIC COUNCIL
Embla Eir Oddsdóttir, Director of the
Icelandic Arctic Cooperation Network,
is Chair of SDWG’s Social, Economic and
Cultural Expert Group and the lead of the
GEA project. The project is releasing its
second report in 2021.
Among other things, the report indicates
how gender equality in the Arctic is just

as important as it is complex. Reflecting
on the status of gender equality in the
Arctic and how the Arctic Council can
continue to address it, Embla Oddsdóttir
says, “These are questions that we ask
ourselves every day, and there is no one
answer as the region is multicultural
and complex. What we need most of all
now is more information and better data.
Perhaps then we can start answering
these questions.”
While all Arctic States have certain
obligations for promoting gender
equality, Embla Oddsdóttir highlights
that policy development in the Arctic
generally doesn’t consider diversity.
“Gender equality is important for the
Arctic Council to address because it can
serve as a model. It’s an important venue
to promote the message that inclusivity
is important for the wellbeing of
communities, especially when it comes to
policy development in the region.”

GENDER
EQUALITY IN
THE ARCTIC
PROJECT
LEADS:
Iceland, Canada, Finland,
Sweden, United States,
Aleut International
Association, Saami
Council
DURATION:
2014-2021; a new
project phase is under
development
DELIVERABLE:
Project report

As climate change brings with it
challenging environmental, social and
economic changes, diversity in access to
and participation in policy development is
critical. “Our core belief is that if you want
to achieve sustainable development, you
need a diversity of voices in policy- and
decision making, not least when it comes
to adaptation and mitigation strategies,”
said Embla Oddsdóttir.
GENDER ISSUES IN THE ARCTIC
The 2021 Gender Equality in the Arctic
(GEA) report includes six thematic
chapters relating to gender equality, from
law and governance to security and the
environment. With that, there are certain
WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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issues related to gender equality that are
felt more strongly in the Arctic.
One such issue is mobility and migration
in the North, which is highly gendered. A
dedicated chapter to migration in the GEA
report highlights that women outnumber
men in terms of out-migration, and
in most Arctic regions there are more
men than women. The skewed sex ratio
is among factors that may reinforce
inequalities and be a driving force of
female out-migration.
Related to out-migration is brain drain.
Many people born in the Arctic move
South to seek higher education or
employment, and many don’t return
North. Although industries such
as mining and offshore oil and gas
constitute a significant part of the Arctic
economic backbone and provide job
opportunities, too often these industries
are male-dominated, with women
representing only one-fifth of employees
in the oil and gas industry. “If you
have continued project development
that attracts a male labor force and
continued higher education levels of
females that then move away from small
Arctic communities, that’s obviously not
sustainable development,” said Embla
Oddsdóttir.
The GEA report also emphasizes that
gendered violence continues to be a
serious issue across the Arctic. Indigenous
women and girls face disproportionate
violent victimization in the context
of ongoing settler colonial relations.
However, violence hasn’t yet been
covered in a comparative fashion across
the Arctic. Therefore, it’s crucial to
examine and understand relations among
its people, between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous, between genders and
between regions.
Gender empowerment, a term closely
linked with fate control, is also key
to community sustainability and
resilience. The chapter on empowerment
emphasizes the need to maintain a focus
on empowerment while acknowledging
human diversity to ensure culturally,
economically, and politically relevant
approaches in each Arctic region and
community.
52
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CHALLENGES WITH GENDER DATA
Adequately assessing gendered realities in
the Arctic remains an immense challenge
due to a lack of cohesive data. When
looking at the Arctic, eight nations must
be assessed – all of which have different
definitions and perceptions of gender and
gender issues – in addition to multiple
regional and local units. But developing
a cohesive approach to gender-related
data won’t be simple. “What needs to be
considered is how gender is developing
in very diverse ways,” said Embla
Oddsdóttir. “We need to consider how to
move away from binary conceptions of
gender into a more inclusive conception
of gender.”
Assessing gender equality in the Arctic
is also challenged by a general lack
of data. “Part of the problem is that
agencies responsible for national data
can’t aggregate the data because in some
cases, population sizes are too small, and
privacy issues come into effect,” said
Jennifer Spence, Executive Secretary of
SDWG. “They often don’t even collect the
data, let alone tackle the issue of data
consistency across jurisdictions. Data
simply doesn’t exist in a lot of northern
contexts because of the remoteness
and small size of populations, which
exacerbates the issue.”
In some instances, there are vast
discrepancies between numbers reported
in official national statistics versus, for
example, in grassroots-type initiatives or
reports, such as in the case of gendered
violence. “This creates a shadowy figure,
and no one completely knows the real
numbers. It therefore becomes very
difficult to analyze where the situation is
the most critical so that you can prioritize
and address it,” said Embla Oddsdóttir.
IMPROVING GENDER EQUALITY
IN THE ARCTIC
In addition to policy-relevant highlights,
the GEA report includes two main
recommendations specifically for the
Arctic Council. One of those is to improve
gendered and intersectional data,
including specific data on Indigenous
populations. National agencies
collaborating to develop indicators to
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facilitate future research and policy
development will be a critical component.
Another GEA recommendation is related
to gender mainstreaming. According to
the report, this could be achieved by the
Arctic Council systematically engaging
with and mainstreaming gender across
its work.
“I believe that if we manage to continue
to bring people together to discuss and
work on issues of gender, then we’ll
gradually see a positive change,” said
Embla Oddsdóttir. “But gender equality is

a topic that generally is an uphill battle.
It takes a very long time for change to
happen. What needs to come first is
the form, and then the culture. You can
start with formal equality in terms of
political and legal documents, but what
lags behind that is generally people’s
mindsets and cultures.”
Reflecting on the report’s contribution
to a more gender equal future, Embla
Oddsdóttir says, “We see the GEA project
and report as being one more step
towards the end goal of gender equality
and sustainable development.”

Alpine Catchfly (Viscaria alpina),
found in the northern mountains
of the Nordic region.
CREDIT: CAROLYN MALLORY /
ARCTIC COUNCIL
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The year 2022 will mark 30 years since
Selma Ford first began her work in suicide
prevention. She started as a community
health representative in her hometown
of Nain, Nunatsiavut, delivering health
education and promotion programs in
her community. “I was part of a crisis
response team, responding to events
such as suicides. I also volunteered on a
community crisis line.”
She says, sadly, suicide has always been
part of the reality of her life. It has
affected friends, family and community
members. “When I started working as
a health representative, the town was
mobilizing, and I was fortunate to be a
part of that important work.”
CREDIT JOANNA MACDONALD / ICC

CHANGING THE
NARRATIVE:
ADDRESSING
SUICIDE
THROUGH
STORYTELLING

Bringing an Inuit perspective on mental wellness
to the Sustainable Development Working Group
Arctic communities across the circumpolar world
battle mental wellness challenges and elevated rates
of suicide, especially among young people. The Inuit
Circumpolar Council (ICC) has been at the forefront
of addressing these issues. For over a decade, ICC
has been involved in mental wellness and suicide
prevention projects. Working with the Arctic Council’s
Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG),
ICC has been a co-lead on multi-year initiatives
addressing suicide in the Arctic.
54
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Selma Ford was also an important driver
behind the Circumpolar Resilience
Engagement and Action Through Story
(Project CREATeS), which was coordinated
by Allison Crawford from the Centre for
Addiction and Mental Health, and co-led
by ICC Canada together with Canada,
Finland, the Kingdom of Denmark and
Sweden. The project was an initiative of
SDWG during the Finnish Chairmanship
of the Arctic Council, sustaining and
building on circumpolar efforts in suicide
prevention through ongoing collaboration
across Arctic States, such as the Sharing
Hope project (2013-15) and the RISING
SUN initiative (2015-17).
Project CREATeS was set up to engage
Arctic communities, particularly youth, in
suicide prevention and mental wellness
efforts. To this end, it brought together
Indigenous youth from across the Arctic,
through the Permanent Participant
organizations of the Arctic Council,
to create digital stories, in which they
could share their lived experiences and
their ideas for action. When the project
was completed in 2019, a rich collection
of 30 digital stories provided vivid
testimony into what circumpolar youth
have experienced related to the issue of
suicide. To date, they are available on the
projectcreates.com website, along with
the final report.
Selma Ford explains that Project
CREATeS gave youth a platform,
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allowing them to tell the stories they
chose, and sharing as much as they
wanted. It brought Indigenous youth
from different backgrounds together.
“I think they really made a connection
with each other. There are Sámi youth,
and Inuit youth from Canada and
Alaska, and you might not think they
have much of a connection, but some
of them did, and it was a nice surprise
that some made a good connection with
other youth from circumpolar areas.”
The story of Project CREATeS lived on
following the completion of the work,
not only on the website, and the final
report, but also at conferences. The 2019
Arctic Circle conference is an example.
Selma Ford hosted a plenary panel in
front of 2000 participants with Project
CREATeS participants Simon Coady
originally from Iqaluit, and Byron
Nicolai from Toksook Bay, Alaska.
“A lot of the people came up to the youth
afterwards, and were really surprised,”
said Selma Ford. “Some of them weren’t
aware of the situation and were really
impressed that the youth were able
to come and share stories in such a
big venue. It’s important to make the
connection from the international level to
the community level as well.”
With that in mind, the successor to Project
CREATeS, “Local 2 Global”, or L2G, is
intended to make that connection. It’s
a larger project, spanning two Arctic
Council Chairmanships – from Iceland’s
term starting in 2019 to the Russian
Federation lasting until 2023.
L2G has three pillars. One of them is the
continuation of the digital storytelling
workshops. The second is the promotion
of a suicide prevention strategy and
policies. The third is addressing “adverse
experiences” and the links between those
and suicide prevention. ICC is involved
in the second pillar. “We are organizing a
virtual knowledge exchange for frontline
workers who are directly involved in
suicide prevention and mental wellness
work,” said Selma Ford.

altered plans for the start of LG2. “We had
planned to host an in-person study tour,”
said Selma Ford. “But because of Covid-19,
that’s not possible. So, we will focus on
virtual knowledge exchanges until we can
safely travel again.” Nonetheless, the work
on this issue is ongoing.
Through this initiative, ICC strives to
bring awareness to the holistic nature of
the solutions, for example, addressing
that the housing crisis is suicide
prevention, reducing food insecurity
is suicide prevention. “And we’d like
to make sure that we never lose sight
that the statistics are not just numbers,
they are people whose lives have ended
too soon and the family members left
behind,” said Selma Ford.

CREATeS
LEADS:
Canada, Finland,
Kingdom of Denmark,
ICC
COMPLETION DATE:
2019

LOCAL2
GLOBAL
LEADS:
Canada, Kingdom of
Denmark, Finland,
Iceland, Sweden, Inuit
Circumpolar Council
STATUS:
Ongoing

Article submitted by ICC Canada
Key to ICC’s ongoing support of this effort
have been Health Coordinator Selma Ford,
and Climate Change and Health Officer
Joanna Petrasek MacDonald.

COMPLETION DATE:
2023

ICC promoted the digital stories during the summer of
2019 with a series of weekly Facebook posts and Tweets.
Each week from June to September a story was featured,
a link to the online video was included, with stills shared
in the social media posts. Here’s an excerpt from an ICC
Canada Facebook post on Monday July 12th, 2019:
Among the observations shared with the team who put
together Project CREATeS were the insights of Anne
Qammaniq-Hellwig from Iqaluit in Nunavut.
Anne’s digital story is called “Living”. It’s just over a minute
long, but sends a profound message about what it means to
be alive, and the basic importance of “living”. She writes, “We
feel emotions from day one because we are alive. We smell
the land around us. We see the tundra. We know the sight of
caribou excites us, because we are living. To laugh when you
make mistakes, is living. To have frustrations when things
aren’t exactly your way, is living. You share your laughter and
you share your frustrations with your loved ones because to
live is to feel emotions fully with yourself and others. Living.”
She shares images from the Arctic in time lapse
photography, making us think about being alive and the
relationships we hold dear.

As with many events, the pandemic has
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YOUTH
SHAPING
THE
ARCTIC
Arctic Indigenous youth
leadership through Permanent
Participants’ Youth Network

CREDIT: LINNEA
NORDSTRÖM
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“We are not just
the future but also
the present,”

stated around 30 Arctic Indigenous youth
who had gathered in Rovaniemi, Finland
in November 2019 for the first Arctic
Youth Leaders’ Summit (AYLS) which
took place alongside the sixth Arctic
Leaders’ Summit. AYLS is a dedicated
summit for Indigenous youth to promote
youth engagement in the Arctic Leaders’
Summit. The Youth Summit offers an
opportunity for rising Indigenous leaders
from across the Arctic to learn about
each other’s homelands, discuss issues of
joint concern and build their networks
and skills in international cooperation.
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The Summit served as a platform to start
Arctic Indigenous youth cooperation and
later the Permanent Participants’ (PP)
Youth Network. At the Summit, the Arctic
Indigenous youth called for more active
involvement in the issues that affect
them and reminded everyone about their
present leadership role while presenting
their first AYLS declaration. In November
2020, the PP Youth arranged an online
anniversary of the first Arctic Youth
Leaders’ Summit (AYLS) that attracted 70
participants around the Arctic.
PERMANENT PARTICIPANTS’
YOUTH NETWORK
Following the discussions of the Senior
Arctic Officials’ meeting in Hveragerði
in 2019 and in the aftermath of the
AYLS, the PPs took action by starting
their youth initiative in 2020 - The PP
Youth Network. The Network gathers
youth representatives from each of the
six PP organizations, who meet monthly
to discuss topics related to the Arctic
Council. Some of the PPs have practiced
youth engagement in the work of the
Arctic Council already before 2020 by
having youth representatives in their
official delegations to the Arctic Council
meetings. Some PPs have youth councils,
youth initiatives and youth training and
capacity building programs, such as the
Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples
of the North (RAIPON) Youth Council, the
Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC) Emerging
Leaders program and the Saami Council’s
internships and capacity-building courses,
the last one taking place in 2015-2018
co-organized together with ICC Greenland.
Aleutian Pribilof Islands Association
(APIA), as part of the Aleut International
Association (AIA), arranged a Young
Leaders Summit and a virtual training for
young Unangax leaders in January 2021.
Gwich’in Council International (GCI) is
developing a Youth Ambassadors Program
to start in summer-fall of 2021.
YOUTH STEPPING INTO THE
LEADERSHIP ROLE
The PP youth were represented at the
opening session of the Arctic Resilience

Forum (ARF) 2020 devoted to the Arctic
Indigenous Youth Leadership. The session
explored the challenges that Indigenous
youth face, and what crises are affecting
them. The ARF 2020 was launched by
consulting Indigenous youth about their
aspirations and needs to become resilient
Arctic leaders. PP youth from AIA and
RAIPON also gave their statements during
the Arctic Frontiers 2021 high-level
panel devoted to the Arctic Council’s
25th anniversary. The youth statements
underscored the decrease of Indigenous
languages and the need for youth
involvement in discussions of strategic
matters and issues of Arctic Indigenous
peoples. In addition, in January 2021,
many PP youth representatives attended
the James J. McCarthy Leadership
Seminar for Arctic Indigenous Youth
Leaders organized by Harvard Kennedy
School of Government, the Association
of World Reindeer Herders (AWRH) and
the International Centre for Reindeer
Husbandry (ICR).
In the future, the youth wish to see more
opportunities for them to be involved
at every level of the work of the Arctic
Council. They also hope to see more
Indigenous leadership in the Arctic to
tackle some of the biggest issues and
concerns: “I hope to see more leadership
and input from Indigenous peoples in the
Arctic. We are seeing our world change
faster than anyone else, and it’s going to
take our perspectives to create the positive
changes that need to occur,” said Darling
Anderson, AIA youth representative.

We are seeing our world
change faster than anyone else,
and it’s going to take our
perspectives to create the positive
changes that need to occur.
– DARLING ANDERSON

WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG

57

PP YOUTH
FOCAL POINTS’
COMMENTS
ON ARCTIC
INDIGENOUS
YOUTH
LEADERSHIP

DARLING ANDERSON,
ALEUT INTERNATIONAL
ASSOCIATION (AIA)
YOUTH REPRESENTATIVE

JOSHUA VO,
INUIT CIRCUMPOLAR
COUNCIL YOUTH
REPRESENTATIVE

“In Indigenous leadership, there
is diversity. Diversity of age,
profession, knowledge, etc. As
we continue to acknowledge that
we need all these perspectives for
decision making, our leadership
is strengthened. These decisions
continue to make positive impacts
on Indigenous and non-Indigenous
communities. This type of
leadership helps to create a cycle
between all parts of our societies
and allows us to be inclusive of all
members of our communities.”

“The involvement of youth in
Indigenous leadership is very
important as it produces fresh
perspective and insight for
Indigenous issues and concerns.
Allowing Indigenous youth to
becoming proactive through
engagement strengthens Indigenous
values: Lifting up and encouraging
the young to become contributing
members of the community and
valued as the future caretakers of
Indigenous heritage, culture, tradition
and values. Indigenous youth have
the responsibility to learn their
traditional ways of life and envision
the future of their communities.”

CREDIT: MATIKA WIBUR

CREDIT: THUY VO WITH VO PHOTOGRAPHY
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DEENAALEE HODGDON,
ARCTIC ATHABASCAN
(AAC) YOUTH
REPRESENTATIVE
“There is no leadership without
community. A leader’s community
is their backbone, the energy they
must center to move forward in
their leadership in a good way.
While attending Arctic Futures
2050, a United States Corneal
posed this question to me,
‘Who is sitting on your bench of
mentorship?’ In this question, he
was asking about who I look to
as mentors and in turn, who am
I mentoring. Growing up Deg
Xit’an, there is an understanding
that your inherited mentors are
the Elders of the community,
Sitse (Grandmothers) and Sitsiy
(Grandfather) and so on and so
forth. This is also why the role of
Siq’uy and Vitoy (Aunt and Uncle)
is so crucial. These positions,
whether they come through blood
relation or not, teach us to step into
our own roles as mentors to the
next generation. In the globalized
world that we now live in, the role
of mentor/menteeship takes on new
meaning as we look to mentors
from our own communities and
have the ability to interweave with
knowledge holders from across a
multitude of backgrounds. As our
generation moves into a stage of
life where we are stepping into
leadership positions, we must
ground ourselves in the reciprocity
that these roles ask for.”
CREDIT: MICHELI OLIVER
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ENNI SIMILÄ,
SAAMI COUNCIL YOUTH
REPRESENTATIVE

OLGA NIKOLAEVA,
RAIPON YOUTH
REPRESENTATIVE

IVAN TROFIMOV,
RAIPON YOUTH
REPRESENTATIVE

“Including youth in leadership is
important for many reasons; first
of all, we the youth are the future
generation and the future experts
and leaders and need to be able
to affect our future. If youth can
dream and hope for the future, it
ensures resilience in our Arctic
Indigenous communities. Also, by
including youth in leadership at an
early stage, the intergenerational
communication is secured – Elders
in our communities hold valuable
knowledge whereas young people
bring new and fresh ideas.

“It is very important to organize
a platform for the Indigenous
youth where we could unite
and share our experiences. For
example, Russian Indigenous
youth movement has existed
since 1998. Our Youth council
organizes several annual events
for our youth, and it would be
great to invite Indigenous youth
from all over the Arctic on our
meetings and activities during
Russian Chairmanship events.
It is amazing that our Peoples
share common values and
traditions, so we hope to pass
it on to future generations. And
we never should forget that
unity is our strength.”

“The leadership of the youth of
Indigenous Peoples has to be
based on preserving traditions,
the continuity of generations,
and the involvement of youth
in the social movement of
Indigenous Peoples. Nowadays,
due to globalization, we are
facing that our youth is involved
in different activities and it is
affected by the development
of new digital technologies.
In this regard, learning native
languages, culture, traditional
knowledge (including
reindeer herding) fade into
the background. Therefore,
we need to educate the young
generation, so traditions of our
ancestors and the covenants of
our elders will be preserved,
and so will be the involvement
of Indigenous people in the
movement.”

When youth are engaged at an early
stage it also provides an opportunity
to build strong networks. We can
already see concrete results from
the Arctic Youth Leaders’ Summit
in 2019 when we see where the
network, that we have built, has
brought us. I believe it’s much easier
for us to continue the valuable
collaboration later when we have
planted the seed already now.
And we can already see how far
we have managed to get when we
work together and therefore, I am
eager and thrilled to see where our
collaboration will bring us. I think
leadership courses, like the James
J. McCarthy Leadership Seminar for
Arctic Indigenous Youth Leaders, are
important for youth to learn more
about leadership in Indigenous
communities and also to build a
network across the world.”
CREDIT: JUHÁN-TUOMMÁ MAGGA

CREDIT: INFORMATION
DEPARTMENT OF RAIPON

CREDIT: INFORMATION
DEPARTMENT OF RAIPON

Learn more about the engagement
of the PP youth on the website of the
Indigenous Peoples’ Secretariat:
arcticpeoples.com/
youth#arctic-youth
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CREDIT: MALINDA BRUCE

The Gwich’in are a resilient and self-sufficient
Nation in the Arctic, whose territory is bisected
by the Canada-USA border, and who continue
to be intricately linked to vadzaih (caribou). In
2020, Gwich’in Council International marked its
20th anniversary, celebrating two decades as
a Permanent Participant organization bringing
Gwich’in voices to the Arctic Council. We initiated
a Proud to Be Gwich’in contest, asking people to
share through writing and photography what it
means to be Gwich’in.
We present one of the winning contest entries
from Laura Wallis-John, a Gwich’in Athabascan
registered nurse currently living in Fairbanks
Alaska. She says, “I wanted to share my story so
that it can inspire those who are still struggling
with active addiction. I want those who are still
suffering from addiction to know that recovery is
possible. Our people deserve to live a fulfilling,
healthy lifestyle. We as a Gwich’in culture come
from such a strong heritage, that we are capable
of achieving anything!” Haii choo Laura.
DEVLIN FERNANDES, GCI EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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WHAT IT
MEANS TO BE
GWICH’IN
AUTHOR

LAURA WALLIS-JOHN

For the majority of my life I have struggled to understand
my cultural identity. I grew up with a father who spoke both
Gwich’in and English, who loved to jig and hunt. My mother
is a famous storyteller who has published several books. I was
always torn between two worlds: the city and the village. On
the one hand, I was raised in the woods in a dry cabin on the
edges of the Yukon River for many summers of my childhood
I spent fishing and hunting. On the other hand, I spent the
majority of my upbringing in various apartment complexes
throughout the city of Fairbanks. Talk about confusing! When
people look at me today and see that I am Alaska Native they
ask where I am from and I always have a long answer saying:
“My mom is from Fort Yukon, my dad is from Venetie, but I
mainly was raised in Fairbanks.”
Today I feel honored to be full blooded
Gwich’in, but this hasn’t always been
the case. Growing up in Fairbanks, as a
child I would play with my Barbie dolls
and compare myself to the other girls at
school. They had such fine skin and hair
and this caused me to feel embarrassed
about my own thick black hair and brown
skin. My mom always taught me to be
proud of our culture and who I was, but
it didn’t stop me from feeling like I was
out of place. Despite feeling different, I
was able to make friends, graduate with
my high school diploma from Lathrop
in Fairbanks, and move to Anchorage
to attend the U.A.A. School of Nursing. I

graduated with my Associates of Applied
Science in nursing degree successfully. By
that point, I felt that I had turned into a
“city native” having not visited my home
village of Fort Yukon for many years. It
felt like I had fallen out of touch with my
cultural background despite the effort I
had made to stay connected with Alaska
Native culture by working with the Alaska
Native population as a certified nurse’s
aide for many years at the Alaska Native
Medical center in my free time while
attending school.
The feeling of disconnection with who
I was continued to persist within me. I
WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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moved back to Fairbanks after a twoyear academic stay in Anchorage and
began working as a registered nurse
at Fairbanks Memorial Hospital. I had
experienced so many life changes by
this point including graduating, moving,
and breaking up with my long term
boyfriend. My mental health was slowly
getting worse and I found myself selfmedicating my loneliness and stress
from working night shifts at the hospital
with alcohol. My mom had always
warned me about alcoholism and drug
addiction which ran in my family on
both sides. I thought that since I was
raised with sober parents and in the
city that I wouldn’t be affected by it.
Wow, was I in for a surprise! The years
following nursing school slowly turned
into a constant battle against alcoholism.
It is surprising how addiction does
not discriminate. Here I was, a health
care provider, and I was sick myself in
many of the same ways as my patients. I
learned that I could not take care of my
patients if I wasn’t taking care of myself.
This is why I believe that promoting
health and wellness is so important to the
Gwich’in people especially in the area of
mental health, which I feel is constantly
overlooked and stigmatized. I know this
from first-hand experience.
It was important for me to share my story
because it tells how I found out what
being Gwich’in really meant to me. Being
Gwich’in means strength and resilience,
a strength that is not only physical, but
spiritual and has been passed down from
my ancestors before me. Being sober is
a constant struggle and I have relapsed
many times in the past couple of years.
But when I think of my Grandma and
how she was able to sober up from her
alcoholism after 40 years of drinking, I
feel a spiritual strength inside of me and I
know that I can do the same. I believe our
people, the Gwich’in, are resilient. How
much trauma have we endured and yet
our culture is still here? I am no longer a
young child that is embarrassed of being
Gwich’in, instead, now I am a proud
young woman. I feel lucky to show off my
Athabascan features that I was unable to
view as beautiful before. I feel beautiful
inside and out, and being sober just adds
to that wonderful feeling.
I am from a cultural background that
cannot be extinguished by alcoholism
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or drug addiction. I will fight the daily
battle to stay sober and help give back to
my Alaska Native community as a health
care provider because I want to inspire
those who are still fighting this disease
of addiction that constantly attacks our
people. I want to be like my Grandma and
inspire my own future grandchildren to
be the best version of themselves and live
the truly healthy life that they deserve,
thriving in and adding to our culture.
I think that the future Gwich’in Nation
will do the same, drawing on the
spiritual strength from our ancestors
to help inspire our future generations
to adapt to the modern world, while
preserving the best parts of our culture:
our language, our values, our skills, our
arts and our traditions.
I personally want to work to improve
our culture’s outlook toward addiction

CREDIT: MALINDA BRUCE
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and mental health. You should never be
ashamed to seek help. I was ashamed
for so many years, in denial about
my alcoholism. I thought denial was
what it meant to “be strong” but in
the end I needed to face my disease
to start to heal, this is how I found
out what true strength means. I hope
our culture can start to look at mental
health as a part of what also needs to
be examined regularly. We live in a fast
paced modern world that is constantly
changing and is very stressful.
Seeking counseling or treatment is
not something anyone should ever be
ashamed of.
I am grateful that my culture was
preserved and passed down through my
family through generations of storytelling.
Storytelling was always a big part of my
family life. My Grandma told my Mom
our legends and my Mom turned my

Grandma’s stories into books so they
wouldn’t be forgotten. I have grown up
reading about and listening to my Mom’s
stories of being raised in an alcoholic
household and her seeing my Grandma
and many others in my family able to
sober up, heal, and find recovery. Those
in my family who are in recovery are now
living a beautiful happy healthy life.
After experiencing generational trauma,
trials of struggling with my cultural
identity, and alcohol and drug addiction,
I want to say that Gwich’in pride means
many things to me. Gwich’in pride means
to be a part of a strong, beautiful culture
that represents people who never give
up, are not ashamed to say who they
are, where they are from, and through
resilience passed down from those
before us, we will not allow the disease of
addiction to ever bring us down or take
away our strength.

Being Gwich’in means strength and
resilience, a strength that is not only
physical, but spiritual and has been passed
down from my ancestors before me.
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The solar farm at Old Crow.
CREDIT: GBP CREATIVE
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C L I M AT E
AND ENERGY

TITLE

POWERED
BY NATURE

How one remote Arctic community
transitioned to green energy – and why it
doesn’t need to be an exception
The Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation community of Old
Crow is off the grid in every sense. The small rural
community with its 250 inhabitants lies 80 miles North
of the Arctic Circle in the Yukon Territory. It’s over
one hundred miles from any other community, is not
connected to a major road system – or any road system
at all – nor to any centralized energy grid.
Its remote location has for many years
rendered Old Crow dependent on diesel.
The fuel had to be flown in by planes,
leading to some of the highest economic
and ecological electricity costs in Canada.
That’s changing. In 2008, the Vuntut
Gwitchin Government decided to find
green energy alternatives for their
community and to gain long-term
energy sovereignty and security. “Our
people have been occupying this area as
archaeological evidence suggests going
back 27,000 years. So, I constantly ask
myself: How were our people able to

thrive in this inhospitable environment?
Because we survive off the energy
systems local to our areas, the energy
in the plants, the animals and in the
nutrients – all driven by the sun,” tells
Chief Dana Tizya-Tramm of the Vuntut
Gwitchin First Nation.
In this respect, Chief Tizya-Tramm says,
the community’s solar energy project was
an application of modern technology to an
ancient energy source. One that had the
potential to give the Vuntut Gwitchin both
economic and energy sovereignty.
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GOOD FOR THE ENVIRONMENT
AND THE POCKET
Today, 2,160 single sided mono-crystalline solar
panels are lined up adjacent to the airstrip,
oriented east/west to maximize long daylight
hours and the trajectory of the Arctic summer
sun. And, even in minimal daylight, faint
sunlight reflects in the snow and generates
electricity.
“Utilizing the power of the sun through a
photovoltaic system, we will be generating 940
kW DC, 480 kW AC of electricity and through
a microgrid system deliver clean energy to
our community,” explains Chief Tizya-Tramm.
Once fully operational, Old Crow’s solar farm
will reduce the amount of fuel needed to

Our elders are picking berries
in an ancient natural energy
system beside a new modern
technological energy system.
– CHIEF TIZYA-TRAMM

CREDIT: NADINE CARROLL

drive the community’s generators by 190,000
liters diesel each year, cutting greenhouse gas
emissions by 680 tons CO2e per year. This is
the equivalent of taking 140 cars off the road.
The solar farm doesn’t only cut environmental
costs, gross profits are expected to equal
410,000 Canadian dollars each year during
the 25-year lifespan of the project. An
electricity purchase agreement governs the
fiscal relationship between the local utility
and the community. Through this agreement
the Vuntut Gwitchin will sell the local utility
energy generated by sunlight at a price
representing avoided fuel costs and deferred
maintenance and capital costs savings (approx.
65 cents per kwh.)
“We have effectively unlocked our centralized
relationship, where previously our fiscal
energies were going to another shareholder,
draining our community financially,” says Chief
Tizya-Tramm.
Over the next 25 years, Old Crow’s solar project
will generate an estimated revenue of 10,5
million dollars - money that will be invested into
new renewable energy projects such as biomass
and wind energy.
A SHIFT ACROSS THE ARCTIC
The Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation is a prime
example of a remote, off-grid community
taking its sustainable energy future into
its own hands, gaining sovereignty while
guaranteeing a clean electricity supply to
its households. It’s the success story of an
Indigenous community acting as project
proponent and owner of its infrastructure. But
it’s not a unique story – fortunately.
High-energy demands, which are met with
expensive, oftentimes unreliable supplies and
inefficient, polluting energy sources, are a
common challenge across the Arctic. Therefore,
over the years, more and more communities
have started to lead a shift towards renewable
energy solutions.
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The 250-person community
of Old Crow lies 80 miles
North of the Arctic Circle in
the Yukon Territory.
CREDIT: JORDAN PETERSON

While energy generation can take many forms
across the Arctic – from solar to wind, from
hydro to tidal, biomass and geothermal –
there’s a pattern underlying successful energy
transitions. “We find that these projects are built
on a set of important enabling factors across
the Arctic. The shift towards renewables is a
complex and dynamic process and at any scale
you need a vision and key drivers guiding the
project, as well as champions who are advancing
the project at a local level. Community
engagement and the access to networks and
expertise are instrumental, as is the recognition
that the process of realizing these projects needs
time and commitment,” says Jennifer Spence,
executive secretary of the Arctic Council’s
Sustainable Development Working Group, and
convenor of an energy session at the 2020 Arctic
Resilience Forum.
THE VISION OF A CLEANER FUTURE
Early in the project planning, the Vuntut
Gwitchin Government shared its vision with
the community– and got everybody on board.
“Modelling showed us the project would reduce
680 tons of CO2e each year by avoiding diesel
combustion and the transportation of diesel.
That was a mandate that resonated very easily
within the community. Thus, there was no
pushback from the community and we had full
support across the board,” explains Chief TizyaTramm, who himself was one of the champions
driving the solar farm project.

THE COMMUNITY IN THE DRIVER’S SEAT
The Vuntut Gwitchin Government held open and
wide community sessions including everyone –
from young children to elders. While the whole
community supported the project, some raised
concerns. “The elders were the only ones who
gave us some very stern words. We were not to
build the solar farm over a local berry patch.
However, this was actually the best area for
placing the panels,” says Chief Tizya-Tramm.
The project team found a solution to leveraging
the sunniest spot in the community while
keeping the berry bushes. They designed
the project in a way that would minimize
disturbance to the local flora, and they did
not fence the area, allowing citizens access to
the site. “Our elders are picking berries in an
ancient natural energy system beside a new
modern technological energy system,” says
Chief Tizya-Tramm.
MATCHING EXPERTISE AND COMPETENCES
One major challenge in remote communities
can be access to technical know-how and
expertise – and the global pandemic is adding
to the problem. “Because of the pandemic, we
were not able to do a full launch of the project
in 2020 as we had hoped. We don’t have
technical expertise within our community,
and we’re relying on technical consultants
from outside the country,” says Chief TizyaTramm. Until the community is able to bring
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RENEWABLE
ENERGY DIY
Transitioning a community towards more
sustainable energy solutions might seem
like a daunting task. But, it does not have
to be! Here are three tools developed by
the Sustainable Development Working
Group that take you that step closer to
renewable energy:
The Arctic Remote Energy Networks
Academy (ARENA) is a unique circumpolar
knowledge sharing program about isolated power
systems’ integration. It provides participants
with the necessary knowledge-base, skills and
collaboration networks to develop successful
clean energy projects in their own communities or
regions: arena.alaska.edu
The Arctic Sustainable Energy Futures Toolkit
is a print and web-based guide for communities to
follow when developing and exercising community
energy planning processes. This step-by-step
toolkit will transfer knowledge using best practices,
resource guides, case studies, videos, worksheets,
and templated pathways to help communities
create and implement their energy visions.
sdwg.org/what-we-do/projects/arctic-sustainableenergy-futures-toolkit/

Wind turbines in Nome, Alaska
CREDIT: KSENIIA IARTCEVA

Arctic Renewable Energy Atlas (AREA) is an
online tool designed to enhance knowledge of
the best practices and local adaptation actions on
Arctic renewable energy and energy efficiency.
The initial website, visualizes collected renewable
energy supply and demand data:
arcticrenewableenergy.org

The solar farm at Old Crow.
CREDIT: GBP CREATIVE
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in the technical expertise, Old Crow’s diesel
generators will still be running.

Networks Academy, or ARENA for short (see
more information in the text box).

Yet not all expertise needs to be on site. Remote
networks of energy experts for example
are a valuable tool to connect people across
communities. “Networks bring people together
either virtually or in person and can provide
support, mentorship, peer connections,
experiences and learning. Building these
connections is invaluable to empower energy
champions across the Arctic to develop the
knowledge and skills needed to launch clean
energy projects in their own community or
region,” says Devlin Fernandes, executive
secretary of Gwich’in Council International
and co-lead of the Arctic Remote Energy

BEYOND ONE SIZE FITS ALL
Finally, national and regional policies can act
as enabling factors. Governments across the
Arctic have made the green energy transition
a national priority to meet decarbonization
targets. However, national plans might not
always translate well with local realities in
the Arctic.
“If we regard energy as an integral part
of resilience, we quickly realize that the
one-size-fits-all approach of major national
policies doesn’t work really well for remote
communities. We do for example see a
resistance against wind power in Norway.
However, if you set up windmills to meet
a community’s energy need, while being
respectful of livelihoods and wildlife,
resistance ceases. In communicating the
energy transition, we need to make projects
and ambitions relatable to people,” says Kristín
Linda Árnadóttir, Chair of the Arctic Council’s
Expert Group on Black Carbon and Methane.
National regulations and policies also need
to take into account that at individual and
community levels, energy needs and decisions
are weighed against other priorities that are
equally important and often equally constrained.
ON THE GRID
Once fully up and running, the Old Crow
solar project will allow the community to
put energy directly on to the grid. “This will
enable us to turn off the diesel generators
as our battery system has electricity for one
hour, which is enough time for the diesel
generator to safely start back up when solar
generation is interrupted by cloud cover or
other intermittencies. Unfortunately, our diesel
generators are still running but once clearance
is given and the pandemic settles down a bit, we
will be able to bring in the technical expertise
that can bring the project to its full viability,”
Chief Tizya-Tramm.
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“September Storms” a photo of our beach taken
in Utqiagvik, Alaska.
CREDIT: LLOYD PIKOK / ARCTIC COUNCIL.
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LIFE IN ONE OF
THE FASTEST-WARMING
PLACES ON EARTH
HEÏDI SEVESTRE

For the past 30 years, the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP) has been taking
the pulse of an Arctic environment severely affected by man-made climate change. Through four
climate assessments, and a fifth one released in 2021, AMAP has clearly painted the picture of
one of the fastest-warming inhabited regions on Earth. And the numbers speak for themselves:
trillions of tonnes of ice lost by the Greenland Ice Sheet in two decades, permafrost thawing
deeper every year, millions of square kilometres of sea ice lost into a warming Arctic Ocean in
40 years. Sometimes numbers can be so astronomical that they make us forget what they actually
mean on the ground. The changes taking place in the region are climatic but also health-related,
cultural and economic. Let us dive into the societal impacts of Arctic warming.
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It’s official, the Arctic is now warming three
times faster than the rest of the world. This is
certainly no cause for celebration. The everincreasing CO2 levels combined with short-lived
climate forcers (air pollutants with a relatively
short atmospheric lifetime) catalyse the rate
of Arctic warming. The air and the ocean are
getting warmer. Precipitation rates are disturbed
with rain gradually gaining on snow. Today, we
have already committed the region to long-term
warming, with potential temperature increase
from 3.3 to 10°C by the end of the century,
depending on the course of future emissions.
With such rapid and widespread changes taking
place around them, Arctic populations are at
the forefront of climate change. For them, every
tenth of degree gained makes the weather more
unpredictable and generates dangerous extreme
weather events directly impacting their daily
lives and livelihoods.

The Arctic plays a crucial role in
regulating and stabilizing the Earth’s
climate. If climate change persists at the
rates expected in the Arctic, it will
continue to affect the world’s ecosystems,
economies, political stability and human
health and well-being.
The response of Arctic environments to these
changes is as expected: fast, extensive, and
in some cases, already irreversible. The cold,
frozen and white Arctic is transitioning away
from landscapes dominated by snow and ice.
But the footprint of Arctic warming goes even
further, changing the way we think of pollution
in the Arctic. There, climate change has the
potential to alter the sources, transport and fate
of man-made contaminants. Earlier predictions
of climate change impacts on such chemicals are
actually occurring. Sea ice loss, glacier retreat
and reduced snow cover remobilizes previously
deposited contaminants. In some parts of the
Arctic, levels of particular Persistent Organic
Pollutants (POPs), including PCBs, are no longer
declining to the extent that would be expected
given known decreases in their primary source
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emissions. Climate change might be part of the
reason behind these changing trends.
The Arctic physical environments are changing,
and with them come significant alterations
of ecological communities and food-webs.
Shifts in the abundance, seasonal migrations
and distribution of species due to warmer
temperatures may change their exposure
to contaminants such as mercury, POPs and
other pollutants. Contaminants accumulated in
subsistence species may be transmitted to local
human populations who consume a meat- and
fat-rich diet. Today, most local wild foods found
in the Arctic continue to be the main source of
exposure to contaminants for Arctic populations.
However, these same foods also provide a rich
source of healthy nutrients. Contaminants can
become more concentrated as they move up
through the food chains, reaching their highest
levels in top predators, particularly some species
of marine mammals, that are such important
components of local diets in the Arctic. Many of
these chemicals are known to have a negative
impact on human health.
New threats further catalyse Arctic warming
and with that, its societal impacts. Every
summer, wildfires blaze north of the Arctic
Circle with increasing intensity, releasing
CO2 and huge quantities of fine particles of
black carbon impacting warming and air
quality. Climate change is also expected to
exacerbate the amount of plastic debris in
the Arctic, calling for a more coordinated and
comprehensive monitoring strategy across the
Arctic regions. Finally, a warmer Arctic enables
the intensification of human activities such
as fisheries, tourism, extraction of resources
and the use of chemicals. While decades
ago, contaminants had to travel via air and
ocean pathways to make it to the Arctic, now
contaminants are released right at the heart of
these vulnerable polar ecosystems, endangering
environments, wildlife and populations alike.
Arctic populations face the impacts of manmade climate change every day of their lives;
through the air they breathe, the water they
drink, the food they eat, the landscapes they
maintain. Further South, consequences of a
warming Arctic might look pale in comparison.
You may think that below 66.30° North, climate
change is only a distant threat, only impacting
the most extreme regions of our planet. But
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think again. The Arctic plays a crucial role in
regulating and stabilizing the Earth’s climate. If
climate change persists at the rates expected in
the Arctic, it will continue to affect the world’s
ecosystems, economies, political stability and
human health and well-being. Sea level rise
from the melt of the Greenland Ice Sheet alone
will redefine borders and coastlines around the
world. Decreasing Arctic sea ice will allow Arctic
shipping to flourish, as well as increasing the
potential risk of accidents. Greenhouse gases
emitted by thawing permafrost will also add
to the carbon load in the atmosphere, further
emphasizing the urgency for effective and
ambitious action by Arctic nations and the rest
of world to limit Arctic warming and hasten the
transformation toward a more resilient state. As
the Arctic is becoming warmer, wilder and more
complex, the need for continued and improved
monitoring of the region and of the societal
implications of these changes is stronger than
ever. No one is immune to the consequences of
Arctic warming.

Considerable Interest for
two scientific papers arising
from the Snow, Water, Ice
and Permafrost in the Arctic
(SWIPA) 2017 AMAP report.
The first article entitled “Key Indicators of
Arctic Climate Change: 1971-2017”,

by Jason Box and co-authors, was published
in 2019 in Environment Research Letters
(https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/aafc1b). Based
on observations over the previous 47 years, it describes
fundamental changes among key elements of the Arctic
physical and biological systems and highlights the Arctic’s
transition away from its 20th century state, with implications
further South. This paper was downloaded more than
71,000 times and has received 94 citations.
The second article, by James Overland and
co-authors, entitled “The urgency of
Arctic change” (https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
polar.2018.11.008) published in the journal
Polar Science the same year anticipates that current levels
of climate change in the Arctic will require major adaptation
as ecosystem reorganizations, sea ice-free shipping routes
and social disruption are expected, leaving the Arctic a
much different environment by mid-century. This paper was
awarded NOAA’s Outstanding Paper of 2020, and has so
far received 64 citations.
Both papers have also received excellent coverage in
social media.

A boy triple-jumps through the
Arctic Ocean at midnight in
Kaktovik, Alaska, July 2010.
CREDIT: ANDY BALTENSPERGER /
ARCTIC COUNCIL
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AS ARCTIC WILDFIRES
INTENSIFY, FIRE ISN’T
THE ONLY THING
CROSSING NATIONAL
BORDERS
As record-setting wildfire seasons become a new normal,
Gwich’in Council International aims to create a common
language around Arctic wildfire management
74
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The Arctic is experiencing a
worrying trend in recent years:
more frequent, uncontrolled
wildfires that have devastating
effects in the region. But
fire is also an age-old land
management tool requiring
skill and know-how for using
it safely and sustainably.
Therefore, could fire also be
a tool for biodiversity and
mitigating climate change?
Gwich’in Council International
(GCI) is tackling wildfire
challenges and fostering new
opportunities through Arctic
Council projects focused on
circumpolar collaboration.
According to the Arctic Monitoring and
Assessment Program’s newly released shortlived climate forcers 2021 assessment, there’s
increased evidence that climate change has
played a role in large and often uncontrollable
early season fires in remote boreal forests, and
has driven an early start to the fire season in
the Arctic tundra with extreme wildfires in
more populated areas. Further, high intensity
fires that are difficult to control will become
more likely, including intense megafires, with
fire seasons lasting longer. AMAP’s assessment
notes that managing fire risks with locallyappropriate measures will be critical, and
Indigenous fire management practices will
need to be considered.

Collaboration is
essential because
wildfires do not respect
national or sub-national
boundaries.
– DEVLIN FERNANDES

Edward Alexander and Devlin Fernandes
represent GCI in the Circumpolar Wildland
Fire project with the Council’s Emergency,
Prevention, Preparedness and Response
Working Group (EPPR) and the Arctic FIRE
project with the Conservation of Arctic Flora
and Fauna Working Group (CAFF). Both projects
have a focus on Arctic wildfires, addressing
different needs.
We spoke with Edward and Devlin about the
impact of wildfires in the Arctic, the importance
of bringing Indigenous knowledge into
management practices and how circumpolar
collaboration and knowledge sharing are
essential to managing wildfires.

How are Gwich’in communities
impacted by wildfires?
EDWARD ALEXANDER: Over the last 20 years,
we’ve seen fires burn close to communities
causing huge amounts of smoke and evacuations
at times. There are associated health risks with
the smoke. We’ve had a lot of acreage burn near
our communities that are important for a variety
of species that we depend on like moose, caribou
and small game.
DEVLIN FERNANDES: In addition to the health
risks and food insecurity caused by wildfires,
there are impacts on people’s ability to engage
in cultural practices and medicine harvesting,
impacts on traplines and transportation routes
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By bringing Indigenous
knowledge into the conversation
and into management practices,
we can actually share the
knowledge that fire can be a tool
for biodiversity and addressing
climate change.
– DEVLIN FERNANDES, GWICH’IN COUNCIL INTERNATIONAL

and impacts on feelings of security and anxiety
when you witness or experience fires in
prolonged ways.

The Circumpolar Wildland Fire
Project aims to share knowledge
and resources across Arctic States.
How important is circumpolar
collaboration to fighting wildfires?
DEVLIN FERNANDES: Collaboration is essential

because wildfires don’t respect national
or sub-national boundaries. Being able to
share knowledge, resources and crews and
having training standards supported across
jurisdictions is really important. There
are Gwich’in firefighting crews that have
developed great skills for firefighting in the
Arctic. This EPPR project looks at how those
crews can be deployed to other Arctic wildfires
and bring those skills to bear.

EDWARD ALEXANDER: It’s important to make
sure that fire and smoke are not the only things
crossing national borders. Our knowledge,
cooperation, resources, respect for each other
and our commitment to mutual aid should also
be trans-boundary.

Gwich’in firefighting crews were in California
[during the 2020 wildfire season] helping
fight wildfires in the South. Having a common
language around wildland fire management that
we can all speak and work with is significant.

How can Indigenous knowledge be
brought into wildfire management?
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EDWARD ALEXANDER: Part of EPPR’s Circumpolar
Wildland Fire project is to learn how other
Indigenous Permanent Participants in the Arctic
Council have managed fires and taken steps to
suppress fires in a way that is useful for them as
a people.

One example is that Gwich’in burn grass
during early springtime in the North, when the
meadows have thawed but there is still snow
around the timber line. This was traditionally
important because it increased the biodiversity
of plant species growing in that area, fertilized
the soil so that plants were more nutritious
and increased the land’s carrying capacity of
animals. It’s also a carbon-neutral practice to
burn the land during that specific time due
to the low amount of carbohydrates on the
soil. It’s important to understand that if that
same fire was lit just a month later, it could be
extraordinarily destructive and destroy the
rich structures of those plants, interfere with
migrating animals and more.
DEVLIN FERNANDES: In the last few decades, fire

has often been thought of as a negative event
and something we want to avoid at all costs.
By bringing Indigenous knowledge into the
conversation and into management practices, we
can actually share the knowledge that fire can
be a tool for biodiversity and addressing climate
change. An exciting piece of the EPPR project is
that collaboration is not simply to suppress fire,
but to strategically think about fires and our
management going forward.

The EPPR Circumpolar Wildland Fire
Project was approved in 2020. How has
the project progressed?
DEVLIN FERNANDES: We’re looking at what

agreements and policies exist that enable
cooperation and collaboration in terms of
wildfire response and training. We will also
interview users, designers and policy makers
for best practices, recommendations for
change and more.
One of our goals is to move towards an
agreement around wildfires that in the future
would see the ability for more mobilization
across borders and address things like
compensation, training, structural Incident
Command Systems and more.
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WILDFIRE
VERSUS

Wildfire in Russia
CREDIT: LYAGOVY / ISTOC

GCI has another wildfire project with
CAFF called Arctic Wildland Fire
Ecology Mapping and Monitoring
(ARCTIC FIRE). What is the
importance of that project and what
are your main goals?
DEVLIN FERNANDES: The objective of Arctic

FIRE is to understand the extent and impacts
of wildfires and the best practices for wildfire
management from science and Indigenous
knowledge perspectives. We are mapping the
extent and distribution of fires across the Arctic
and reviewing practices from how different
jurisdictions manage fires. Along with a map, the
project will deliver guidelines and best practices
for Arctic fire ecology and forest management.

EDWARD ALEXANDER: The more people think
about the impacts of wildland fire on northern
terrain, the better off we all will be as a global
society dealing with climate change. Wildland
fire in the North is different than in the South.
[In the North,] vegetation burns off and exposes
the permafrost below. That results in more
carbon release that continues not just during the
duration of the fire, but for multiple years.

WILDLAND FIRE
EXPLAINED

The term ‘wildland fire’ includes fires that are
intentionally ignited by ecological professionals,
while the term ‘wildfire’ only encompasses fires
that are unintentional. The United States National
Park Service defines wildfire and wildland fire
by the following:
A wildfire is an unplanned fire caused by
lightning or other natural causes, by accidental (or
arson-caused) human ignitions, or by an escaped
prescribed fire that is intentionally ignited by park
managers to meet management objectives.
Wildland fire is an overarching term describing
any non-structure fire that occurs in vegetation
and natural fuels. Wildland fire encompasses both
prescribed fire and wildfire.

However, we do not have all the information
about what exactly is happening and its impacts.
And we need to know, because we’re not talking
about one acre or even 100,000 acres. We’re
talking about tens of millions of acres annually
that this is happening to. We need to have a
better understanding, and GCI is grateful that
we’re not alone in looking for these answers and
that we have solid partnerships through this
project to do that.
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MAKING ENERGY
INDUSTRY
TITLE
GREENER

GREEN ENERGY
SHIFT IN
THE ARCTIC
Act short-term, gain long-term
KRISTÍN LINDA ÁRNADÓTTIR

Geothermal Power Station, Iceland
CREDIT: ISTOCK / DIETERMEYRL
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Around 80 percent of remote Arctic communities
depend on diesel as their primary energy source today.
How feasible does this make a swift transition to more
renewable energy sources? The Chairs of the Arctic
Contaminants Action Program (ACAP) and the Expert
Group on Black Carbon and Methane (EGBCM) share
their thoughts and insights. In short: A transition is
challenging – but with the right policy framework and
support the investments in cleaner, more sustainable
energy systems will pay off financially, environmentally
and health-wise.
Which trends are you observing
in the energy sector – both
globally and in the Arctic?

What will the transition process
look like?

INGER JOHANNE WIESE, ACAP CHAIR: On

projects have been carried through in the
Arctic. There are great numbers of success
stories. There’s already a shift going on in
several Arctic States. In 2020, the largest
share of the EU’s electricity production was
based on renewable energy for the first
time. The climate commitments under the
Paris Agreement, the related EU climate and
energy regulations and the EU Taxonomy
regulations for the financial market
will contribute to this – as well as policy
measures in other sectors.

the global level, the situation is improving,
with a stronger interest in switching to
more environmentally friendly energy
systems based on a mix of zero or low
carbon energy sources such as hydro,
solar, wind, hydrogen and hybrid
solutions. There’s an increasing market
interest in greening the energy sector
and strengthened policy measures by the
European Union and financial institutions
to focus on climate risks and the need for a
transition.

KRISTÍN LINDA ÁRNADÓTTIR, EGBCM
CHAIR: We can see a trend in commitments,

policies and funds in the Arctic targeted
towards greening the Arctic energy systems.
Introducing new energy sources is of course
more difficult and expensive in remote
Arctic communities but the long-term gain
is undeniable. Feasibility studies show that
an energy shift is possible, however there’s
a need to support communities in this
transition. It’s also important to think about
the energy security aspect. Transporting
diesel to remote areas is risky, while using
natural source like wind, hydro- or solar
power are durable in the long-term.

INGER JOHANNE WIESE: Several pilot

KRISTÍN LINDA ÁRNADÓTTIR: We see an
increase in specialized policies for change
in the Arctic. If we take Canada for example,
the country has put funds in place specially
designed to enhance the energy shift in
remote areas. This is something we are
seeing in the United States, Greenland and
other Arctic States as well. We know that
the technology is there, we know that this
is a high investment, but it comes with
long-term gains. The question is what speed
we’re moving at.

Which timeframe are we looking
at for a transition?
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Every community has its own
challenges and assets. It’s therefore
extremely important to listen to and
look at good local examples.
– KRISTÍN LINDA ÁRNADÓTTIR

INGER JOHANNE WIESE: Norway fully

shares the vision laid out in the Green
Deal whereby the EU aims to become
carbon neutral by 2050 and welcomes
the strengthened commitments for 2030.
Norway will work closely with EU on these
matters. Such commitments are important
to business communities, long-term
investments and research and technology
developments.

KRISTÍN LINDA ÁRNADÓTTIR: We’re of
course following the general climate
commitments that states have made, but
we need to look into more radical shifts.
Even though we’re thinking long-term, we
need to act short-term. On a local scale,
a hydro plant is very expensive to set up
and may not lead to a short-term return
of investments but for a long-term climate
neutral future, the plant is a clear win. We
need to act in the short-term with eyes on
the long-term gain.

New technology, voluntary
efforts, government policies and
regulations – which one will be the
leading change-maker?
INGER JOHANNE WIESE: Government
commitments in combination with efficient
policies and regulations are the most
important, but it has taken a long time
to reach this point and the pace of the
transition needs to be increased. Stronger
policies drive the markets, scale up the use
and leads to lower prices and technology
developments. In an early phase carbon
taxes, research and development, voluntary
actions, pilot projects and awareness raising
have been important in Norway as in many
other countries.
KRISTÍN LINDA ÁRNADÓTTIR: High-level
policy has to support the general road
ahead, but I would like to add to this that
it’s important to learn from the experiences
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from local communities. Every community
has its own challenges and assets. It’s
therefore extremely important to listen
to and look at good local examples and to
connect local communities to each other
in order to determine what the best way
forward could look like.

Could you share some best
practice examples from
the Arctic?
INGER JOHANNE WIESE: There are
important success stories in Nordic
countries, the EU, the United States
and the Russian Federation as well, but
it’s the sum of pilots and experiences
that’s the most important. In the Arctic,
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specific pilot projects on wind and diesel
at the Polmos Tundra in northwest
Russia, on solar and diesel in Karelia
and the Murmansk bus project could be
mentioned as success stories.

community was so pleased with the
integrated wind-diesel system that they
are in the process of implementing a selffunded photovoltaic system at a second
herding post on the Kola Peninsula.

Let me describe one project in more
detail: the ACAP project at the Polmos
Tundra Reindeer Farm at the Kola
Peninsula. It was based on a switch
from old diesel generators to a hybrid
wind/diesel power system based on
modern energy efficient technologies.
The results of this project suggest a
great potential to successfully scale up
energy infrastructure investments in the
Arctic that are cost-effective, reliable and
better for the environment. The Tundra

KRISTÍN LINDA ÁRNADÓTTIR: At the EGBCM
we are mainly looking at what policies
show best results and it’s not so easy to
pinpoint one example. We’re urging all
nations in our cooperation to put forward
and show the good examples of what
works and also to highlight what doesn’t
work. This is also something we should
learn from: what measures and policies
aren’t working. You always need to
evaluate the effectiveness of the policies
you put in place.

CREDIT: ISTOCK

WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG

81

THE SNOWFLAKE
INTERNATIONAL
ARCTIC STATION
A hub for energy innovation and cultural exchange

Mockups of the Snowflake
International Arctic Station
CREDIT: MOSCOW INSTITUTE OF
PHYSICS AND TECHNOLOGY
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The Snowflake International Arctic Station provides
a stepping-stone towards advancing carbon-free
technologies in the Arctic. The new Russian year-round
research station will be fully powered by renewables.
It offers a platform for testing and demonstrating
environmentally friendly energy solutions for remote
Arctic communities and it will serve as a hub for
international cooperation towards a sustainable Arctic.
This ambitious plan is supported by the Sustainable
Development Working Group’s (SDWG) project AHEAD.

PROJECT
AHEAD
LEADS:
Russian Federation
and Norway
DURATION:
2020- 2023
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We want to connect people and inspire
them to collaborate on ambitious projects that
can develop solutions for global environmental
issues, including climate change.
– YURY VASILIEV, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE INSTITUTE OF ARCTIC TECHNOLOGIES AT MIPT

CREDIT: MOSCOW INSTITUTE OF PHYSICS AND TECHNOLOGY

The futuristic innovation lab will be
located in the foothills of the Polar Urals
on the land of the Nenets people. The
sphere-like modules of the Snowflake
International Arctic Station will provide
all the amenities of a modern research
station – laboratories, offices, spaces for
teleconferences and onsite seminars
– while powering its operations solely
by renewable energy sources and
hydrogen fuel. A unique new platform
for international cooperation bringing
together engineers, researchers, scientists
and students from across the world to
work on bold solutions that constitute a
basis for life and work in the Arctic – that
is the vision of the Moscow Institute of
Physics and Technology (MIPT).
“The station will provide opportunities for
testing, implementing and developing a
wide range of technologies from robotics
and AI technologies to hydroponics,
including carbon-free energy solutions,
which we then hope to scale up in order
to demonstrate their suitability for
widespread use. We want to connect
people and inspire them to collaborate
on ambitious projects that can develop
solutions for global environmental issues,
including climate change,” says Yury
Vasiliev, Executive Director of the Institute
of Arctic Technologies at MIPT.
The station provides a testing ground
for phasing out high-emission energy
sources in the Arctic, such as diesel
84
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fuel, by transitioning to renewable and
hydrogen power. “Our main objective
is to identify and develop best practices
and best available technologies for a
carbon-free energy supply for settlements
and industrial facilities in the Arctic
region. The goal isn’t only to build a
station powered by renewable energy
and hydrogen, but also to accelerate the
introduction of new technologies in the
Arctic that will be beneficial for the people
living in the region. Additionally, we
hope that our experience and the applied
technologies in the station will be useful
not only for people in the Arctic, but also
beyond,” Yury Vasiliev explains.
He manages SDWG’s project AHEAD,
which stands for “Arctic Hydrogen Energy
Applications and Demonstrations” and
is co-lead by the Russian Federation
and Norway. AHEAD will follow
the construction of the Snowflake
International Arctic Station, scheduled
to be inaugurated during the Russian
Chairmanship of the Arctic Council
in 2023, and co-organize sessions and
forums around sustainable energy
solutions in the Arctic.
Yury Vasiliev explains that the project was
inspired by Anna Nerkagi, a prominent
representative, writer and public figure
of the Indigenous Nenets people. She
founded the “Land of Hope”, a settlement
with an orthodox nomadic school and
summer camp to bring up and educate
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foster children. She saw an opportunity
to further develop the settlement.
“She wanted to do more for the land
and its people. Thus, we discussed
renewable energy options with her,
such as windmills, solar panels and new
hydrogen technologies, and she approved
this approach,” he says.
The Snowflake International Arctic
Station will be built close to the “Land
of Hope”, which is located a six to eight
hours ride by all-terrain vehicle from
the Salekhard airport. The Land of Hope
settlement also serves as a trading post
for more than 700 nomadic people in the
region. “Our station will not only work
on solving energy issues, but also serve
as a platform for creative and scientific
education for the children of these
nomadic families. We’re working together
with Anna Nerkagi and the Nenets people
to accurately harmonize the combination
of Indigenous traditions and a high-tech
Arctic station,” Yury Vasiliev explains.
Besides being a hub for international
innovations, Snowflake will also
serve as a place of encounter between
Indigenous peoples and visitors to
the research station. “We follow our
goals and objectives in respect to both
the environment and Arctic people,”
Vasiliev states.

The AHEAD project is a collaborative
effort in many ways as Oleg Solyakov from
Russian Ministry for the Development of
the Russian Far East and Arctic underlines.
Oleg Solyakov is the head of the Russian
delegation to SDWG and he extends an
open invitation to Arctic States: “We are
inviting and welcoming all Arctic countries
to join the project in various forms, from
delegating their specialists to work at the
station, to testing and demonstrating the
equipment provided by companies and
institutions, participation in the targetdate funds toward building and fitting
the station’s facility and organizing events
at the station. We’re also interested in
inviting Observer states to participate in
special projects at the station, for example,
exchanging experience and knowledge,
as well as together testing equipment and
solutions for Arctic settlements,” Oleg
Solyakov says.
The Snowflake International Arctic
Station will be realized with support
of the Russian Ministry of Science and
Higher Education, the Russian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, the Russian Ministry
for the Development of the Russian Far
East and Arctic, the Governor of Yamal,
the EnergyNet infrastructure center of the
National Technology Initiative, the Arctic
Council and the SDWG. It will welcome
researchers, scientists and engineers from
across the world to cooperate in the yearround Arctic station.

CREDIT: MOSCOW INSTITUTE OF PHYSICS AND TECHNOLOGY
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TEN YEARS
OF SUSTAINED
ARCTIC
OBSERVING

CREDIT: KARI MÄENPÄÄ
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The Arctic is undergoing
rapid change. In order
to understand the effects
on ecological and socioeconomic systems, as well
as to implement mitigation
and adaptation measures,
sustained and holistic
observations are vital. To
this end, the Sustained
Arctic Observing Networks
(SAON) was established as
a joint initiative of the Arctic
Council and the International
Arctic Science Committee
(IASC) in 2011.
At the Ministerial meeting in Nuuk in 2011, the
Ministers of the Arctic States recognized the
importance of the Sustaining Arctic Observing
Networks process as a major legacy of the
International Polar Year. The networks were
to strengthen multinational engagement in
pan-Arctic observing and to monitor Arctic
environmental change. The vision was a
connected, collaborative, and comprehensive
long-term pan-Arctic Observing System that
would serve societal needs.
To achieve this, SAON has outlined three goals:
ensuring sustainability of Arctic observing;
promoting free and ethically open access to
all Arctic observational data; and creating a
roadmap to a well-integrated Arctic Observing
System.
CREATE A ROADMAP TO A WELLINTEGRATED ARCTIC OBSERVING SYSTEM.
“SAON’s Roadmap for Arctic Observing and Data
Systems, short: ROADS, is built upon a holistic
benefit analysis. It takes the environmental,
economic, and social domains into account in
which services, operations, and research provide
societal benefit”, explained Sandy Starkweather,
SAON Chair and Executive Director for the US
Arctic Observing Network.

To implement this ambitious roadmap,
the partnership with, and active, equitable
involvement of Indigenous peoples and
local communities is essential. ROADS will
draw on community-led approaches, and
involve Indigenous knowledge holders, local
organizations and networks to fill existing
observation gaps, which are critical to add to the
understanding of the Arctic system as a whole.
SAON connects the Arctic Observing System with
global initiatives as a member of the Group on
Earth Observation and organizes within it the
Arctic part of the Global Earth Observing System
of Systems (Arctic GEOSS).
PROMOTE FREE AND ETHICALLY
OPEN ACCESS TO ALL ARCTIC
OBSERVATIONAL DATA
To promote free and ethically open access to
all Arctic observational data, SAON plays a
leading role in working with the Arctic and
broader polar data community to develop
shared standards for finding, accessing and
reusing observing data. Much is achieved
through frequent virtual meetings that
lead towards the Fourth Polar Data Forum
scheduled for the end of 2021.

ARCTIC
OBSERVING
SUMMIT
The Arctic Observing Summit (AOS) is
SAON’s outreach event. AOS is a highlevel, biennial summit that aims to provide
community-driven, science-based guidance
for the design, implementation, coordination
and sustained long-term (decades) operation
of an international network of Arctic
observing systems. AOS was held in 2013,
2014, 2016, 2018, and 2020, each with
approximately 250 participants. The 6th AOS
will be held in 2022 in the context of ASSW
in Tromsø, Norway.
SAON web site:
arcticobserving.org
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MARINE
ENVIRONMENT

TITLE

PLASTICS
IN THE
ARCTIC
Back in Sight, Back in Mind

“When we speak of
plastics,” says Magnús
Jóhannesson, “we
need to reverse an old
saying to ‘back in sight,
back in mind’. Plastic
pollution is one of the
major issues marine
environments face
today and we need to
coordinate our actions
to tackle it effectively. “
Jóhannesson is the Arctic Council
designated Special Coordinator on
Plastics and Marine Litter. During
Iceland’s Chairmanship of the Council
from 2019-2021, his task has been
to move Arctic plastic pollution and
marine litter to the forefront of
environmental policy discussions in
the region.

Plastic litter is found in even the
most remote locations in the world,
and the Arctic is no exception.
Currents, streams, waves and wind
carry marine litter across the seas,
while solid waste and wastewater
from Arctic communities, and larger
communities up-river, contribute to
the problem. Plastic debris is found
on Arctic beaches, in the water
column, in sea ice, sediments and
even in the bodies of Arctic birds
and mammals.
Arctic Council experts are improving
our understanding of how plastics
travel into and out of Arctic waters,
and the risks that plastics present to
Arctic life and livelihoods. In March
2021, the Government of Iceland
and the Nordic Council of Ministers
hosted an international symposium
on plastics in the Arctic and SubArctic regions to shed a light on the
most recent knowledge on plastic
pollution in the Arctic. About 100
scientific studies were presented at
the symposium.
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Broken-down
microplastics, and other
chemical substances
added to them,
accumulate in the
environment.
CREDIT: YURIY ARTYUKHIN

THE NEVER-ENDING IMPACT
OF PLASTICS
The story of plastic debris in the Arctic
often begins with large pieces of waste,
like abandoned fishing nets. Nets can
entangle fish and marine mammals, and
even terrestrial mammals like reindeer
when debris washes up on the coast.
Floating plastic can also act as a raft that
speeds the travel of invasive species. On
Svalbard, non-native barnacles have
been found on plastic debris. Meanwhile,
transportation is hindered by floating
plastic debris when it obstructs or
damages vessels.

Arctic Council projects are providing
smaller communities with new tools to
better manage plastic pollution and other
sources of marine litter.
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As the plastic degrades into smaller pieces,
it’s ingested by animals of all sizes. Arctic
species from cod to fulmars to belugas
have been found with elevated volumes
of plastic in their stomachs.
The impacts continue as the plastic breaks
down further. “Plastics are polymers,
substances made of large molecules. They
never completely disappear,” explains
Jennifer Provencher of the Council’s
Arctic Monitoring and Assessment
Programme (AMAP). The broken-down
microplastics, and other chemical
substances added to them, keep on
accumulating in the environment. “It’s a
never-ending physically and chemically
negative impact on ecosystems, species
and communities,” says Provencher.
These microplastics persist in the Arctic
environment and find their way into
every part of the food chain. According
to AMAP, microplastics have been found
in Arctic snow, sea ice, seawater, in
sediments collected on the ocean floor,
and on beaches.
For residents of the Arctic who
depend on wildlife for food security,
microplastics raise a new set of questions.
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FISHERIES
AND PARTS
THEREOF
How prevalent are they, where do they
come from and what risks do they pose
to people?

Lost, abandoned
or discarded
fishing gear
CREDIT: MARIA GAVRILO

The problem is expected to worsen with
climate change, as sea ice melts and
human activities increase in the region.
WHERE DOES ARCTIC
PLASTIC LITTER COME FROM?
“Plastic in the oceans is moving around
between different regions. There are
indications that a big part of the plastic
that we find in the Arctic today is coming
from outside,” says Jóhannesson. Wind
and ocean currents move plastic from
one place to another. A study by Japanese
researchers on microplastics in surface
seawater in the world’s oceans which
was presented at the international
symposium indicates that the occurrence
of microplastics in the Arctic ocean is
similar to mid-latitude oceans.
WHAT’S THE SOLUTION?

Manage waste

Some of the plastic waste in the Arctic
comes from small, remote communities
within the region. Waste management
in the Arctic comes with significant
challenges. Expensive infrastructure
and transportation, poor economies of
scale, difficulties with operation and
maintenance of waste management sites,
and complex socioeconomic issues mean
conventional solutions are often not
successful. In bigger communities and
cities bordering the Arctic this should not
be such a difficult challenge.
Arctic Council projects are providing
smaller communities with new tools to
better manage plastic pollution and other
sources of marine litter.
The Council’s Sustainable Development
Working Group (SDWG) looked at how
Arctic communities are successfully
managing solid waste to protect the
health of residents and the environment

ARCTIC
INDUSTRY

Shipping and
offshore resource
exploration,
marine tourism
and aquaculture
CREDIT: ISTOCK / ALEXEY_SEAFARER

LOCAL
ACTIVITIES
Insufficient
management on
solid waste and
wastewater
CREDIT: VLADIMIR MELNIK

OUTSIDE
THE ARCTIC
Plastics are
carried north by
currents, waves,
and wind
CREDIT: MARIA GAVRILO
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on which they depend. The best
practices highlighted by SDWG include
safer burning to minimize inhalation,
mandatory collection programs and
improved landfill infrastructure. Most
importantly, the programs are designed
to meet the unique needs of each
community with a focus on the specific
practices, behaviors or infrastructure
needs that most impact health and
environment.

Monitor waste

“Comprehensive monitoring is the basis
for informed decision making,” says
Jennifer Provencher, Co-Chair of AMAP’s
Expert Group on Litter and Microplastics.
We have a timely advantage [because]
people are making policy decisions on
this issue right now. Co-Chair Eivind
Farmen adds, “the more coordinated
and comprehensive we can be in our

The Regional Action Plan on marine
litter is an international collaboration to
chart a path to reducing both land- and
sea-based marine litter.
monitoring, the better we can feed into
those decisions and policies.”
To that end, the Council’s Protection of
the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME)
Working Group created the first Arcticwide study on the impacts of plastic
pollution, an invaluable resource for
policy that could stop pollution at its
source. This “Desktop Study on Marine
Litter” was the basis for AMAP’s
comprehensive monitoring plan and
technical guidelines for monitoring
microplastics and litter in the Arctic.
For the first time, all parts of the Arctic
ecosystem will be examined for traces of
this type of pollution.
“We know that litter and plastic debris
for example is harmful for birds, turtles
and whales, as they ingest large parts
of plastic or get entangled in it. Yet, in
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regard to microplastics, the effects are
much less known. One aspect that is
common to both microplastics and litter
is that the substances accumulate in the
environment and are very persistent to
degradation – and that in itself grants the
need for a monitoring plan,” says Eivind
Farmen.
The Council’s Conservation of Arctic Flora
and Fauna (CAFF) Working Group is
approaching the issue from the air – using
seabirds to monitor plastic in the Arctic.
CAFF is combining knowledge on plastic
ingestion, conservation status and the
ability to monitor Arctic seabird species
for the first long-term monitoring of how
plastic pollution affects seabirds across
the region.

Prevent waste

Ultimately, preventing plastic waste in the
first place is the key to a cleaner, healthier
Arctic environment.
Through the Arctic Council, Arctic States
and Indigenous peoples are working
together to develop the first regional
action plan to address marine litter in
the Arctic. The plan would reduce litter’s
negative impact on the region’s ecosystem
and potentially serve as a blueprint for
the rest of the world’s oceans.
The Regional Action Plan on marine litter
is an international collaboration to chart a
path to reducing both land- and sea-based
marine litter. The plan focuses on some
key sources: fisheries and aquaculture,
ships and offshore structures, onshore
waste and wastewater management. The
proposed solutions include sustainable
materials, coastal clean-ups, stronger
monitoring and research and outreach.
Any solution will require cooperation
– between Arctic and non-Arctic states,
communities and researchers. “Plastic
pollution is a global problem that
eventually will need a global solution,
but it will take time to create,” says
Jóhannesson. “In the meantime, the Arctic
States can take some immediate measures
to reduce the problem in the Arctic region
and collaboration with Observer States
in the Arctic Council will make such
measures more effective.
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TRACKING PLASTIC
IN A BOTTLE
PAME launched a bottle equipped with a GPS transmitter into
the Atlantic southwest of Iceland on 12 September 2019. Called
“plastic in a bottle”, the capsule simulates how marine litter and
plastics travel far distances into and out of Arctic waters.
The bottle was headed north when it washed up on the coast of
Scotland roughly 200 days later. The next bottle is set to launch
from the Netherlands, where currents are also expected to carry
it north. The project is a clear illustration of how plastic waste
is a global problem.

The Council’s CAFF
Working Group is studying
the impacts of plastic
ingestion on seabirds.
CREDIT: NINA DEHNHARD

WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG

93

FISH COLLAGEN
AND SENEGAL
FLOUNDERS

CREDIT: HUGI ÓLAFSSON
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Iceland is leading the way
in the blue bioeconomy
and initiated a study to
explore its potential in the
Arctic. While there’s no
one-size-fits-all business
model, ocean industries
could be key to tackling
food security while
fostering sustainable
development. After
all, innovation meets
millennia of experience in
the High North.
It’s not a smell for the faint hearted.
Delegates had even received a warning

to not wear their finest clothes and to
seal anything they did wear that evening
in a plastic bag before packing their
luggage. It was no exaggeration. The odor
of dried fish struck them the moment
they entered the factory and crept into
the fibers of coats and shawls as they
walked past containers filled to the brink
with cod heads.
The Icelandic Chairmanship team
had brought Arctic Council delegates
at the June 2020 executive meeting to
Codland – a posterchild of Iceland’s blue
bioeconomy. Codland was established in
2012 by seven fishing and ocean-related
companies with an ambitious target: to
find a use for all parts of a cod. Less than
a decade later, it’s a successful venture.
What once was considered waste is now
turned into valuable new products such
as marine collagen, mineral supplements
and fish oil.

ABOVE: Codland

was established in 2012 by seven fishing and ocean-related companies
with an ambitious target: to find a use for all parts of a cod. Less than a decade later, it’s
a successful venture. What once was considered waste is now turned into valuable new
products such as marine collagen, mineral supplements and fish oil.

CREDIT: KRISTINA BAER
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Iceland has become a frontrunner in
maximizing the value of the entire fish.
According to the Iceland Ocean Cluster,
eighty percent of the landed cod in
Iceland is utilized. By way of comparison,
international estimates reveal that up to
43 percent of captured fish and shellfish
resources end up either as wastage or
discarded material.
So, what has Iceland done differently?
In addition to examples such as
Codland, national regulations and good
cooperation between R&D organizations
and companies have enabled the fishing
industry to innovate. This development
has been driven forward by both
need and initiative. In order to grow,
companies that depend on naturally
limited marine resources faced a need
to increase the value drawn from
their catches. The blue bioeconomy,
consequently, has become an important
part of Iceland’s economy.

BELOW: Fishermen near
Ilulissat, Greenland.
CREDIT: ISTOCK / EXPLORA_2005

96

“The blue bioeconomy is a kind of back
to basics thinking in the sense that it’s
about making the most of what you
get. It’s about maximizing the value
of and revenue from marine catches
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and minimizing waste and negative
environmental impacts of marine
operations by using innovative processing
methods,” explains Ambassador Einar
Gunnarsson, Chair of the Senior Arctic
Officials during Iceland’s Chairmanship.
As a nation surrounded by the
sea, with fish products making up
around forty percent of its national
commodity exports, Iceland played
into its strengths by putting the blue
bioeconomy on the agenda for its
Chairmanship (2019-2021). The “Blue
Bioeconomy in the Arctic” project under
the Sustainable Development Working
Group (SDWG) was set up to explore
opportunities to increase the value of
marine products and to evaluate how
the blue bioeconomy could contribute
to sustainable economic development
in the Arctic and beyond. The outcome
is a desktop study that presents the
current state of various blue bioeconomy
sectors (marine fisheries, aquaculture,
algal biomass and freshwater fishing)
in four Arctic regions: Iceland, Norway,
Northern Canada and Alaska.
“We found that the blue bioeconomy is
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RIGHT: Fishing

boat in Lofoten, Norway
CREDIT: L. HISLOP

important to many Arctic communities.
It provides food security, economic
value and employment, which in turn
counteracts the decline and collapse of
rural settlements. However, there’s no
one Arctic blue bioeconomy,” says project
lead Bryndís Björnsdóttir at Matís, an
Icelandic food and biotech R&D company.
In some regions, high costs of food
production, limited infrastructure, the
absence of supportive legislations, cultural
tensions associated with commodifying
traditional Indigenous foods, limited
innovation and an over-reliance on raw
export put constraints on development
of a blue bioeconomy. Nonetheless,
communities and governments across
the four regions generally acknowledged
the importance of the blue bioeconomy
for diversifying local economies and
redefining food security.
This support might have grown further
during the coronavirus pandemic.
“Covid-19 affected the Arctic blue
bioeconomy in several ways. Sales of
primarily fresh fish products for example
declined due to reduced market demands
and limited transport. But Covid-19
generally also increased the awareness of
food security issues. In many regions, the
pandemic brought focus on the need to
increase regional food production within
the Arctic,” says Bryndís Björnsdóttir.
In many Indigenous communities,
subsistence hunting and fishing became
a showcase of the Arctic resilience
during national and local lockdowns.
Millenia of sustaining communities
from Arctic lands and waters, have
rendered Indigenous peoples experts on
utilizing limited resources to the fullest.
“Sustainable development, including a
blue bioeconomy, is not a new concept
for Inuit. Our economy has always been
blue,” reads a statement by the Inuit
Circumpolar Council.
While regional interests and cultural
understandings of the blue bioeconomy
differ substantially between regions,
the project report identified important
common interests and initiatives
where the Arctic region can benefit
from collaboration and mutual support
to strengthen the blue bioeconomy.

The blue bioeconomy is a kind of
back to basics thinking in the sense
that it’s about making the most
of what you get.
– AMBASSADOR EINAR GUNNARSSON

Dedicated funding schemes, capacity
building and a virtual pan-Arctic
network connecting innovation centers,
research organizations, businesses and
entrepreneurs are among the actions
recommended in the report under the
heading Arctic potential.
Arctic potential also awaited the Arctic
Council delegates as they made their
way out of Codland to yet another (more
appetizing) Icelandic blue bioeconomy
demonstration. The owners of HS Orka, a
geothermal powerplant, had prepared a
barbeque on the terrace, grilling Senegal
flounders. What sounds like a long-range
food transport actually comes from the
vicinity. Stolt Sea Farm produces Senegal
flounders in land cages on the Reykjanes
peninsula in South West Iceland, where
the conditions for the tropical fish
surprisingly are ideal. The powerplant
uses saltwater from wells for cooling its
generators which is subsequently pumped
directly to Stolt Sea Farm at an ideal
temperature for farming, around 20 °C.
This hands-on experience of blue
bioeconomy for the Council’s delegates,
are two of eighteen best practice
examples and success stories outlined in
the project report. Thus, there is already
a lot of knowledge and expertise to share
– and much potential for future social
activities at Arctic Council meetings.

BLUE
BIOECONOMY
IN THE ARCTIC
REGION
COMPLETION DATE:
2021
LEADS:
Iceland, Canada,
Kingdom of Denmark,
Norway, United States
and Aleut International
Association
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TITLE

FROM RISK
TO RESCUE

A collaborative project with the Association of
Arctic Expedition Cruise Operators explored the potential role
of cruise vessels as first responders in oil spill events
PROJECT
NEPTUNE
LEADS:
Norway and United States
COOPERATION
PARTNER:
Association of Arctic
Expedition Cruise
Operators
DURATION:
June – December 2020

Cruise vessels operating
in Arctic waters are
usually regarded as a risk
factor. Operating far from
densely populated areas
and a close-knit search
and rescue network, any
emergency in the high
North could quickly turn
catastrophic. But could
there be another side to
that narrative?
The Arctic Council’s Emergency
Prevention, Preparedness and
Response Working Group (EPPR)
teamed up with the Association of
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Arctic Expedition Cruise Operators
(AECO) for the joint NEPTUNE project
to investigate how cruise vessels
could turn into a resource for oil spill
emergency operations in the Arctic.
“They are where local authorities are
not, and that’s their potential strength.
An expedition cruise vessel may be the
nearest body to respond in case of an
oil spill in the Arctic,” says Synnøve
Lunde from the Norwegian Coastal
Administration.
Synnøve Lunde and her colleagues from
the U.S. Coast Guard and AECO reached
out to oil spill authorities and responders
in the Arctic States and Arctic cruise
operators to find out if they saw a role
for cruise vessels in responding to oil
spill events.
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“The cruise operators clearly identified
themselves as an asset in expanding oil
spill response capacities in the North. In
addition to zodiacs, cranes and satellite
communications systems, they carry
mandatory oil spill equipment on board
and as experienced seafarers they are
practical problem solvers,” says Frigg
Jørgensen, AECO Executive Director.

In their dry run, the operators discussed
notification and communications systems,
went through their equipment and
capabilities, reviewed their emergency
plans and gauged their supplies. For
twenty-four hours, at most forty-eight
hours, the crew would’ve been able
to provide assistance. Then their own
resources would be depleted.

Authorities were more restrained in
their responses. While tour operators
could potentially assist in an emergency,
it would not be possible to rely on
their services. Limited storage both for
additional equipment and oily waste
presents a limiting factor, as does the
seasonal nature of their operations.
Most cruise vessels head South after the
summer months.

“These first twenty-four to forty-eight
hours can be vital if a cruise vessel is
able to act as first responder. In these
emergencies, getting accurate information
about an incident and initiating early
response actions is critical for authorities
until they can bring in additional
resources,” says Jason Scott from the
United States Coast Guard.

Another concern was the limited training
of a cruise vessels’ crew – something
NEPTUNE had planned to address. The
original plan was to conduct a pilot oil
spill response exercise on board an
expedition cruise vessel and to develop
recommendations for future exercises
from it. But the global Covid-19 pandemic
put a sudden halt to the preparations.
Instead, the project team hosted table-top
exercises with crew and staff of two tour
operator companies: Hurtigruten and
Lindblad Expeditions. They were given
a scenario, in which a fishing vessel had
grounded in the North of Svalbard with
750 cubic meters of marine diesel on
board. Due to bad weather conditions, it
was impossible to get assistance from
Longyearbyen. Their expedition cruise
vessel was the only one close by.

The cruise industry is keen on further
exploring its role within an Arctic oil
spill response system and the project
leads are optimistic that NEPTUNE
has only just scratched the surface
of cooperation possibilities. How a
systematic approach could look and
which agreements would have to put in
place are thus important questions for a
potential follow-up to this project.

LEFT PAGE: In 2011, the Icelandic container ship
Godafoss ran aground near the Norwegian
coast, spilling oil. The incident demonstrated the
importance of international cooperation and a fast
offshore response to cold-water accidents.
CREDIT: KYSTVERKET / RUNE BERGSTRØM
BELOW: Cruise ships in the Arctic could play a role
in emergency oil spill response.
CREDIT: CR ULSTEIN
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AS ARCTIC MARINE
TOURISM INCREASES,
HOW CAN WE ENSURE
IT’S SUSTAINABLE?
A look into Arctic tourism trends and
local guideline development

The Arctic is promoted as one of Earth’s
last pristine areas with unique nature and
rich history. In recent years as the region
has become more accessible, more tourists
have turned their attention to the Arctic.
This increase in marine tourism could bring
major impacts to the region. On one hand,
there’s potential for local economic boosts
and greater cultural and environmental
awareness. But it could also lead to increases
in pollution, invasive species and other
serious social and environmental risks.
ARCTIC
MARINE
TOURISM
PROJECT
LEADS:
Canada, Iceland, United
Kingdom
COOPERATION
PARTNERS:
British Antarctic Survey,
Arctic Expedition Cruise
Operators
DURATION:
2013-2015, 2019-2021
DELIVERABLE:
Project report, online
repository of information
collected

Analyzing and enabling sustainable
Arctic marine tourism is one goal of the
Arctic Council’s Protection of the Arctic
Marine Environment Working Group
(PAME). Its latest marine tourism project
tracks trends with tourism vessels and
analyzes guidelines for near-shore and
coastal areas of the Arctic visited by
tourists and operators.
ARCTIC TOURISM TRENDS
Using its Arctic Ship Traffic Data system,
PAME worked with the British Antarctic
Survey (BAS) to analyze passenger
vessel data from 2013 to 2019. It found
a 35 percent increase in the number
of passenger vessels operating during
that time period within Arctic waters as
defined by the Polar Code. In 2013, 77
unique ships operated in the Arctic, while
in 2019 there were 104.
As the Arctic environment changes, it
may be feasible for passenger vessels to
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operate during more months of the year.
Over the course of the years analyzed, 70
percent of passenger ships operated in
more than one month. On average, 10
percent of passenger ships operated in
six months or more, and in each year
analyzed, at least one passenger vessel
operated in all 12 months of the year.
Half of all passenger ships used distillate
marine fuel to navigate in Arctic waters
in 2019. 24 percent of passenger ships
used Heavy Fuel Oil (HFO) – a type of
fuel that has some of the highest levels of
exhaust emissions among marine fuels
and poses significant environmental risks
if leaked into Arctic waters. A worrying
trend points to increasing use of HFO in
recent years.
GUIDELINES FOR ARCTIC TOURISM
To prevent disturbance of Arctic peoples,
wildlife, vegetation and cultural remains,
PAME worked with the Association of
Arctic Expedition Cruise Operators (AECO)
to analyze existing site-specific guidelines
for near-shore and coastal areas of the
Arctic visited by marine tourism ships.
Based on existing guidelines, AECO
created a standardized template for sitespecific guidelines for tourists and vessel
operators to follow. Site-specific guidelines
can be tailored towards mitigating safety
and environmental risks, encouraging
sustainable use and educating visitors on
ecological, cultural and historical features
unique to the area they are visiting.
FUTURE WORK
PAME’s Arctic Marine Tourism report
includes several recommendations
for further work. One is that Arctic
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governments identify areas particularly
vulnerable to marine-based tourism that
would benefit from the creation of sitespecific guidelines.
Trends in Arctic tourism will continue
to evolve – particularly as outside
factors including the Covid-19 pandemic
significantly impact the tourism industry

and Arctic communities. How will the
pandemic impact Arctic marine tourism?
Which areas in the Arctic receive the
greatest number of tourists? To what
extent are passenger vessels operating
in high-risk ice conditions? PAME can
answer these questions – and more – as
they continue to collect data and analyze
marine tourism in the Arctic.

FIGURE 1: All tourism vessel
traffic in 2019, cruise and
passenger ships.

FIGURE 2: Fuel types
and usage by ships in
the Arctic.
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NAVIGATING
THE FUTURE OF
ARCTIC SHIPPING
What an increase in Arctic shipping
means for the region
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LEFT: Russian

nuclear ice breaker heading
to the North pole through pack ice.

CREDIT: ISTOCK / SEPPFRIEDHUBER

The Arctic marine
environment is undergoing
extraordinary environmental
and developmental changes.
Access to the Arctic Ocean
is changing quickly as sea
ice extent reduces and thins
– enabling longer seasons
of ship navigation and new
access to previously difficult
to reach regions. At the same
time, the Arctic is home to
significant natural resources,
high commodity prices and a
growing worldwide demand.
The promise of shorter
shipping routes and growing
access and demand for
natural resources is piquing
the interest of nations and
industries around the globe.
WWW.ARCTIC-COUNCIL.ORG
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I think that safety at sea
translates to our people still being
able to hunt and fish and remain
on the landscape.
– DR. LIZA MACK

Ship traffic in the Arctic has been increasing
modestly for the last 20 years. With that comes
implications for Arctic inhabitants, who could
become burdened by marine disruption,
increased pollution and more. This underscores
the need for fostering cooperation between the
Arctic States, Indigenous Permanent Participants
and stakeholders in the shipping industry.
While the implications of a more heavily
trafficked Arctic Ocean are not yet fully
understood, the first step is to fill a critical
knowledge gap in shipping trends in the Arctic.
MONITORING ARCTIC SHIPPING TRENDS
The Arctic Council’s Working Group on the
Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment
(PAME) monitors Arctic ship traffic trends and
issues Arctic Shipping Status Reports using
its established Arctic Ship Traffic Data (ASTD)
System. Its reports define Arctic waters using
the International Maritime Organization’s
International Code for Ships Operating in Polar
Waters (Polar Code).
PAME’s first Arctic Shipping Status Report
showed that between 2013 and 2019, the
number of ships entering the Arctic grew by 25
percent, from 1,298 ships to 1,628 ships. The total
distance sailed by those ships in the Arctic grew
by 75 percent from 6.51 million nautical miles in
2013 to 9.5 million nautical miles in 2019.
The majority of ships (41 percent) entering the
Arctic are commercial fishing vessels. Other
104
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types of ships that commonly navigate in the
region include bulk carriers, icebreakers, and
research vessels. Growing Arctic marine tourism
also has its share – 73 cruise ships sailed in
Arctic waters in 2019.
FUELS USED BY SHIPS IN THE ARCTIC
PAME’s second Arctic Shipping Status Report
provides information on fuels used by ships
in the Arctic in 2019 with a focus on heavy
fuel oils (HFO). HFO is extremely viscous and
persists in cold Arctic water for weeks or
longer if released, increasing potential to cause
damage to marine ecosystems and coastlines.
In ice-covered waters, an HFO spill could result
in oil becoming trapped in and under the ice.
When burned as fuel by ships, HFO has some
of the highest concentrations of hazardous
emissions among marine fuels. PAME’s second
Arctic Shipping Status Report shows that
around 10 percent of ships in Arctic waters
burned HFO as fuel in 2019.
While the number of unique ships in Arctic
waters in 2016 is nearly identical to the number
of unique ships in those waters in 2019, fuel
consumption grew by 82 percent. In 2016, there
were no liquid natural gas (LNG) tankers in
Arctic waters as compared to 29 LNG tankers
in 2019. These 29 LNG tankers consumed over
260,000 tons of fuel, making up the greatest
portion of total fuels consumed by ships in the
Arctic in 2019.
SHIPPING’S IMPACT ON ARCTIC
COASTAL COMMUNITIES
Arctic coastal communities that are used
to largely un-trafficked waters are likely to
experience major changes as shipping in
the Arctic increases. As shipping increases, it
may interfere with communities’ subsistence
harvesting of fish and marine mammals, foul
their coastlines if they spill fuel or other toxic
substances or impose a heavy burden upon
their limited search and rescue and response
capabilities in the event of an accident.
One such community is the town of Adak,
located in the Aleutian Islands that connects
westward from the Alaska Peninsula towards
the Kamchatka Peninsula in Russia. If the
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Northern Sea Route becomes traversable for
more than six months a year, the shorter route
to Europe could become profitable for routes to
Japan, Korea and China. Adak – a community
of 330 people – could soon find itself in the
crosshairs of Arctic shipping, which will
connect vessels to the Great Circle Route – a
route that 7,000 vessels could soon use to bring
goods to Europe.
For the Unangan (Aleut people) and other
Indigenous peoples across the Arctic coastline
that rely on subsistence hunting, safe and
sustainable shipping is critical. “Healthy oceans
and a clean environment equal healthy people
and for us to continue our subsistence lifestyles
that is something that we are very much
cognizant of,” says Dr. Liza Mack, Executive
Director of the Aleut International Association.
“The Aleut region is the doorway to get to the
Arctic. In order to get to the Northern Sea Route
and through to the Northwest Passage, you come
through our region. Therefore, I think that safety
at sea translates to our people still being able to
hunt and fish and remain on the landscape.”
With the potential to have significant
implications for Arctic inhabitants and the
region as a whole, cooperation and coordination
between all stakeholders is needed to ensure this
emerging sector of shipping is developed in a
sustainable way.

One way in which the Council collaborates with
the shipping sector is through its cooperation
with the International Maritime Organization
(IMO). To raise awareness of Arctic shipping
provisions amongst all those involved in or
potentially affected by Arctic marine operations,
PAME established the Arctic Shipping Best
Practice Information Forum in 2017. The Forum
meets on a yearly basis, and is open to Arctic
States, Indigenous Permanent Participants,
Arctic Council Observers and any widely
recognized professional organization dedicated
to improving safe and environmentally sound
marine operations in the Arctic.
Relative to other parts of the globe, Arctic
shipping is still in an early stage, providing an
opportunity for the Council in partnership with
marine stakeholders to guide its development
in a sustainable way. Continuing to monitor
Arctic shipping trends and its impacts on the
Arctic marine environment and communities,
combined with continued cooperation among
the Arctic States, Indigenous Permanent
Participants and shipping stakeholders will
shape the future of Arctic shipping.
CREDIT: ELENA PEROVA

FOSTERING COOPERATION
In September 2020, the Arctic Council launched
a new marine cooperation initiative: The Senior
Arctic Officials’ Marine Mechanism (SMM). The
virtual series brought together marine experts
from across the Arctic Council network for
discussions on how to improve the coordination
of marine issues, including Arctic shipping.
Magnús Jóhannesson, Special Adviser for
Arctic Affairs to the Icelandic Chairmanship
of the Arctic Council, moderated the Arctic
shipping session and commented, “Sustainable
development in any sector will not be fruitful
unless we involve the sector itself, so if the Arctic
Council wants to promote sustainable Arctic
shipping it is important to collaborate with the
shipping sector operating in the Arctic.”
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MERCURY FROM
OUTSIDE THE ARCTIC
IS POLLUTING
THE REGION
A look at current trends, concerns and future action
AMAP Working
Group lays a scientific
foundation while ACAP
WG implements projects
to stimulate actions to
reduce emissions. This is
how they work together
to inspire change.
Mercury has long been identified as a
toxic contaminant that can have serious
health implications globally, causing
increasing concern within the Arctic.
Mercury is released as a result of human
activities such as the combustion of fossil
fuels, mining and metal production,
cement manufacturing and waste
incineration in addition to natural sources
like volcanos. Most of these mercuryemitting activities occur outside the
Arctic – so why is the region impacted by
mercury pollution?
Most mercury pollution is brought to
the Arctic via long-range transport from
lower latitudes by air and ocean pathways.
This underscores the importance of
pollution sources in southern regions

joining efforts to reduce emissions. Once
emitted, mercury is cycled and recycled
in the environment, taking different
chemical forms along the way. Particularly
concerning is mercury’s ability to
accumulate over time in living organisms.
This creates a buildup in each successive
level of the food chain, exposing wildlife
and human populations – especially
some Arctic Indigenous peoples and local
communities that rely on marine animals
as part of a traditional diet.
High concentrations of mercury built up
in the body can lead to troubling health
effects. In humans, mercury can cause
neurological damage, and hinder the
development of children. In wildlife,
health risks are overall low. However,
geographic areas that have elevated
levels of methylmercury – mercury’s
most toxic form – can be a concern for
some populations of fish, birds, polar
bears, pilot whales, narwhals, beluga
and hooded seals.
To understand sources of mercury and
how it gets to the Arctic, the impact of
contamination and how all this may
change over time, the Arctic Monitoring
and Assessment Programme (AMAP) has
produced several assessments of mercury
in the Arctic over the past 30 years.
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“Monitoring mercury in the Arctic is important,
not least because of its direct impact on the
people of the Arctic,” says Anders Turesson,
Chair of AMAP. “Mercury in the Arctic is a
complex issue. For the most part, sources of
anthropogenic mercury contamination are
not something we can directly influence in our
own region – it comes from far distant sources.
That is why it is of great importance that AMAP
supports the development of international policy
measures to reduce mercury emissions on a
global scale.”
AMAP has made considerable contributions
to international initiatives to combat mercury
pollution. AMAP has collaborated with the UN
Environment Programme on its recent 2013 and
2018 Global Mercury Assessments. AMAP’s 2004
mercury assessment results, along with efforts
by Arctic Indigenous peoples and Arctic States,
were crucial in the negotiations leading up to the
global Minamata Convention on Mercury. The
Minamata Convention marked a breakthrough
in the international efforts to address mercury
pollution. AMAP’s work continues to contribute
to implementation of the Minamata Convention
and further development of other international
arrangements.
The Minamata Convention came into force
in 2017. However, AMAP’s latest mercury
assessment, released in May 2021, shows that
mercury from human activity continues to travel
to the Arctic. It reveals a complicated picture of
emission levels and sources. Globally, emissions
of mercury from human activities have risen

in recent years. Despite this, atmospheric levels
of mercury appear to be decreasing in the
Arctic. This may be linked to lower emissions in
regions closest to the Arctic, whereas emissions
from more distant regions such as Asia have
increased.
Climate change may also have an influence
on mercury levels in the environment. For
example, sea ice loss caused by climate change
will allow for greater exchange of mercury
between the atmosphere and Arctic Ocean,
which could lower concentration in surface
ocean waters. Conversely, increased river
runoff is expected to add more mercury to
the ocean. Permafrost is also a major global
reservoir of mercury, and its thawing due
to rising temperatures and extreme events
like wildfires could release vast amounts
of mercury. Climate-driven changes to
the range of wildlife populations are also
changing mercury transfer through food
webs. However, untangling and isolating these
climate impacts is difficult because of their
complex interactions within ecosystems. This
complicates efforts to understand and forecast
the impacts on Arctic ecosystems.
AMAP’s new assessment continues to show that
levels of methylmercury are elevated in some
human populations in the Arctic. Diets are
changing away from traditional foods, reducing
exposure to mercury among Indigenous
peoples and local communities in the Arctic.
However, this has other health implications
as store-bought foods are associated with a
poorer diet overall. The dietary changes also
have negative implications for food security
and for the cultural identities among these
communities. Despite country foods becoming
a less prominent part of diets, Inuit in the Arctic
remain exposed to some of the highest levels of
methylmercury worldwide.
AMAP’s recent mercury assessment shows
that continuing controls on global mercury
emissions under the Minamata Convention
can lower mercury pollution in the Arctic
in the coming decades. They are the key to
reducing the amount of mercury cycling in the
environment. However, delays in introducing
controls on emissions could have a major
impact on mercury concentrations. Therefore,
it is crucial that nations take action. While
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accumulation of mercury in the food chain
is particularly concerning for those who rely on
marine animals as part of a traditional diet.
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AMAP’s assessments lay a strong foundation
on the status of mercury pollution in the Arctic,
the Arctic Contaminants Action Program
Working Group (ACAP) uses that work as a
launch pad to spur action to mitigate mercury
pollution. ACAP demonstrates actions that
can successfully reduce pollution through its
projects, inspiring nations to follow suit. ACAP
also provides a platform for experts to stimulate
cooperation across countries and to align
with other international organizations. One
example of this is a webinar on mercury and its
combined impacts with other toxic substances
on ecosystems and health that was held in
September 2020 with 67 participants. “ACAP’s
ongoing projects contribute to support efforts
in the follow-up on the Minamata Convention,”
said ACAP Chair Inger Johanne Wiese.
“Modernization of industries and application of
Best Available Technologies (BAT) is the best way
to cut releases of mercury from industries and
incineration processes.”
Among its applied pilot action projects, ACAP
strives to connect to relevant and current
policy development, both internationally and
nationally. Of great importance is the Minamata
Convention on Mercury, as are national
efforts such as the many broad and ambitious
environmental-related administrative reforms
in the Russian Federation. One example is
the introduction of a new permit granting
system for industrial pollution, based on the
principle of BAT, highly compatible with the
corresponding systems used in the Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) and the European Union. In the recently
launched ACAP projects “Inventory of the
use of POPs and Mercury and their Emission
Sources in Murmansk Region” and “Promotion
of pollution reduction to the Russian Arctic by
introduction of BAT” international conventions
and national policy implementation will be
applied in practical conditions together with
relevant and active stakeholders from both
business and administration. Branches to be
involved in the project include combustion
plants, mining and metallurgy, pulp and paper,
and cement industries.
Another recently launched ACAP Project is the
“Mercury Risk Evaluation, Risk Management
and Risk Reduction Measures in the Arctic”
(ARCRISK). This project aims at developing
an action plan with targeted risk reduction
measures for mercury releases from key sources
to land and water in the Arctic. Arctic rivers
are important transport routes of mercury to
the region, yet few risk management practices
between Arctic States are consistent. A central

Monitoring mercury in
the Arctic is important, not least
because of its direct impact on
the people of the Arctic
– ANDERS TURESSON

part of the ARCRISK project is to identify
possible risk management options to address
mercury exposure in the Arctic focused on four
river systems: the Mackenzie River in Canada,
the Pasvik River in Norway and the Niva and
Northern Dvina Rivers in Russia. ARCRISK will
include an analysis of the effects of climate
change that can remobilize mercury from
thawing permafrost. The project’s key policy
dimension is to encourage and provide guidance
for local, national and state level action plans
to minimize the detected risks and lower the
current and potential exposure of mercury in
and along the four pilot river systems. This is
another case where ACAP tries to intertwine the
science-based observations and expertise on
Best Environmental Practice (BEP) with handson management in state, regional and local
administrations, concrete industrial enterprises
and other relevant stakeholders.
Using the co-developed risk management
tool, feasible risk management and reduction
measures will be developed in collaboration
with relevant stakeholders such as local and
national authorities, industrial enterprises
and Indigenous peoples. Ultimately, ACAP’s
goal is to inspire action at the national level.
By developing concrete methods and plans
for action, ACAP will build awareness and
encourage Arctic States to follow up with
measures at the national level as well.
“The ARCRISK project has been important to
stimulate the momentum for implementing
practical work and measures to reduce
emissions of mercury,” says Åke Mikaelsson,
Chair of ACAP’s Exert Group on POPs and
Mercury. “Finally, after the ratification of the
Minamata Convention, it has become possible to
work practically in the field. Through such pilot
projects, we share knowledge and build capacity
to reduce emissions, and at the same time, build
awareness among peoples in the Arctic.”
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TACKLING WASTE
POLLUTION IN
THE ARCTIC WITH
COMMUNITY
EMPOWERMENT
How the Saami Council engaged
with communities to remove waste
and reclaim land

Many people simply put their waste in a
trash bin and give it no more thought. But
getting rid of waste can be an issue for
Indigenous peoples and small communities
in the Arctic that are typically hours away
from technical assistance and major waste
disposal facilities. While their traditional
lifestyle produced small amounts of
biodegradable waste, the change to a more
modern lifestyle has brought waste that
often can’t be recycled or reused locally.
Effective waste management can reduce
pollution, limit contamination to food and water
sources, help prolong the life of landfills and
reduce cleanup costs. However, there is no “one
size fits all” approach to waste management,
making it highly beneficial for community
members to have a stake in management and
cleanup activities.
The Saami Council took the lead on empowering
local Russian communities to help clean up
waste sites through the Kola Waste Project,
which started in 2018 with support from
the Arctic Council’s Arctic Contaminants
Action Program (ACAP) Working Group and
its Indigenous Peoples Contaminants Action
Program (IPCAP) and financial contributions
from Sweden and Norway. In summer 2018,
the Public Organization for Promotion of Legal
Education and Preservation of the Cultural
Heritage of the Sámi of the Murmansk Region
(OOSMO), a member organization of the Saami
Council identified forty-three unauthorized
dumpsites in the Murmansk region of Russia
that needed non-hazardous waste cleanup.
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The project goal was to improve the ecological
situation in the Murmansk region – an important
area for the Sámi people. The Sámi community
in the Russian Federation identified a need to
develop and implement a project to clean-up
waste in the Murmansk region in the areas
where the Sámi people live and practice their
traditional lifestyle.
An important element of the clean-up project
was that it used a community-based approach.
Including local Sámi people was crucial for
the project to be successful. Only with their
involvement the project team was able to
identify priority sites for the clean-up.
ENGAGING COMMUNITIES
AND EDUCATING YOUTH
In the remote settlement of Krasnoshchelye,
located 150 kilometers from the center of the
Lovozero district, an unauthorized dumpsite
consisting of household, construction and
other types of waste, was chosen as the priority
clean-up site. Such clean-up activities can be a
challenge for the settlement, as there is no road
from Lovozero to Krasnoshchelye. Therefore,
transport of waste and its subsequent
processing is only economically possible via a
temporary winter road when the lakes, rivers
and swamps are frozen.
With the involvement of teachers and students
from Krasnoshchelye school, a volunteer
campaign was carried out in September 2019
to collect small-size waste in the vicinity of
the village. Involving youth was an important
initiative of the project to help the younger
generation learn to respect the environment.
Local residents, including teachers and
high school students took part in health and
safety training for waste handling and then
participated in the clean-up activities.
For more extensive and laborious clean-up work,
representatives of the local community were
contracted. One such initiative was a rubbish
dump that was formed on the banks of the Panoi
River in old concrete silage pits used during the
Soviet times to prepare and store special feed
for cattle. Historically in the spring season with
frequent meltwater and floods, waste would
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site in Revda
before and after cleanup.
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wash into the nearby Ponoi River, polluting
it downstream. The Ponoi River is the largest
salmon river in the Murmansk region and an
important source for local Indigenous peoples,
making its cleanliness a priority. The waste from
the old concrete silo pits was cleaned down to
a depth of 1.6 meters, and the remaining waste
was covered with soil material and compressed.
In addition to local volunteer and contract
clean-ups, OOSMO conducted awareness-raising
seminars on waste management for local
residents. Educating local communities on waste
management and engaging them in clean-up
efforts gave the project the momentum and
efficiency it needed to be successful.
SIGNIFICANT CLEANUP
ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Through the Saami Council’s clean-up project
in the Murmansk region, a total of 96 tons
of waste and eight tons of scrap metal
were removed and disposed. Specific
accomplishments include:
•
30 tons of waste, including plastic waste,
were collected from one dumpsite
near Revda and three dumpsites in
Krasnoshchelye in 2019.
•
15 tons of waste were backhauled from
Krasnoshchelye to an authorized landfill by
winter roads during the winter season of
2019-2020;
•
Despite the Covid-19 pandemic, 66 tons
of waste were collected from waste
dumpsites in Lovozero, Revda and
Krasnoshchelye in 2020.
FUTURE WORK
While a significant amount of waste clean-up
has been accomplished, there is more to be done
in the Murmansk region. Alongside additional
clean-ups of dumpsites with non-hazardous
waste, new sites with hazardous waste will
be addressed. For example, there’s a reservoir
of approximately 600 cubic meters filled with
heavy fuel oil located in the settlement of Yonsky.
The reservoir floods during heavy rainfall,
threatening to contaminate a nearby drinking
water source. Plans are currently in the works
to dispose of the contaminated fuel oil from

the reservoir using a company
with a license for work with
hazardous waste.
In Kharlovka, located in the
Lovozero District, a large
number of barrels with
petroleum products are stored
on the shores of the Barents Sea.
The barrels are old and rusty,
and there is a high probability
that there could be a leakage
of oil that would end up in the
sea. Plans have been made to
remove and recycle these barrels,
preventing a serious marine
environmental hazard.
By bringing together experts
and strengthening public
participation and community
outreach, the Saami Council
and ACAP are making concrete
steps to create a cleaner
environment in the Murmansk
region of Russia. The Kola Waste
project shows that significant
environmental and social
results can be achieved with
relatively small funds. However,
an important prerequisite is
close cooperation with the
environmental authorities at all
levels for coordination of project
activities and for safeguarding its congruence
with national regulations and federal projects.
Clean-up activities at old waste dumpsites form
a good basis for engaging local communities
in environmental issues, and for awareness
raising and knowledge sharing between
communities on different aspects of waste
management. The success of this project serves
as an example of what can be replicated in
other small communities around the Arctic.
“The Kola Waste project has provided great
momentum for the clean-up activities in
communities at the Kola Peninsula and we
hope to continue this work in the future,” said
project lead Ivan Matrekhin, Vice President
of the Saami Council, representing the Saami
Association of the Murmansk Region.
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ON THE HEELS
OF PERSISTENT
POLLUTANTS
Persistent organic pollutants have been
on the radar of the Arctic Monitoring
and Assessment Programme (AMAP) for
a long time. The Working Group’s first
comprehensive pollution assessment
provided input for the negotiations
of a global treaty that would regulate
emissions of these toxic chemicals. While
global regulations showed their effects,
another threat was lurking and AMAP
early on made the connection between
a warming climate and contaminants.
Today the evidence is increasing: climate
change could provide pollutants with new
pathways into the Arctic.
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soluble, thus accumulating in the fatty tissues
of animals and eventually via their diet in
humans, where they can affect hormone
and reproductive systems, cause cancers, or
damage the nervous system.
Arctic Indigenous peoples are particularly
vulnerable as the chemicals build up in their
traditional foods such as seal and whale blubber
– a chemical burden that a mother shares with
their infant through breastfeeding. “[A] poisoned
Inuk child, a poisoned Arctic, and a poisoned
planet are all one and the same,” Sheila WattCloutier emphasized at the first negotiation
session in Montreal in June 1998.

A soapstone carving of a mother cradling her
new-born child stood in front of John Buccini.
Always in his sight as he chaired the challenging
negotiations that would decide on whether the
delegates could agree on a treaty that banned
the use, or at least reduced, the so-called “dirty
dozen” – twelve potent chemicals, known as
persistent organic pollutants (POPs), threatening
the health of humans and ecosystems.

The term POPs covers a wide range of
substances. There are industrial chemicals
whose toxic character is unintentional, others
are industrial by-products, and some substances
were designed to be toxic, such as pesticides.
“The major source of most persistent organic
chemicals to the Arctic today is the residue
of widespread contamination of the global
environment, the sum of past uses,” states
the 1997 Arctic Pollution Issues: A State of the
Arctic Environment Report. This nearly 200-page
condensed summary, which included a section
on POPs, was published by the Arctic Monitoring
and Assessment Programme (AMAP). A year
later its scientific report on the topic followed
with a full chapter on POPs.

The carving had been a gift from Sheila WattCloutier, an Inuit woman from Nunavik and
then Chair of the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC).
It was her sign of appreciation to the leaders
of the negotiations of what would become
the Stockholm Convention, an international
environmental treaty on POPs. The carving
was also a constant reminder of what was at
stake: the health of mothers and their children –
especially in the Arctic.

At the time, the publications represented the
most comprehensive assessments of pollution
threats to the Arctic and they were released
with an impeccable timing right at the onset of
the negotiations of the Stockholm Convention.
Aware of the upcoming discussions, AMAP
urged the Arctic States to strongly support the
work of the negotiating that was to prepare an
international, legally binding global agreement
on controls for twelve specified POPs.

POPs are toxic chemicals that may adversely
affect human health and wildlife across the
globe. Wind and water carry the chemicals
over long distances, away from the original
source towards people and wildlife in remote
regions. The molecules show persistence
for a long time and many of them are fat-

It was the first time that AMAP was able to
act as a knowledge broker, bridging the two
worlds of science and policy making. In its 1997
summary report, AMAP had outlined “a cast
of characters” of some of the most worrisome
chemicals and the Working Group provided
Arctic States with recommendations on which

PATHWAYS – ARCTIC COUNCIL

POLLUTANTS

POPs should be nominated for the Stockholm
Convention and be regulated internationally.
“AMAP has successfully struck a balance
between independent scientific assessment
work and policy. It functions as a boundary
organization as we call it in academia.
While the technical reports follow scientific
peer-reviewed standards, the political
recommendations following the reports are
derived in a collaborative effort with policy
makers and other key stakeholders. Without
losing its scientific credibility and legitimacy
the science is translated into something that’s
easier to understand, something that can
inform negotiations such as for the Stockholm
Convention,” says Eirik Hovland Steindal,
research scientist at the Norwegian Institute for
Water Research.
In May 2001, almost three years after the
intergovernmental negotiating committee
convened for the first time, the Stockholm
Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants
was adopted, and it entered into force another
three years later in May 2004. Yet, the work
wasn’t complete. When the Convention was
adopted, initially targeting the dirty dozen, a
provision opened for the identification of
additional POPs in the future. Today, the 184
signatory Parties are required to eliminate
the production and use of 26 POPs, restrict
the use of two chemicals and to reduce the
unintentional release of seven substances.
The measures introduced both before and since
the establishment of the Stockholm Convention
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have generally led to decreasing trends of POPs.
But, the issue of Arctic pollution isn’t a solved
problem, as AMAP’s 2017 report on chemicals
of emerging Arctic concern warned. Tens of
thousands of chemicals are presently being used
globally and new substances continue to enter
the market each year – many of which have
characteristics similar to legacy pollutants.
“AMAP will continue to play an important role
towards the Stockholm Convention in the future.
The Working Group has done impressive work
in compiling and assessing science on emerging
threats such as the interaction of climate change
and POPs, and hazardous chemicals that aren’t
yet defined as POPs. The future control of
chemicals lies with the Stockholm Convention
and there is a great opportunity for AMAP to be
more involved in global processes. In that regard,
I believe greater involvement of scientists from
countries such as China and India in AMAPs
work processes, would be valuable,” says Eirik
Hovland Steindal.
Observations have shown that the decreasing
trends of some POPs already regulated under
the Stockholm Convention are levelling
off, and even indicating upward trends in
a few cases. New scientific information is
providing increasing evidence of something
AMAP already mentioned in its early reports:
that climate change is likely affecting Arctic
contaminant levels and trends. Model-based
studies suggest that the changing climate will
impact the transport pathways of contaminants.
It’s crucial to understand how climate change
can influence Arctic contaminant levels in
order to evaluate past actions and to inform
future measures of the Stockholm Convention
and other chemical regulatory bodies. The
effects of climate change on contaminant
transport as projected by modelling studies
to date are small compared to the expected
effects of global regulatory efforts on reducing
contaminants emissions. This is the conclusion
of AMAP’s POPs Expert Group, which is working
on an assessment on POPs and Chemicals of
Emerging Arctic Concern: Influence of Climate
Change, to be released at the Arctic Council’s
2021 Ministerial meeting.
Climate-related changes in pollution pathways
have potential consequences for how
exposed Arctic wildlife will be in future and
how in turn the health of Arctic inhabitants,
particularly Indigenous peoples and local
communities, will be affected. It’s thus only
appropriate that the carving of the Inuit
mother with her child still often is displayed at
Stockholm Convention meetings.
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ARE WE PREPARED
FOR A RADIATION
INCIDENT IN THE ARCTIC?
A look into the Radiation Expert Group and its
collaborative approach to radiation risks and incidents

RADIATION
EXPERT GROUP
CHAIR:
Øyvind Aas-Hansen,
Norwegian Radiation and
Nuclear Safety Authority
VICE-CHAIR:
Dominique Nsengiyumva,
Health Canada
ESTABLISHED:
2019
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Radiation contamination
and emergencies can be
devastating no matter
where they take place.
Considering the Arctic’s
extreme temperature,
ice, permafrost, winter
darkness and sparse and
limited infrastructure,
protecting the Arctic’s
peoples and environment
in emergency situations
poses challenges not faced
in other parts of the world.
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The Arctic Council’s Emergency
Prevention, Preparedness and Response
Working Group (EPPR) addresses Arctic
emergencies including radiological and
nuclear incidents. Its ARCSAFE project,
which promoted cooperation in maritime
emergencies potentially releasing
radioactive substances, identified the
need to enhance work and cooperation
around radiation. In 2019, EPPR’s
Radiation Expert Group came to life.
Radiation is a concern in the Arctic
because the region has served as a
dumping ground for radioactive materials,
was a testing site for nuclear weapons
during the Cold War and houses actual
and potential sources of radioactive
contamination. Whereas Arctic pollution
levels are regularly assessed through
important monitoring work by the
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emergency exercise at Rosatom State
Nuclear Energy Corporation Centre, Russia
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Arctic Council’s Arctic Monitoring and
Assessment Programme, EPPR’s Radiation
Expert Group addresses the risk for serious
incidents or accidents that may affect
Arctic inhabitants and their communities,
local food sources, the Arctic environment
and Arctic industries including traditional
livelihoods such as fisheries.
Responding to radiation emergencies,
particularly at sea, can be complex and
challenging as emergency response
requires close cooperation between
several authorities, and its organization
differs considerably for each Arctic State.
“If there’s a radiation emergency, crosscutting cooperation between emergency
response actors and Arctic States would
be very, very important,” said Øyvind
Aas-Hansen, Chair of the Radiation
Expert Group and Senior Adviser for the
Norwegian Radiation and Nuclear Safety
Authority.

plants, sea transport of nuclear materials
and future use of small modular reactors.
One example of a low-risk scenario that
continues to decrease is unintentional
contamination accidents due to efforts to
secure radioactive materials.
The public’s rising awareness of radiation
plays into another aspect of the Radiation
Expert Group’s work.
“A very important part of our work
isn’t only the emergency prevention,
preparedness and response, but also
the concerns and risk perception of
people living in the Arctic,” said Øyvind
Aas-Hansen. “We’re mostly government
authorities from the Arctic States in the
Radiation Expert Group. We can say that
some worries aren’t actually a problem,
but if people feel a risk, then it’s real. We
would like to address concerns from
Arctic inhabitants from their perspective
and cooperate to make sure that we’re not
only experts sitting on top.”

Cross-cutting cooperation is central to the
Radiation Expert Group’s work. It was
recently involved in a joint project called
RADSAR, along with EPPR’s Search and
Rescue Expert Group, where all Arctic
States shared their expertise on search
and rescue operations in a radiological
event at sea. In 2019, EPPR conducted
a tabletop exercise on this topic, which
allowed Arctic States to coordinate on
a hypothetical emergency scenario.
This allowed all parties to exchange
experiences and identify challenges and
best practices.

According to Øyvind Aas-Hansen,
radiation has been a common concern
by people in the Arctic for many years.
“Indigenous Permanent Participants have
voiced concern over radiation in our
Expert Group. Arctic Indigenous lands
have been used for nuclear testing in
the past, so they take radiation seriously.”
In the future, these concerns may be
addressed through a project that focuses
on radiation on the local community
level and in cooperation with Permanent
Participants in EPPR.

Identifying radiation risks in the first
place is also a cooperative effort. The
Radiation Expert Group’s new report,
Radiological/Nuclear Risk Assessment in
the Arctic, is an overview of scenarios
that could initiate a radiation emergency
in the Arctic along with associated risks
using qualitative methods. Emergency
scenarios rated as moderate or increasing
risks in the Arctic are emergencies
involving nuclear-powered vessels and
the transit of floating nuclear power

In the near-term, the Radiation
Expert Group will focus on two new
projects during the 2021-2022 period:
determining quantitative levels of
radiation risks and analyzing existing
capabilities and gaps within Arctic States
to mitigate radiation risks. As work
continues in EPPR’s Radiation Expert
Group, one theme remains strong:
emergency prevention, preparedness
and response are only as good as the
cooperation developed in the region.

RADIOLOGICAL/
NUCLEAR RISK
ASSESSMENT
IN THE ARCTIC
LEADS:
Norway and Canada
PARTNERS:
All Arctic States
DURATION:
2020-2021
DELIVERABLE:
Technical background
report and a consensusbased summary report
FUTURE WORK:
Arctic RAD Capabilities
Analysis and Radiological
Consequence Analysis
of Selected Activities
Involving a Risk of
Emergency Situation in
the Arctic
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THE ARCTIC
MIGRATORY BIRDS
INITIATIVE
Building flyway cooperation to support
Arctic-breeding birds across the world

COURTNEY PRICE

JAKE RUSSELL-MERCIER

Dr. Evgeny Syroechkovskiy
must be careful where he steps.
The ornithologist has worked
in Arctic Russia for 35 years,
but in the tundra close to
Meinypil’gyno village in coastal
Chukotka, something as fragile
as it is precious is hidden
amongst the vegetation: Spoonbilled Sandpiper nests, the
next generation of one of the
Arctic’s most endangered birds.

ISADORA ANGARITA-MARTÍNEZ

For the fifty-day field season he’ll
plod carefully, documenting location,
environmental conditions, predators, chick
survival and more. Twenty years ago, he
initiated the region’s field work targeting this
small bird with the charismatic bill after he
and colleagues sounded the alarm on the bird’s
dramatic population decline; over 90 percent
gone in 40 years. Ever since, he has helped
build an international network of researchers
and conservationists passionate about this
species, with enthusiasts dotting the globe.
“There are probably more admirers than there
are birds! Less than 200 breeding pairs left
on the planet, we think,” says Syroechkovskiy.
“It’s a special species, breeding only here in
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the Eastern Russian Arctic and travelling up to
8,000 kilometers to winter in China, North and
South Korea, Vietnam, Thailand, Myanmar,
Bangladesh, Indonesia and even India!
Everywhere it goes we get emails from people
about how excited they are to see it because
it’s so rare.”
Most birds that call the Arctic home are born
here and forever on the move. Migration is one
of the planet’s most amazing phenomena. A
constant flow dispersing species to places and
peoples across the globe, connecting us all. But
there’s increasing evidence of disturbances
in these journeys, an arrhythmia in a once
regular heartbeat.
Waders—like the Spoon-billed Sandpiper—
are experiencing the most widespread and
dramatic declines of all Arctic tundra birds.
Many populations of Red Knot, Dunlin,
Curlew Sandpiper, Bar-tailed Godwit
and other Arctic-breeders have declined
anywhere from 50 to 90 percent in recent
decades. Birds face unevenly distributed
threats around the globe and along entire
migration routes, making international
collaboration necessary to understand how
threats compound across locations, and act to
support sustainable populations.
“We’re seeing grim declines in long-distance
migrants, the birds that breed in the Arctic
tundra and winter in the tropics,” says Nicola
Crockford, BirdLife International Global
Flyways Programme policy lead. “These are
sentinel species; they criss-cross the globe
and their declines are a warning about the
health of the planet. Conservation solutions for
waterbirds can also be nature-based solutions
to store carbon, reduce risk from flooding
and other extreme weather events, as well as
support ecosystem services that benefit local
communities and their economies.”
In the Arctic, waders encounter increasingly
unpredictable effects of climate change.
Floods, extreme weather events and earlier
snow melt challenge the ability of some
species to mate and build a nest under
optimal environmental conditions. Disrupted
ecological cues jeopardize the deeplyengrained strategies birds have developed to
give the next generation the greatest chance
of survival. Adult birds time their egg-laying
to make sure hatch coincides with the peak
availability of food when it’s most efficient
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Disrupted ecological cues
jeopardize the deeply
engrained strategies birds
have developed to give the
next generation the greatest
chance of survival.

TOP RIGHT: Over 85 participants from 20 countries
and over 60 organizations flocked to the Arctic
Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI) East AsianAustralasian Flyway Implementation Workshop in
Hainan, P.R. China December 5-8, 2018 ahead of
the East Asian Australasian Flyway Partnership 10th
Meeting of the Parties.
CREDIT: CAFF
BOTTOM RIGHT: Dr. Evgeny Syreochkovskiy
conducting Spoon-billed Sandpiper surveys in the
Far Eastern Russian tundra.
CREDIT: ELENA LAPPO
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to feed a growing fledgling, ensuring chicks
are well-positioned for their treacherous
journeys. The effects of missing this window of
opportunity are a complicated story; in some
areas, it has reduced growth rates and body
size of some species, but in other areas, some
species are apparently not affected.
Of concern is potential large-scale Arctic
habitat loss and changing interactions with
other species. Recent modelling indicates that
in just 50 years, 60 to 80 percent of High-Arctic
breeding wader species may lose most of their
currently suitable areas for breeding. These
potential changes on the breeding grounds
may disrupt species interactions, migration
patterns and the flow of birds throughout the
world.
With unclear effects of Arctic climate change

AMBI
DURATION:
ongoing
LEADS: Canada, Norway,
Russian Federation,
United States
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looming large, waders currently face the
most urgent challenges to survival in staging
and wintering grounds outside the Arctic.
Indiscriminate and widespread illegal hunting,
contaminants and pollution, entanglement
in mist nets and discarded fishing gear
cause unknown levels of mortality around
the globe. Currently, the leading cause of
many declines is the loss or reduced quality
of intertidal habitats. These habitats offer
respite from lengthy non-stop flights and a
chance to eat, rest and live out the northern
winter. With locations around the world lost
to urbanization, development and rising sea
levels, it’s becoming harder for birds to find
safety and build up the resources needed to
return to the Arctic healthy enough to breed.
In response to declining Arctic-breeding wader
populations, the Conservation of Arctic Flora

CREDIT: NIKOLAY YAKUSHEV
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and Fauna (CAFF) under the Arctic Council
launched the Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative
(AMBI) to improve the conservation status and
secure the long-term sustainability of declining
Arctic-breeding migratory bird populations.
AMBI works across major migration
corridors—called flyways—to connect Arctic
and non-Arctic actors on priority conservation
issues such as habitat conservation,
unsustainable/illegal harvest, pollution,
bycatch and more. AMBI works with ongoing
conservation programs and engages foreign
ministries in what is usually the preserve of
environment ministries. This helps advance
solutions to specific conservation challenges as
well as cross-cutting issues such as knowledge
generation, cumulative effects understanding,
data-sharing and coordinated cooperation.
“Global population estimates are largely
based on winter counts in areas where birds
from different flyways can congregate,” says
Wilmar Remmelts, Senior Policy Advisor to the
Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Nature, Food
Quality. “This overlap reduces the reliability
of some flyway-level data. Therefore, we need
to supplement these with counts and tracking
studies in the breeding areas to make our
information more robust. The Netherlands has
a long history of world-class wader research
and considers partnering with Arctic states,
in particular with Russia, very important to
better understand flyway delineation and
population status.”
AMBI is implementing its 2019-2023 workplan,
which builds upon the previous successes
and engages other global mechanisms
and multilateral agreements. Important to
implementation is raising the international
profile and plight of these species, deepening
strategic partnerships to support on-theground conservation, and fundraising for
priority activities. For example, the East AsianAustralasian Flyway Partnership developed an
Illegal Hunting Taking and Trade Task Force in
response to AMBI’s awareness raising.
Arctic Council Observer states and
organizations play an essential role in AMBI’s
activities. Observer states are home to vital
staging and wintering grounds, and actions
undertaken in their jurisdictions have the
power to change the storyline for many species.
“The Chinese Government has attached
great importance to the conservation of

migratory birds and their habitats,” says Lu
Jun, Director of the National Bird Banding
Center of China’s National Forestry and
Grassland Administration. “China is taking
unprecedented conservation measures in
relation to coastal development. Keeping
migratory birds safe is the responsibility of
every country along the flyway. We’re willing
to collaborate with the Arctic Council, and
other countries along the flyway, to guarantee
the safety of migratory birds.”
A failure to protect species in one location
affects all others; a fate that faces each Spoonbilled Sandpiper as they dodge impacts of
climate change, unprotected habitats, illegal
hunting and more. But with each successful
navigation back to Chukotka these birds
give hope to those dedicated to bringing this
species—and others on the same trajectory—
back from the brink of extinction. This work
requires flyway-level partnerships, and the
Arctic Council is in a unique position to bring
together diverse actors with a common goal to
protect species that connect us all.

AMBI works across major migration
corridors—called flyways—to connect
Arctic and non-Arctic actors on priority
conservation issues.

“There’s a lot of urgent work to be done
because the Spoon-billed Sandpiper is
critically endangered. I decided I would
dedicate a serious part of my life to try to
help this amazing creature, because if not us
than who?” Evgeny Syroechkovskiy asks. “We
don’t want this to be the fate of other Arcticbreeding birds, and there’s still hope if we act
now. We’ve interested, invested and dedicated
colleagues around the world with AMBI, and I
believe cooperation under the Arctic Council
can make a difference.”
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SNAPSHOT OF AN
EVER-CHANGING
ARCTIC: THE STATE OF
ARCTIC TERRESTRIAL
BIODIVERSITY

Climate change is driving significant changes that could
lead to ecological catastrophes in the Arctic
122
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The Arctic is home to thousands
of unique species that have
adapted to survive cold
environments and highly
variable climatic conditions. As
hardy as they can be, Arctic
terrestrial ecosystems are under
pressure. Terrestrial ecosystems
are impacted by industrial
development and climate-driven
thawing permafrost, extreme
weather events, changes in
precipitation and snow cover,
fires, invasive species and more.
Exactly how these pressures affect terrestrial
species and ecosystems is difficult to determine
because the Arctic’s complexity and size make
it challenging to detect and attribute changes.
The Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna
(CAFF)’s Circumpolar Biodiversity Monitoring
Program (CBMP) monitors and reports on key
biotic components in the Arctic environment to
help detect circumpolar changes and provide
advice for decision-making. Recently, the CBMP
released the first State of the Arctic Terrestrial
Biodiversity report (START), which summarizes
the status and trends of key elements of the
Arctic terrestrial environment, and provides
advice to improve biodiversity monitoring. Over
180 experts from across the Arctic were involved
with compiling the report.

Cloudberry, Russian Federation
CREDIT: ISTOCK / KOLDUNOV

“CAFF’s CBMP developed a monitoring plan for
terrestrial biodiversity over seven years ago,”
says Tom Christensen, Co-Chair of CBMP. “This
report is a milestone because it’s the first time
we looked at the monitoring methods that
different Arctic States have used and put them
together in one agreed-upon report.”
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CLIMATE CHANGE-DRIVEN
LIFECYCLE MISMATCHES ARE
A LEADING STRESSOR FOR WILDLIFE
Arctic terrestrial biodiversity is undergoing
rapid change, with climate change being
the overwhelming driver, according to the
report. One consequence of these changes
is a phenological mismatch between species’
life cycles.
“We’re seeing more of a mismatch between flora,
pollinators and birds,” says Mora Aronsson, CoChair of CBMP Terrestrial. “For example, as the
climate warms and seasons change, ecological
cues are thrown off. Plants flower earlier, and
some insects are slower to respond to that. Arctic
migratory birds for the most part are in another
part of the world when this starts happening,
and they may arrive to see their food sources
impacted. Looking to the future, this mismatch
is one of the greatest threats to Arctic wildlife. It
could lead to ecological catastrophes.”
Impacts to Arctic terrestrial species will be felt
globally. “Changes in Arctic biodiversity have
an influence on species that are seen in more
southern locations,” says Tom Christensen. “If
migratory birds can’t get food when they’re
breeding in the Arctic, that’ll have a major
impact on the overall global population of these
species and the ecosystems that they spend time
in when outside of the Arctic.”
NEW RESIDENTS FROM THE SOUTH
A warmer and longer growing season
may be an advantage for some species, but
specialized Arctic wildlife could be negatively
affected. For example, there has been a
significant increase in vegetation productivity
across the entire Arctic, in part because
of increased growth and encroachment
of shrubs and trees, but there’s also been
reduced cover of more typical Arctic
species such as lichen and moss. Southern
species moving into the Arctic reduce
space for northern species and complicate
their interactions. The START reports
that range extensions of more southern
species such as red fox, moose, American
beaver and snowshoe hare, are introducing
new herbivore competitors and potential
predators into Arctic ecosystems.
“Arctic biodiversity is unique because it’s
condensed in a small area,” says Tom
Christensen. “We can see that because of climate
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change, and as southern species move North,
Arctic species will have to move even further
North. Eventually, there won’t be any space for
them left.”
So far, the impacts of southern invasive
species on Arctic species are unclear. But it
may not be long before it becomes a more
prominent issue in the Arctic. “Invasive
species establishing themselves in the Arctic
may be starting off very slowly, but as the
invasive species accumulate, they can grow
exponentially as time goes on,” says Starri
Heiðmarsson, Co-Chair of CBMP Terrestrial.
“Luckily, we’ve been able to monitor this issue
of invasive species, and it’s early enough that
there are things we can do to prevent problems.
For example, there’s an eradication program for
invasive plants in Svalbard, when just five or ten
years ago there had been no reason for such a
program,” adds Mora Aronsson.
DIVERSE, UNPREDICTABLE CHANGES
IN TERRESTRIAL ARCTIC ECOSYSTEMS
ARE EXPECTED TO WORSEN
The START finds that climate change affects
species differently with no consistent pattern.
For example, global populations of reindeer
have mostly declined since the 1990s, some
dramatically, but with notable exceptions.
In years of late snowmelt, ground-nesting
shorebirds experience breeding failure. Heavy
rain events and warm spells that lead to large
blackfly outbreaks reduce breeding success in
peregrine falcons.
These changes impact culturally important
food resources, affecting the food security
and cultures of Arctic Indigenous peoples
and residents. For example, Indigenous
knowledge indicates increasing changes
in year-to-year berry abundance. In recent
years, unprecedented outbreaks of defoliating
insects have caused severe declines in berry
yields for Indigenous peoples, which are an
important nutrition and vitamin source for
local communities. Reindeer declines can also
have a significant impact on food security and
ways of life.
“Something to keep in mind is that much of the
changes that have happened – and extreme
events and tipping points – aren’t linear or even
logarithmic,” says Mora Aronsson. “What we can
see is a catastrophic way of change – suddenly
something unexpected.”
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That’s why establishing and supporting
long-term monitoring to gather circumpolar
knowledge is critical to understand the
changes already underway in the Arctic.
Changes in Arctic terrestrial environments
are fundamentally diverse and can depend on
geographic location. The START points out that
summarizing these changes at the circumpolar
scale may hide more dramatic changes at
the local level. However, harmonizing data
collection across geographies will allow
for cohesive monitoring at the local and
circumpolar scale.
“Climate change is the great driver of these
changes we are witnessing, and it’ll probably
be more evident and severe as time goes on,”
says Starri Heiðmarsson. “In that sense, the
START report is important in comparing what
we know now, but it’s not less important in
trying to synchronize and harmonize how
we’re observing these changes and how we
can compare them in the future. We need to
be speaking the same language when it comes
to monitoring methods to make things more
easily comparable in different geographies.”

“We hope that these key findings will help
inform the decision makers on some of
the changes that are happening,” says Tom
Christensen. “We have a lot of data in the report
that show the status of terrestrial biodiversity
from the different Arctic States. At the same
time, the report comes out with knowledge
gaps and advice on needs and next steps for
monitoring. We hope decision makers in the
Arctic States see the importance of working
together on this in the future.”
“We stress that while there are still knowledge
gaps, we have a lot of information in the report
– certainly enough to start doing something
about it,” adds Mora Aronsson. “You can start
with the START report to take action to conserve
terrestrial biodiversity.”

BELOW: Circumpolar

populations of caribou/reindeer have
declined since the 1990s, some dramatically, with notable
exceptions. Most migratory tundra and forest caribou/reindeer
populations have declined, while known trends for Arctic island
and mountain caribou/reindeer tend to be stable.

CREDIT: ISTOCK / ROGER TRENTHAM
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OBSERVERS
IN THE ARCTIC
COUNCIL

BER STATES
8 MEM

dozens of Arctic Council projects by sharing their
expertise and capacity, proposing and funding new
projects, and supporting the work of the Permanent
Participants and other Arctic Indigenous peoples.
13 NON-ARCTIC STATES
• France
• Germany
• Italian Republic
• Japan
• The Netherlands
• People’s Republic of China
• Poland
• Republic of India
• Republic of Korea
• Republic of Singapore
• Spain
• Switzerland
• United Kingdom

13 INTERGOVERNMENTAL
AND INTER-PARLIAMENTARY
ORGANIZATIONS
• International Council for the
Exploration of the Sea (ICES)
• International Federation
of Red Cross & Red Crescent
Societies (IFRC)
• International Maritime
Organization (IMO)
• International Union for the
Conservation of Nature (IUCN)

• Standing Committee of the
Parliamentarians of the Arctic
Region (SCPAR)
• United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP)
• United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP)
• World Meteorological Organization
(WMO)
• West Nordic Council (WNC)

12 NON-GOVERNMENTAL
ORGANIZATIONS
• Advisory Committee on Protection
of the Sea (ACOPS)
• Arctic Institute of North America
(AINA)
• Association of World Reindeer
Herders (AWRH)
• Circumpolar Conservation
Union (CCU)
• International Arctic Science
Committee (IASC)
• International Arctic Social Sciences
Association (IASSA)
• International Union for Circumpolar
Health (IUCH)
• International Work Group for
Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA)
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OBSERVERS SHARE EXPERTISE
Observers are taking part in 26
Arctic Council projects including
those related to:
Biodiversity
• Terrestrial and marine biodiversity
monitoring
• Arctic migratory birds
• Seabirds

Monitoring
• Sustaining Arctic Observing
Networks (SAON)
• Climate Issues: Cryosphere,
meteorology, ecosystem impacts

Pollution
• Air pollutants, including short-lived
climate forcers
• Arctic marine microplastics and litter
• Black carbon and methane
• Radioactivity
• Persistent organic pollutants and
mercury
• Oil pollution prevention

People and communities
• Human health
• Carbon-neutral Arctic construction

• Nordic Council of Ministers (NCM)

• Northern Forum (NF)

• Youth engagement

• Nordic Environment Finance
Corporation (NEFCO)

• Oceana

Oceans

• University of the Arctic (UArctic)

• Marine tourism

• North Atlantic Marine Mammal
Commission (NAMMCO)

• World Wide Fund for Nature, Arctic
Programme (WWF)

• Blue bioeconomy

• OSPAR Commission
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in Arctic Council issues. They contribute to
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Observers are non-Arctic States,

• Shipping
• Underwater noise
• Marine Protected Areas network
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