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Overview of Arctic Council priorities and activities 
 
 

1. INTRODUCTION  
 
The Arctic Council is a regional forum providing the circumpolar region with a voice 
in the international community. It is a forum for sustainable development, mandated 
to address all three of its main pillars; the environmental, social and economic. It 
involves national Governments, indigenous peoples, regional authorities, scientific 
experts and civil society.  
 
The scope of the Arctic Council’s activities is circumpolar. Other organizations also 
include parts of the Arctic region in their activities. Parts of the European Union’s 
Northern Dimension “area” is Arctic. In the European Union’s Presidency’s 
conclusions of the Ministerial Conference on the future of the Northern Dimension 
policies, in Luxemburg 21 October 2002, the Arctic is defined as a cross-cutting 
theme within the Northern Dimension.  
 
The Guidelines from the Luxemburg Ministerial conference emphasize the variety 
and richness of cooperation throughout the Northern Dimension and the importance 
of building on the division of labour and coordination among the existing 
organizations, such as the Arctic Council. It is also stated that the new Action Plan 
should give adequate responses to problems and challenges of the northernmost 
regions of the Northern Dimension area, particularly of the Arctic. 
 
With this in mind, Iceland, in its capacity as Chair of the Arctic Council offers in this 
document a closer look at the Arctic Council’s priorities. It is hoped that the overview 
can serve the mutual interests of the Arctic Council and the European Union in 
pursuing further cooperation in the fields mentioned. To facilitate the reading in the 
context of the drafting of the Northern Dimension Action Plan, specific references are 
made to the Guidelines for the new Action Plan where the same or similar priorities 
exist in the work plans of the Arctic Council.  
 
2. ACTIONS AGAINST POLLUTANTS   
 
Significant monitoring and assessment of pollution in the Arctic is carried out under 
the auspices of the Arctic Council. This work is important in identifying pollution 
risks and their impacts on Arctic ecosystems and in assessing the effectiveness of 
international agreements on pollution control. Over the past 10 years, one of the 
Arctic Council’s Working Groups, the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme 
(AMAP), has conducted two major assessments of the pollution status of the Arctic, 
documenting the sources, levels and trends, as well as the effects of a wide range of 
contaminants, including persistent organic pollutants (POPs), heavy metals, 
radionuclides, acidifying substances, and petroleum hydrocarbons. The main 
conclusions of these assessments are that: “In comparison with most other areas of the 
world, the Arctic remains a clean environment. However, for some pollutants, 
combinations of different factors give rise to concern in certain ecosystems and for 
some human populations. These circumstances sometimes occur on a local scale, but 
in some cases may be regional or circumpolar in extent.” 
 



2.1.  Arctic Pollution 2002  
In 2002 AMAP released its report Arctic Pollution 2002, dealing with persistent 
organic pollutants (POPs), heavy metals, radioactivity, human health and pathways. 
Arctic Council Ministers have committed themselves to taking the recommendations 
of the report into consideration in their policies and programmes to reduce pollution 
in the Arctic and agreed to take appropriate steps to ensure that Arctic concerns are 
adequately addressed in regional and global developments.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.3. Environment, Nuclear Safety and Natural Resources 
4.3.1. 
 
It is recommended, among other things, it that AMAP be asked to maintain capacity 
to detect current use of POP’s in the Arctic and further enhance studies aimed at 
detecting effects in Arctic species relating to exposure to high levels of POP’s and to 
integrate this information with an understanding of general population effects and 
health.  

 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.3. Environment, Nuclear Safety and Natural Resources 
4.3.5. 

 
It is recommended that the Arctic Council encourage expanded and accelerated 
research on critical aspects of the mercury cycle and equilibrium in the Arctic and 
promote efforts at global, regional and national levels to quantify all sources of 
mercury and report results in a consistent and regular manner to improve emission 
inventories. Furthermore, to continue temporal trend monitoring and the assessment 
of effects of mercury in key indicator media and biota. The precedent for such action 
can be found in the Stockholm POPs convention negotiations in which Arctic 
pollution data and Arctic Indigenous Peoples played key roles.  

 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.3. Environment, Nuclear Safety and Natural Resources 
4.3.5. 

 
The protection of the environment from the effects of radiation deserves specific 
attention. Therefore it is recommended that AMAP be asked to take an active part in 
the continued efforts to address environmental protection, with special responsibility 
for the Arctic. Furthermore, the Arctic Council continues its cooperation with Russia 
to improve the safety and safeguarding of nuclear installations and waste sites.  

 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.3. Environment, Nuclear Safety and Natural Resources 

 
As regards human health, several recommendations are made, including continuing 
the monitoring of human exposure to mercury, relevant POPs, including dioxins and 
dioxin-like compounds and other chemicals of concern, in order to help estimate risk, 
further elaborate geographical trends, and begin to establish time trends of exposure.  

 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.C.  Public Health 

 
There is evidence that the routes and mechanisms by which POPs, heavy metals, and 
radionuclides are delivered to the Arctic are strongly influenced by climate variability 
and global climate change. Therefore, it is recommended to further investigate how 



climate change and variability may influence the way in which these contaminants 
move with respect to the Arctic environment and accumulate in and affect biota.  

 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.B.  Scientific Research 
 
2.2. Cooperation with Russia to enhance nuclear safety 
The Arctic Council intends to continue civilian cooperation with Russia to enhance 
the safety of nuclear power installations and nuclear waste sites.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.3. Environment, Nuclear Safety and Natural Resources 
 
2.3. Arctic Council Action Plan to Eliminate Pollution (ACAP) 
The Arctic states have declared their readiness to take cooperative actions to reduce 
pollution of the Arctic. As a direct follow-up of the AMAP monitoring and 
assessment work, the Action Plan to Eliminate Pollution of the Arctic (ACAP) was 
established to address sources identified by AMAP. The project entails several 
priority projects to reduce pollution in the Arctic, including projects on cleaner 
production and control/elimination of PCBs, obsolete pesticides and dioxins, all of 
which are priority pollutants under the Stockholm Convention.  
 
2.4. Marine Environment 
The Arctic marine environment is of great importance to the States of the region and 
the world as a whole because of its rich natural resources, unique socio-cultural 
aspects, economic potential and its integral role in climatic processes and security.  
Climatic and developmental pressures on the Arctic marine environment from 
shipping, dumping, offshore oil and gas development and land-based activities are 
increasing.  

One of the aims of the Arctic Council is to ensure that appropriate attention be given 
to ocean issues. This is both in response to an international call for increased 
coordination, particularly at a regional level, and a growing trend towards integrated 
approaches, including the ecosystem approach, in addressing the challenges of coastal 
and marine environments.  

In October 2002, the Arctic Council decided to develop a strategic plan for the 
protection of the Arctic marine environment. One of its Working Groups, responsible 
for the Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME), has been mandated to 
develop this plan over the next two years, led by two of the member countries, Iceland 
and Canada. The plan will be developed through an open consultative process, 
involving all relevant stakeholders in order to ensure that the Arctic region has an 
integrated ocean position within the international oceans agenda. In this way, the 
Arctic Council hopes to make a significant contribution to the follow-up of the WSSD 
2002 Plan of Implementation. 
Some 80% of the pollution load in the oceans originates from land-based-activities. 
The Global Programme of Action (GPA) aims to prevent the degradation of the 
marine environment from land-based activities by assisting States to take actions 
individually and jointly. Consequently, the initial phase of the Arctic Council’s 
Regional Programme of Action (RPA) has focused on strategies and measures for the 
short-term to address urgent pollution problems in the Arctic marine environment 
stemming from land-based activities. The implementation and further elaboration of 
the Russian Federation´s National Programme of Action for the Protection of the 



Marine Environment is an important component of the implementation of the regional 
action program. 
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.3. Environment, Nuclear Safety and Natural Resources 
4.3.2. 
 
3. BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION AND SUSTAINABLE USE OF NATURAL 
RESOURCES 
 
Circumpolar cooperation on Arctic flora and fauna is aimed at promoting the 
conservation of biodiversity and unfragmented habitats and promoting the sustainable 
use of natural resources. Effective conservation of many circumpolar species and 
other natural resources requires close cooperation with non-arctic states. The Arctic 
Council recognizes the need for enhanced monitoring of biodiversity at the 
circumpolar level, fully utilizing traditional knowledge, to detect the impacts of global 
change on biodiversity and to enable Arctic communities to effectively respond and 
adapt to those changes.  
 
The overall goal of Arctic nature conservation is to ensure that Arctic ecosystems and 
their biodiversity remain viable and vigorous for generations to come and, therefore, 
able to sustain human socio-economic and cultural needs.  
 
The Arctic Council recognizes the potential for the development of oil, gas, metals, 
and minerals in many Arctic regions to impact on the local standard of living and 
emphasize the importance of responsible management of these resources, including 
emergency prevention, to promote environmental protection and the sustainable 
development of the Arctic indigenous and local communities.  
 
The Arctic Council Ministers will consider, as appropriate, strategic assessments of 
ecological and other impacts of natural resource development and acknowledge the 
need to pay particular attention to the impact of development and the use of natural 
resources on the traditional sources of livelihood of indigenous peoples and their 
communities.  
 
On the basis of the report on Arctic Flora and Fauna - Status and Conservation, 
prepared by the Arctic Council Working Group on the Conservation of Arctic Flora 
and Fauna (CAFF), recommendations intended to serve as strategic guidelines for the 
Arctic Council have been presented and acknowledged by Ministers. These 
recommendations include the following:  
 
Identify threats to Arctic species of common conservation concern, and implement 
necessary conservation measures for species of concern that currently lack concerted 
international action. 
 
Identify important freshwater, marine and terrestrial habitats in the Arctic and ensure 
their protection through the establishment of protected areas and other appropriate 
conservation measures.  
 
Build on national and international work to implement a program to monitor 
biodiversity at the circumpolar level that will allow for regional assessments, 



integration with other environmental monitoring programs, and comparison of the 
Arctic with other regions of the globe. 
 
Assess the interaction between global changes and Arctic biodiversity, and develop 
strategies to address negative impacts.  
 
In co-operation with non-Arctic states, strengthen conservation measures for those 
migratory species that lack adequate protection outside the Arctic.  
 
Promote formal and public education, including outreach to non-Arctic countries, on 
values, conservation, and sustainable use of Arctic natural resources.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.3. Environment, Nuclear Safety and Natural Resources 
 
4.  EMERGENCY PREVENTION, PREPAREDNESS AND RESPONSES 
 
The Arctic Council’s Working Groups on Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and 
Responses (EPPR), aims at protecting the Arctic environment from the threats or 
impact of activities in the Arctic that may result from an accidental release of 
pollutants. Among other activities in this field, a Circumpolar Map of Resources at 
Risk for Oil Spills in the Arctic is being created. The idea of adding other types of risk 
activities, e.g. mines and nuclear facilities, to the map will be explored.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.3. Environment, Nuclear Safety and Natural Resources 
 
5.  CLIMATE VARIABILITY AND CHANGE 
 
Climate variability and change and more recently, notable increases in UV radiation, 
have become important issues in the Arctic. The Arctic States note with concern the 
ongoing significant warming of most of the Arctic and recognize that the impacts of 
global climate change will have large consequences in the Arctic.  
 
The Arctic States intend to reinforce their dialogue on the vulnerability of the Arctic 
and its inhabitants to climate change and on ways to adapt to the coming changes. 
Assessment of climate change in the Arctic is highly relevant for other parts of the 
world and contributes to a common understanding of global climate change. It is 
important to note that the Arctic, as the place where rapid and amplified warming is 
expected to occur, can act as an early warning of global climate changes.  
 
It is important to continue the dialogue on the consequences of climate change and on 
policy measures among national governments, indigenous and other local 
communities, regional administrations, the business community and scientific experts 
with the aim of creating a transparent and open process, and of enhancing early 
capacity building to mitigate the effects of climate change and adapt to them. 
 
The Arctic Council’s project on the assessment of the consequences of climate 
variability and change, called the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA), will 
examine present status and possible future impacts of climate change on the 
environment and its living resources, on human health, and social and economic 
activities, as well as possible adaptations and responses. The ACIA should be 



completed in 2004. The assessment will include policy recommendations that will 
address the need for international mechanisms to deal with climate change in a global 
context, as well as recommendations aimed at national governments and regional 
authorities.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.B. Scientific Research  
 
6.  RESEARCH CO-OPERATION 
 
The current Icelandic chairmanship of the Arctic Council places particular emphasis 
on strengthening scientific and technological co-operation for sustainable 
development through increased networking between scientists and research 
institutions. Importance is attached to developing the existing co-operation between 
the European Union and North America in order to link educational and research 
institutions dealing with Arctic research.  
 
7.  HUMAN CONDITIONS IN THE ARCTIC 
 
The Arctic States have declared their commitment to improving human conditions in 
the Arctic and to reinforce circumpolar cooperation to promote sustainable 
development in the Arctic as a basis for enhanced prosperity and welfare.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2. Human Resources, Education, Scientific Research and Health 
 
7.1. Arctic Human Development Report 
The Arctic Council has undertaken to produce an Arctic Human Development Report 
(ADHR), a comprehensive assessment of human conditions in the entire circumpolar 
region. It will be a scientifically based overview and assessment for the non-specialist, 
highlighting issues of particular concern for Arctic livelihoods and human well-being. 
The AHDR will identify problems and success stories as well as areas requiring 
further study, all with a view to building human and social capacity and enhancing 
community viability across the region. The AHDR will be presented to a Ministerial 
meeting of the Arctic Council in 2004.   
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.A. Human Resources and Education 
 
7.2. Action plan on sustainable development 
The Arctic Council plans to develop an action plan on sustainable development to 
realize its own priorities, latest scientific knowledge, together with traditional 
knowledge and the decisions taken by the Johannesburg Summit in 2002. The aim is 
to adopt the action plan at the next Arctic Council Ministerial meeting in 2004.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.A. Human Resources and Education 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.3. Environment, Nuclear Safety and Natural Resources 
4.3.5. 
 
7.3. Capacity building 
The Arctic Council recognizes capacity building in the Arctic as an important part of 
circumpolar cooperation and encourages all its subsidiary bodies to take capacity 
building into account in all activities.  



 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.A. Human Resources and Education 
 
7.4. Health issues 
The Council encourages continued cooperation on health issues, including assessing 
the relationship between pollution and health, sharing information on the incidence of 
infectious diseases, evaluating telemedicine as a method of overcoming long distances 
and new initiatives to address the effects of domestic violence on women’s health, the 
exchange of information on promoting healthier lifestyles, and the role of education 
and training in improving the health and well being of children and youth. 
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.C. Public Health 
 
7.5.  Children and youth of the Arctic 
The Future of Children and Youth of the Arctic initiative has three components, all of 
which are preparing young people to actively participate in the sustainable 
development of the Arctic Region.  The Health Program analyses data collected from 
various Arctic countries and examines ways for young people to lead healthier lives.  
Through this Program several young people will have the opportunity to participate in 
the 3rd World Congress and Exposition:  Child and Youth Health 2003.  The 
Internship Program, facilitates internships among Arctic countries and is essentially a 
capacity building exercise which gives young people who have recently graduated or 
earned diplomas, an opportunity to learn skills that will enhance their capacity to 
participate in the sustainable development of their community or region.  Similarly, 
the Networking Program is a capacity building program. Over the next two years, the 
networking projects will be led primarily by Aboriginal organizations.  The following 
is a sampling of the type of projects planned:  information sharing relating to the 
traditional knowledge of reindeer and herding; modern herd management and the 
development of a reindeer herders' guide; building on the success of the Saami camp, 
a second camp is planned in Alaska; and several internet based projects. 
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.A. Human Resources and Education 
 
7.6.  Gender issues 
The Arctic Council emphasizes the crucial role of women in developing Arctic 
communities and emphasizes the urgent need to take action against all forms of 
violence against women in the Arctic, including trafficking and prostitution. It 
encourages efforts to break the silence surrounding this problem. In addition, the 
integration of gender equality and women and youth perspectives in all efforts to 
enhance human living conditions in the Arctic.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.5. Justice and Home Affairs 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.5.A. Organized Crime 
 
7.7. Traditional knowledge 
The approach of the Arctic Council in realizing its agenda encourages continuous 
dialogue among scientists, policy planners, Arctic residents and decision-makers. 
Scientifically based decision-making, informed by the traditional knowledge of 
indigenous peoples is a deeply rooted principle applied to all Arctic Council activities.  
 



7.8. University of the Arctic 
The Arctic Council welcomes the development of the University of the Arctic 
(UArctic) and encourages appropriate authorities in the Arctic states to increase their 
efforts to secure financing of the core activities of the UArctic. 
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.A. Human Resources and Education 
 
8. INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT 
 
The Arctic Council emphasizes the significance of infrastructure, including aviation, 
marine and surface transport and modern telecommunications, as part of efforts to 
enhance sustainable development in the Arctic, bearing in mind the significant impact 
climate change may have on infrastructure in the Arctic. The Arctic States agree to 
explore ways and means to expand Arctic aviation links and to strengthen marine 
transportation and telecommunication services in the Arctic region.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.1.B. Infrastructure 
 
8.1. Transport 
Work towards identifying areas of cooperation in Arctic transportation is needed and 
there is a need to find ways to pursue sustainable transportation development in the 
Arctic. Consideration needs to be given to the effects of climate change on permafrost 
areas and its transportation infrastructure. Priorities in Arctic marine transportation 
need to be developed.  
 
Development of a “vision statement” for Arctic aviation (and maritime transport) is 
encouraged and further work on issues such as market analysis and cost/benefit 
analysis as well as an online feasibility study to promote additional air links.  
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.1.B.2. Transport 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.2.B. Scientific Research 
 
8.2. Information Technology 
The Arctic Council recognizes the usefulness of information and communication 
technology in circumpolar capacity building efforts. The Icelandic Chairmanship of 
the Arctic Council will, in October 2003, host an international conference on 
Information and Communication Technology in the Arctic: Opportunities and 
Obstacles for Sustainable Development, Education and Telemedicine.   
 
Ref. to Guidelines: 4.1.B.3. Telecommunications, Information Society 
 
 
 
 

*   *   * 
 
 


