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Sweden’s Chairmanship Programme 
for the Arctic Council 2011–2013

Interest in the Arctic has grown in recent years. The Arctic environment is 
unique and highly sensitive to disturbances. The region is heavily affected by 
ongoing climate change, technological development and increasing commercial 
activities. 

Temperatures have already risen twice as quickly in the Arctic as elsewhere on 
Earth. Glaciers and sea ice are melting more extensively than in the past. While 
efforts must be made to slow the rapid changes, plant and animal life will have 
to adapt to new conditions. 

As the ice withdraws, technological advances are creating opportunities to open 
transport routes across the Arctic Ocean and exploit the natural resources of 
the Arctic. These developments must be managed in a responsible and sustain-
able manner so that they benefit the region and do not lead to undesired side 
effects.

For the region’s inhabitants, developments in the Arctic are a source of both 
challenges and opportunities. Climate change affects the cultures of the 
indigenous peoples and their traditional activities, such as reindeer husbandry, 
hunting and fishing. At the same time, the business community’s increasing 
interest in Arctic areas is creating opportunities for economically more advan-
tageous living conditions.

The Arctic Council is the cooperation forum of the Arctic states, in which they 
can work together for responsible development of the region. From 2011 until 
2013, Sweden has the privilege of chairing the Arctic Council and leading its 
work. 

Despite substantial challenges, cooperation in the Arctic is characterised by a 
low level of conflict and broad consensus. As the country holding the chairman-
ship, Sweden wants to give priority to issues that will promote environmentally 
sustainable development of the Arctic, while making it possible to maintain 
positive cooperation between the Arctic states and with the indigenous peoples 
of the region. Activities and cooperation in the Arctic must be based on the 
rules of international law, including UN conventions and other international 
agreements. 
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The Arctic Council and its working groups should link their scientifically  
based reports to practical decision-making and policies. Sweden will also work 
to ensure that previously adopted recommendations are followed up. The Arctic 
Council should display the shared future vision of the Arctic states so as to 
consolidate the good cooperation in the region. Its work should be guided by 
openness and flexibility to enable it to address topical issues.

Environment and climate

Oil emissions

Increased future raw materials extraction in the Arctic Ocean will bring an 
increased risk of accidents associated with transportation and oil extraction. 
The Arctic Council report Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment (2009) stated that 
there is a lack of preparedness for pollution accidents in the Arctic. 

The Swedish Chairmanship will therefore prioritise work towards recommen-
dations on preparedness for and prevention of oil emissions, and developing an 
instrument to ensure that the Arctic states have sufficient capacity and coordin-
ation arrangements to deal with such events.

Climate change

The Arctic is one of the world’s most vulnerable regions in terms of climate 
change. The average temperature in the Arctic has increased at twice the rate of 
the global average over the past 100 years. This is already putting a great strain 
on communities and ecosystems.

The most important measure for limiting Arctic warming is to reduce emissions 
of long-lived greenhouse gases, above all carbon dioxide. Sweden will there-
fore help to raise the profile of Arctic issues in international forums, with a 
view to achieving more ambitious global emissions reductions. In the short-
term perspective, measures that reduce the presence of short-lived climate 
forcers (SLCF), such as black carbon, tropospheric ozone and methane, can play 
a significant role in limiting climate change, particularly at regional level. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) stated in 2007 that black 
carbon may have a significant warming impact, especially in Alpine regions 
and the Arctic, both by direct atmospheric warming and by accelerating the 
melting of ice and snow. A reduction of emissions of black carbon and short-
lived greenhouse gases in particular could therefore limit the rapid warming 
of the Arctic and help limit the rate of melting of sea ice. Sweden intends to 
prioritise work on this issue.
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Resilience

The Arctic is in a phase of rapid and unpredictable change. Climate change is 
the factor most often mentioned, but increased raw materials extraction and 
other commercial activities are also major factors of change in the region. It is 
important to better understand the impact of all these factors on the Arctic 
and what can be done to reduce the risks they may entail. The Swedish Chair-
manship will therefore conduct a project on the resilience of Arctic nature and 
communities, i.e. their capacity to manage and overcome disturbances. 

The resilience project is part of the proposed major project Arctic Change  
Assessment (ACA), which aims to identify the processes affecting the Arctic and 
shed light on how we can strengthen the capacity of natural and social systems 
to adapt to future change. The overall objective of the ACA is to produce an inte-
grated impact assessment of ongoing and expected changes in the Arctic.

Biodiversity

Changes in climatic conditions and the global dispersal of chemicals may have 
serious consequences for biodiversity in the Arctic. Reduced sea ice coverage 
leads to problems for species living on and around the ice. More open and  
warmer waters lead to increased indirect threats. The current species compos-
ition is changing as southern species begin to displace high Arctic species. Greater 
opportunities for fossil fuel extraction in sensitive areas bring an increased risk 
of disturbances and accidents. 

Knowledge about existing species and ecosystems needs to be enhanced, as does 
knowledge about how biodiversity can be preserved and used in a sustainable 
manner. Sweden therefore intends to strive to involve the Arctic Council in the 
continued work on the Convention on Biological Diversity. A key contribution 
here will be the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment from the Arctic Council working 
group on Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF), which is to be delivered 
to the meeting of foreign ministers in 2013. 

Environmental protection

Increased economic activity in the Arctic may put the environment at risk and 
joint efforts are therefore needed to increase consideration for and protection 
of the unique environment of the Arctic. Particularly sensitive areas must be 
protected from exploitation and the reports produced by the Arctic Council 
should focus on raising the level of protection. Sweden will also work for more 
widespread use of environmental impact assessments and environmental assess-
ments in the Arctic, for example in association with mining, shipping and oil 
extraction.
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Work on reviewing the legal framework for the Arctic marine environment 
under the Arctic Ocean Review project will be concluded during the Swedish 
Chairmanship. During the Chairmanship, the Arctic Council’s Protection of 
the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) working group will work on a project 
aimed at shedding light on the importance of more extensive environmental 
impact assessments in connection with prospecting and mineral extraction in 
the Arctic.

During the Swedish Chairmanship, the Arctic Council will study the possibility 
of initiating work on ecosystem-based management to emphasise the importance 
of a broad perspective in managing resources at sea and on land. 

The dispersal of pollutants in, to and within the Arctic has been noted and in-
creased knowledge is needed. Global rules are necessary and the Swedish Chair-
manship will support negotiations on an ambitious and effective international 
agreement to minimise and, where possible, ultimately eliminate mercury use 
and emissions. In addition, the Swedish Chairmanship will work for the Arctic 
Council Project Support Instrument (PSI) to become operational in support of 
high priority environmental projects. 

A report on the impact of carbon dioxide emissions on the acidification of the 
Arctic Ocean, Arctic Ocean Acidification, will be delivered during the foreign 
ministers meeting in Sweden in 2013. Sweden will actively support this project 
of the Arctic Council’s Arctic Monitoring Assessment Programme (AMAP) 
working group.

The people 
Around four million people live north of the Arctic Circle, including indigenous 
people. The Swedish Chairmanship of the Arctic Council will make it a high 
priority to listen to the views of indigenous peoples and pursue a clear agenda to 
actively promote their interests in matters of intergovernmental relevance. The 
representation of indigenous peoples in all Arctic Council bodies has a unique 
and valuable role in shaping the activities of the Council in all areas.

A positive future agenda for people living in the Arctic must have a broad com-
position. The Arctic Council should focus on aspects where it can generate 
specific results. Strengthening the Arctic Council’s Sustainable Development 
Working Group (SDWG), which works on the human dimension, among other 
aspects, will be a priority task for the Swedish Chairmanship. Attention will 
also be given to the gender equality perspective.
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Positive economic development is naturally a core issue for the population of 
the Arctic. The Arctic Council should initiate a discussion, in cooperation with 
the business community, on how various industries can act for sustainable eco-
nomic development in the region. 

Language is an important issue for the indigenous peoples of the Arctic. It is 
a bearer of traditions, knowledge and experience and an important factor in 
everyday life and the conduct of business. The languages of indigenous peoples 
risk becoming impoverished, or completely disappearing, and to prevent this 
activities should be undertaken to bring language issues to the fore. It is only 
by keeping languages alive that culture and knowledge can be preserved and 
develop.

The issue of food safety and access to good quality water in the Arctic is a matter 
of constant concern to the region’s inhabitants and is closely linked to climate 
change and other environmental disturbances. Primarily for the indigenous 
peoples, this may be a matter of access to water and to traditional foods such as 
reindeer in the Nordic countries and Russia or seals and whales in North America. 
A lack of traditional dietary staples can result in people switching to a more western 
diet, which, if unsuitably chosen and combined with reduced physical activity, 
may increase the risk of overweight and hence of cardio-vascular diseases and 
diabetes. There are also examples of high levels of environmental toxins in ani-
mals and plants, which can pose a serious threat not just to the animals and 
plants concerned but also to human health.

Research is a key issue for developments in the Arctic. Strong support for re-
search in this part of the world will give decision-makers data on which to base 
an effective response to challenges arising in a rapidly changing region. It is also 
important to take advantage of the knowledge that exists among the people 
living in the region.

During the Swedish Chairmanship, the project Arctic Human Development 
Report II: Regional processes and global linkages will be launched. The project is 
a sequel to the 2004 Arctic Human Development Report and aims to increase 
knowledge and understanding about the interaction between processes of  
physical and social change, and how they affect people’s living conditions and 
adaptability in the Arctic. 
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The seas

From a Swedish perspective, the joint efforts of the Arctic Council to meet new 
challenges would be improved if it were possible to create a shared perception 
of the situation in the Arctic region. Sweden has positive experience of similar 
cooperative endeavours in the Baltic Sea region and during its Chairmanship 
therefore wants to investigate the possibility of establishing a system of cooper-
ation on Arctic sea and land surveillance for purposes such as civilian shipping 
in the region. This work could be undertaken in the Arctic Council’s Emergency 
Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR) working group. 

A stronger Arctic Council

Strategic communications plan

It is important that the Arctic Council successfully communicate its work so 
as to create a factually based perception of the Arctic among the general public 
and decision-makers, and so as to demonstrate the relevance of the organisation. 
During its Chairmanship, Sweden will prioritise communications issues in various 
ways. The Arctic Council website is central in this connection. 

Establishment of the Arctic Council’s permanent secretariat

As the country holding the chairmanship, Sweden will lead the work on imple-
menting the reform package that is due to be approved at the foreign ministers 
meeting in Nuuk in 2011. Sweden will also lead the work on establishing a per-
manent secretariat for the Arctic Council and revising the Council’s rules of 
procedure. 

Sectoral ministers’ meetings

Sweden intends to follow the success of the Danish Chairmanship in organising 
meetings of sectoral ministers. Sweden plans to arrange a meeting of Arctic 
environment ministers at the beginning of 2013, at which relevant parts of the 
Arctic agenda will be discussed.

Other matters

Before the start of the Norwegian Chairmanship of the Arctic Council in 2006, 
Norway, Denmark and Sweden informally adopted a joint ‘umbrella programme’ 
for their successive chairmanships. Sweden intends to highlight the jointly 
agreed objectives and the results achieved at the foreign ministers meeting in 
2013.
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