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identities, economy, politics, legal issues, 
resource governance, health and well-being, 
and education and human capital. 

New evidence on Arctic human development 
points increasingly to both disparate 
and common regional processes across 
the Circumpolar North, as well as the 
criticality of the global linkages between 
the Arctic and more southerly regions, and 
the complex interactions between different 
sources and scales of changes. In this regard, 
AHDR-II highlights a number of major 
trends including the intensified migrations; 
the increasing penetration of new ideas, 
norms and values; the growing interest in 
Arctic resource development; and changing 
governance structures that both enable and 
challenge northern communities.

The myriad vulnerabilities 
and uncertainties 

confronting northern 
residents in these times 

of rapid change call for an 
understanding of trends in 
Arctic human development 

to develop policies and 
practices for addressing 

these challenges.

 he Arctic Human 
Development Report 
(AHDR) I and II and 
their companion reports 
Arctic Social Indicators 
(ASI) I and II have made 
important contributions 

to our understanding of the state of human 
development in the Arctic, including 
methods for measuring and tracking changes 
in Arctic human development. These 
reports – produced under the auspices of the 
Sustainable Development Working Group 
(SDWG), and with the project secretariat 
hosted by the Stefansson Arctic Institute 
since 2002 in Akureyri, Iceland – address 
critical issues and emerging challenges in 
Arctic living conditions, global change 
impacts and adaptation, and indigenous 
livelihoods, while documenting the 
disparities that persist between and within 
regions, and between indigenous and non-
indigenous residents of the Arctic. 

The AHDR and ASI publications are 
academic reports – the result of a close and 
ongoing collaboration of extensive networks 
of primarily Arctic social scientists – and 
written for several audiences, including 
governments, communities and other 

T stakeholders at all levels, as well as students 
of University of the Arctic and other post-
secondary students. The authors also wrote 
with the Arctic Council very much in mind: 
the reports aim to help inform the work of 
the Arctic Council, and in particular that 
of the SDWG, in furthering sustainable 
development in the Arctic.  

The AHDR process was initiated in 2002 
following a mandate by the Inari Declaration 
to present the most up-to-date information 
about the state of Arctic human development 
and the major trends unfolding in the 
region, in order to provide a comprehensive 
knowledge base for the SDWG. The first 
AHDR report in 2004 – the priority project 
of the Icelandic Arctic Council chairmanship 
– provided important baseline information 
for the Council, policymakers and others 
who deal with issues of human development 
and societal transformation in a time of 
rapid environmental, cultural, political, 
economic and social change. It also has been 
widely used as an education tool, including 
as a text in many university courses. The 
current AHDR-II from 2014 looks at change 
since the first report’s baseline data and 
likewise spans a wide range of topics: Arctic 
populations and migration, culture and 
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Arctic  
Human 
Development

Major findings of AHDR-II have relevance 
for policy makers at various levels, 
including for priority setting by the Arctic 
Council and the SDWG. For example, the 
report finds that the rapid and stressful 
changes highlighted in the first AHDR 
continue today, but are amplified in rate 
and magnitude; accelerating urbanization 
poses multifaceted challenges to human 
development in the Arctic; interest in the 
Arctic is growing, while the Arctic is also 
becoming more marketable; and continued 
innovation in governance is occurring at all 
scales, but at the same time the demands on 

local and indigenous representatives present 
challenges in terms of human and fiscal 
capacity.  

The AHDR and ASI networks have 
benefited from their longstanding 
collaborations with the Arctic Council and 
the SDWG. Although the Arctic Council did 
not formally endorse the final AHDR-II due 
to issues concerning specific wording and 

By JOAN NYMAND LARSEN, Senior Scientist, Stefansson Arctic Institute  
and GAIL FONDAHL, Professor, University of Northern British Columbia

scientific independence, the report received 
notable mentioning in both the Senior Arctic 
Officials’ Report to Ministers and in the 
Iqaluit Ministerial Declaration, signaling 
the importance of this assessment as a 
contribution to the pursuit of a better quality 
of life for all Arctic residents and more 
sustainable futures.
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LINUS HEDH
SWEDEN

Ever since I was young the Arctic and the exploration 
of it has fascinated me. Reading about the great 
quests 150 years ago, setting off towards the literally 
“white spots” on the map, still wake a longing for the 
inaccessible, the barren landscape and fascinating 
wildlife. Those are my romanticized images of the 
Arctic. 

Currently I am finishing my master’s degree in 
animal ecology at Lund University. My interest in 
the Arctic has followed me into my studies, which 
partly focuses on bird migration between higher 
and temperate/subtropical latitudes. Due to my area 
of interest, my view of the future might be biased 
towards the environmental issues that we, the Earth 
and not least the Arctic, are faced with. If the worst 
predictions for the future are correct, this threatens 
at least my childhood picture of a barren but thriving 
Arctic. Nowadays, big parts of the Arctic are more 
accessible. New techniques have also made the 
Arctic an object for new kinds of prospecting, which 
has made large multinational companies once again 
focus northwards. 

However, from a biological research or recreational 
point of view the accessibility is invaluable. This 
is mainly due to collaboration and networks 
between universities, research institutes and 
outdoor organizations. For my own studies I got 
the opportunity to work on my master’s project 
in Abisko (in Sweden, 68 degrees north) thanks 
to ongoing research programs that already had a 
developed infrastructure. 

Maybe it is a little naïve to have the cake and eat it 
at the same time; after all, a key part of my image 
was inaccessibility. But I truly believe that broad 
collaboration in the Arctic is important to maintain 
in the future. Only by gaining knowledge and by 
sharing this knowledge to all nations involved can 
we halt negative effects of the environment on 
international level. However, gaining this knowledge 
has to be done with respect to the nature and the 
people living in the Arctic. It is my hope that we can 
face these issues together and 
in the future still be able to 
enjoy the landscape and 
fascinating wildlife of the 
Arctic.

Towards 
Revival 

of Arctic 
Cooperation

By OLLI REHN  
Minister of Economic Affairs, Finland
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It is estimated that the oil reserves in 
the Arctic can last until the end of this 
century, and gas reserves even longer. 
Mineral deposits are rich and can create 
incentives for developing new technology 
in underwater mining, for example. Under 
suitable circumstances the Arctic region can 
develop into an investment area that will 
create prosperity for people and companies 
for years to come.

The announced investment plans in the 
region are already significant. The current 
investments plans in the Barents region 
alone are estimated to be over 140 billion 
euros.

Safe shipping in the long icy Arctic routes is 
a powerful eye-opener to show how crucial 
cooperation between different companies, 
organizations, services and states really is. 
We often think that icebreakers are the key 
to safe passage in icy conditions, but this is 
only the tip of the iceberg in safe navigation. 
I am proud to mention that Finland has 
built 60 percent of all the icebreakers in the 
world. The newest one, still in the shipyard, 
will be equipped with environmentally 
friendly LNG dual fuel engines.

To harness the full potential of the Arctic 
region, we need to get the infrastructure 
right. For instance, data traffic between 
Europe and Asia is growing steadily. 
Digitalization, cloud services and the 
Internet of Things will further boost the need 
for a fast and secure connection. Plans for 
laying a cable in the seabed of the Northeast 
Passage have been brewing during the past 
decade, and Finland supports this concept.

Operating in the Arctic benefits from the 
broad international cooperation in research 
and development. As an innovation and 
knowledge-based economy, Finland has 
a lot to offer in this regard. For example, 

the Academy of Finland’s Arctic Academy 
Programme (ARKTIKO, 2014–2018) aims 
to study and understand the change factors 
affecting the development of the Arctic 
region, the transformation process and 
the dynamics of change. The Arctic Seas 
programme by Tekes, the Finnish Funding 
Agency for Innovation, aims to develop 
essential business areas, such as marine 
technology, marine transport, offshore 
solutions and environmental technologies.

In light of recent geopolitical developments, 
the aim of the Arctic Council to restore 
peace and constructive cooperation in the 
region is more than welcome. We should not 
miss the potential for the sustainable future 
of the Arctic, and Finland is willing to do 
her share – not least as the incoming chair of 
the Arctic Council.

Finland may be a small country by 
some standards, but our knowledge and 
experience in Arctic issues makes us larger 
than we seem. In the words of Iceland's first 
female president, Vigdís Finnbogadóttir, 
“There is no such thing as a small nation.ˮ 
We must think big and act big in the Arctic 
issues, together with our partners.

believe that the Arctic region 
needs enhanced international 
cooperation more than ever, and 
the prospects for cooperation in 
the Arctic cover several fields. 
In my capacity as the Minister 
of Economic Affairs of Finland, 

my focus in this article is on economic and 
research cooperation, as the development 
potential of companies and states is 
enormous in the Arctic region. 

The Paris climate agreement in December 
2015 is a historic achievement. This is the 
case particularly for the Arctic, which is 
not only a home for four million people 
but also a key player and stakeholder in 
the combat for a sustainable future. The 
Arctic has undergone and will undergo 
a substantial transformation due to 
globalization and environmental changes. 
This rapid transformation stems mainly 
from the abundant natural resources 
of the Arctic, both renewable and non-
renewable. The other driver is climate 
change and the melting of the polar ice 
sheet, which opens possibilities for new 
transport routes. This has great strategic 
global influence.

Finland’s national Arctic strategy positions 
us as an Arctic country with clear goals 
and responsibilities to which we want to 
contribute and see progress. Moreover, 
the strategy looks at the region not only 
from a political but also from an economic 
perspective. It also defines Finland as an 
Arctic state as a whole. 

An important part of cooperation in 
the North is the Barents Euro-Arctic 
Council in which Finland just transferred 
presidency to the Russian Federation. The 
objectives – sustainable development and 
political stability in the Barents region – 
remain relevant today.

I
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The Arctic Economic Council: 

Connecting 
with the 

Business 
Community 

By TARA SWEENEY 
Chair, Arctic Economic Council

In just a few short years, the 
Arctic region has exploded in 
popularity and is recognized 

as the largest emerging market 
opportunity on the globe. The 

eyes of the world are looking 
north, with massive interest 
in gaining a foothold in this 

growing and increasingly 
accessible region.
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his amplified 
interest and 
attention carries 
with it additional 
responsibility; 
it also brings 
incredible 
opportunity. 
That is why, 

through many years of discussion and 
negotiations, the Arctic Council formed 
the Arctic Economic Council (AEC) 
in 2014, a move that has served as a 
hallmark of the Canadian chairmanship. 
During the time of the US chairmanship, 
through 2017, the AEC will focus on 
four key areas that include maritime 
and telecommunication infrastructure, 
responsible energy and economic 
development in the Arctic, the promotion 
of stable and predictable regulatory 
frameworks, and Arctic stewardship. 
The AEC is governed by a 42-member 
board of directors from the eight Arctic 
states and six permanent participant 
organizations.

The AEC sets the table for the 
Arctic business community to have a 
meaningful voice in the responsible 
and sustainable economic growth 
of our homelands. The underlying 
principles for the creation of the AEC 
were to create a new independent 
forum of business representatives to 
facilitate Arctic business-to-business 
activities, promote responsible economic 
development, and provide a pan-Arctic 
business perspective to the work of 
the Arctic Council. Its purpose also 
includes facilitating responsible trade 
and investment in the Arctic through 
collaborative environments that bring 
together financial experts and potential 
investors. The advantages and benefits 
may be local, but the AEC is designed to 
be a resource for Arctic as well as non-
Arctic stakeholders.

Businesses need certainty and regulatory 
stability in order to minimize their risks 
while pursuing projects or investing 
in the Arctic. Dealing directly with the 
closest stakeholders during this process 
helps to provide that assurance. The most 
strategic vehicle for incentivizing short 
and long-term investment in the Arctic 
is to partner with those who will share 
in the results and responsibility. This 
is a region with the greatest resource 
available to any potential investor: local 
perspective, knowledge and insight. 
The value of local alignment is often 
overlooked and is therefore a focus of 
the AEC.

When you see the other themes of 
focus, the balance of AEC’s mission 
becomes clear: 

1.	 Establish strong market 
connections between the Arctic 
states

2.	 Encourage public-private 
partnerships for infrastructure 
investments

3.	 Create stable and predictable 
regulatory frameworks

4.	 Facilitate knowledge and data 
exchange between industry and 
academia

5.	 Support traditional indigenous 
knowledge

However, our communities cannot 
connect with opportunity if they are not 
well-connected. Reliable high-speed 
broadband in our regions remains a 
priority for the AEC and would enable 
Arctic governments to deliver improved 
health and education services, spur 
economic development, empower 
local businesses, and allow consumers 
access to video and other high-speed 
applications. The current lack of high-
speed internet service within large 
areas of the Arctic impedes progress, 
from environmental protection in 
our communities to even emergency 
preparedness.

The AEC is supported by the pillars of 
collaboration, partnership, innovation 
and peace, and as the current chair, I 
look forward to building momentum 
in the Arctic in order for our regions 
to realize their enormous economic 
potential.

T

“This is a region 
with the greatest 
resource available 
to any potential 
investor: local 
perspective, 
knowledge and 
insight.”
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The Arctic Council has established two key 
circumpolar international organizations through 

their Ministerial Declarations. The 1998 Iqaluit 
Declaration established the University of 

the Arctic, while the 2015 Iqaluit Declaration 
established the Arctic Economic Council.

The First Ministerial Meeting of 

the Arctic  Council

The Iqaluit Declaration 1998

11. Welcome, and are pleased to 

announce, the establishment of a 

University of the Arctic, a university 

without walls, as proposed by working 

group of the Circumpolar Universities 

Association. We note the kind offer 

of Finland to support the interim 

secretariat. We encourage the working 

group to continue its efforts and to 

consult with northern educational and 

indigenous authorities and  colleges. We 

look forward to further reports on this 

issue and to seeking ways to promote 

the success of this iniative;

On the occasion of the Ninth Ministrial Meeting of the Arctic Council
The Iqaluit Declaration 2015

8. Welcome the establishment of the Arctic Economic Council, and look forward to developing a cooperative relationship with this body in order to increase responsible economic development for the benefit of the people of the Arctic,
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t was quite an achievement that 
the Arctic indigenous peoples got 
a seat as permanent participants 
at the table; first at the Arctic 
Environmental Protection Strategy 
(AEPS), which then developed 
into the Arctic Council with 

the mandate to discuss environmental 
protection and sustainable development. 
The Arctic indigenous peoples welcomed 
this initiative, and today, could you even 
imagine what the Arctic Council would be 
without the indigenous peoples? The Arctic 
Council is unique. It is the only forum in 
the world where the indigenous peoples 
and the states sit at the same table. 

By ELSE BERIT EIKELAND, Senior Arctic Official, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Norway and  

GUNN-BRITT RETTER, Head of the Arctic and Environment Unit, Saami Council

The Senior Arctic Officialsʼ (SAO) 
meetings are all organized in small 
communities in the Arctic. Travelling to 
these meetings is a reminder for all of us 
that the Council is built on the well-being 
of the people of the North. Every visit to 
an Arctic community is teaching us that 
the Arctic is not one but different places 
with varied population and various needs 
and priorities related to sustainable 
development. 

The Arctic Council is sometimes accused 
of being ineffective, with most of the time 
spent talking and agreeing on irrelevant 
matters. Our colleagues ask what exactly 
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we are doing in the SAO meetings. Do 
we need a separate forum just to agree 
and be friends with Arctic states and 
indigenous peoples? Is the main objective 
environmental and climate issues or peace 
and love in the Arctic? 

Such questions relate to what appears to 
be the most effective form of international 
cooperation, namely the treaty-based 
cooperation where the strongest voice is 
heard and disagreements are resolved by 
majority vote. Such cooperation might 
polarize disagreements and not give 
room to build consensus. The decision-
making process in the Arctic Council is 
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ALFA DRÖFN JÓHANNSDÓTTIR
ICELAND

The Arctic covers a wide range of issues that are highly 
important to Iceland, concerning the environment, 
sustainable and responsible use of natural resources just as 
well as social development in the area. Maybe it comes as no 
surprise that ocean and marine affairs interest me highly as 
I come from Iceland – but the changes in the social scenery 
in the midst of the rapid political, economic and cultural 
changes taking place are the most important in my opinion. 
Well-being, human rights and cultural heritage tend to 
score low on the spectrum of priorities vis-à-vis the horn of 
plenty which has resulted in a scramble for natural resources 
or in some cases a race between states. These changes 
have consequences all over the world, and as the changes 
happening in the Arctic serve as a warning sign for the rest 
of the world, it’s pressing to think of the local residents’ rights 
in all this – in order to lead by example. 

One of the challenges facing the the Arctic Council is to 
preserve the unity and harmony between the member 
states, to ensure full participation by all eight Arctic states 
in all decisions. It’s going to be challenging to develop 
collaboration with the growing number of observers, which 
is a clear indication of how important the Arctic has become 
in international eyes. 

One might ask why we, who belong to one of the 
wealthiest nations of the world, live with constant periodic 
overthrowing of the economy with asset prices collapsing, 
inflation soaring through the roof and the currency 
collapsing. Yet, we are considered to be in top positions 
in comparison with other countries in terms of prosperity, 
happiness, equality and social security. We have diverse 
employment opportunities and strong natural resources. We 
have health care, strong educational system and ambitious 
cultural standing. The Icelandic population is over 300,000, 
and a little over 200,000 live in or near the capital area. It 
is a huge challenge for the rural areas in Iceland to keep 
the traditional practices alive. The rural communities that 
have depended primarily on fishing and agriculture have to 
adapt to changing sceneries like so many other in the Arctic, 
which has resulted in too many rural communities being 
abandoned. 

The Arctic Council is the most important consultative 
forum on all Arctic issues, and it has to be open to all. As 
the island's first inhabitants, Icelanders are in a way also 

‘indigenous’, and that to me is worth 
a whole lot.It makes us strong and 

resilient. It makes us stand up for 
ourselves and gives us courage 
when we need it the most. It 
makes us better at adapting 
to changing landscapes and 
lives. When push comes to 
shove we stand together – 
and now more than ever we 
need to do just that. 

inspired and modeled after the indigenous 
consultations with extensive dialogue until 
an agreement is reached. Such processes 
can be demanding, but there are no clear 
winners or losers. We all move to a new 
understanding. The strength of consensus is 
the power behind the decision.  

Strengthening and further developing the 
Arctic Council should be based on this 
consensus-based decision-making process. 
To answer the questions above: yes, the 
Arctic Council is about the environment 
and climate change and promoting 
sustainable development in a changing 
Arctic. In addition, the Arctic Council 
is about building trust and cooperation 
between all key stakeholders in the Arctic. 
Fundamentally, the Arctic Council is about 
peace and love. That is why it is worth 
celebrating. 

Student Profile
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Association of World Reindeer Herders (WRH) is 
the international organization for reindeer herding 
peoples. The history of our international collaboration 
started back in 1990. WRH is a Civil Society 
Organization (CSO), representing Arctic indigenous 
peoples; it is an organization working for reindeer 
herders, composed of reindeer herders, benefitting 
reindeer herders’ societies. We represent 25 years of 
history of transboundary people-to-people cooperation 
between pan-Arctic indigenous peoples. 

Arctic change, globalization and our dependence on 
Arctic nature are key factors why the Arctic Council is 
decisive for our peoples’ sustainable futures. 

By MIKHAIL POGODAEV, Chair, Association of World Reindeer Herders and  
ANDERS OSKAL, Director, International Centre for Reindeer Husbandry 

In collaboration with INGER ANITA SMUK, JOHAN MATHIS TURI,  
HELENA OMMA and ELLEN INGA TURI

eindeer herding is a circumpolar 
phenomenon, found in ten 
states across the Circumpolar 
North. It represents traditional, 
nomadic ways of life for 24 
different indigenous peoples 
across the Arctic, and involves 
close to 100,000 people in 
all. Reindeer herding peoples 

follow their reindeer, while engaging in a diversity 
of traditional activities including hunting, fishing and 
gathering. Reindeer herding thus represents a diversity 
of nomadic Arctic livelihoods and cultures, joined 
together by the utilization of domesticated reindeer. 

ARCTIC CHANGE 
AND WORLD 

REINDEER HERDERS

Working Inside the Arctic Council:
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Towards Our Future

Our horizon shows a future that is 
very challenging in terms of Arctic 
change. The current international 
situation also adds to this. 

The Arctic Council is, however, 
a pioneer in including indigenous 
reindeer herders and their traditional 
knowledge, providing us room for 
improving our own communities and 
well-being. The Arctic Council has 
managed to reach into and inform 
small pan-Arctic reindeer herding 
communities, giving voice  

 
 
to local indigenous peoples and our 
traditional knowledge, facilitating 
education (in cooperation with 
UArctic), and providing unique 
opportunities for our youth. World 
reindeer herders today know about 
and count on the Arctic Council.

As the Arctic Council is celebrating 
its history, we remain dedicated to 
take active part, to contribute, to 
consult, and positively impact its 
work to the best of our ability – for 
the benefit of the Arctic peoples. 

The History of Reindeer 
Herding and the Arctic Council

During the first US chairmanship, 
Norway and other Arctic Council 
members recognized world reindeer 
herding as significant for the Arctic, yet 
not represented in the Council. Thus by 
Norway’s initiative WRH became an 
observer in 2000. 

This meant that also reindeer herding 
issues were lifted into the international 
agenda, in a time of rapid Arctic change. It 
resulted in the first Arctic Council reindeer 
herding projects, highlighting the state of 
world reindeer husbandry and reindeer 
food processing. WRH also contributed 
substantially to the Council’s Arctic 
Climate Impact Assessment report.

These efforts led to the establishment 
of International Centre for Reindeer 
Husbandry (ICR) in 2005, following 
Norway’s offer to the Arctic Council 
Ministerial Meeting in Iceland in 2004 to 
host and fund the Centre. This capacity 
building has aided WRH’s initiation of 
further Arctic Council reindeer herding 
projects, positively engaging states and 
permanent participants, including SDWG/
IPY EALÁT-EALLIN-EALLU and CAFF 
Nomadic Herders. This further assists our 
contribution to assessments, reports, task 
forces and other work, and ICR is regarded 
as an important contributor to knowledge 
production in the Arctic Council. 
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Projects with the Arctic Council

Arctic Council  
NOMADIC HERDERS Project:  
Enhancing the Resilience 
of Pastoral Ecosystems  
and Livelihoods  
(In preparation, 2012-) 
 
Leads / Co-Leads   
Norway, Russia, Saami Council. AC 
project parts managed by ICR and 
WRH. Conservation of Arctic Flora 
and Fauna Working Group (CAFF). 
UNEP Endorsement  
 
Focus 
Protection of biodiversity and 
development of reindeer herding 
livelihoods in the taiga areas of 
Sakha Republic, Russia. The project 
is ready for startup, currently 
awaiting funding clarifications. 

Arctic Council EALLU: 
Indigenous Youth, Climate 
Change and Food Culture 
(Ongoing, 2015-2019) 
 
Leads / Co-Leads 
Norway, USA, Russian Federation, 
Canada, Greenland, Saami Council. 
Project managed by ICR and WRH 
(co-lead by indigenous youth). 
Involving UArctic. Sustainable 
Development Working Group 
(SDWG) 
 
Focus 
Utilizing Arctic indigenous peoples´ 
traditional knowledge on food 
and culinary traditions as a novel 
approach to adapt to Arctic change.  
Education and training programs, 
an Arctic Council Cookbook, 
documentation of traditional 
knowledge, regional community-
based workshops and seminars. 

Arctic Council/IPY EALÁT:  
Reindeer Herding, 
Traditional Knowledge 
and Adaptation to  
Climate Change and  
Loss of Pastures  
(2007-2011) 
 
Leads / Co-Leads  
Norway, Russia, Saami Council, 
RAIPON. Project managed by WRH 
and ICR. Sustainable Development 
Working Group (SDWG) 
 
Focus 
Increased understanding of 
impacts of climate change, loss of 
pastures and adaptation options. 
Circumpolar community-based 
workshops and seminars. Being 
“the voice of reindeer herding 
peoples” to the Arctic Council, 
defining examples of traditional 
knowledge use in adaptation to 
change. 
 
Legacy  
Establishment of the UArctic EALÁT 
Institute as a human legacy of IPY 
and SDWG. 

Arctic Council EALLIN: 
Reindeer Herding Youth 
(2012-2015).  
 
Leads / Co-Leads 
Russia, Norway, Saami Council, 
UArctic and others. Project 
managed by ICR and WRH (co-lead 
by indigenous youth themselves).  
Sustainable Development Working 
Group (SDWG) 
 
Focus   
Being “the voice of reindeer 
herding youth” on challenges 
and opportunities of a changing 
Arctic, including on human health, 
Arctic change and globalization, 
technology, management, economy 
and capacity building. 
UArctic Training of Future 
Arctic Leaders program, for 160 
circumpolar indigenous youth. 
Competence and confidence 
building for indigenous youth.  
 
Legacy 
Establishment of the Arctic 
Indigenous Peoples Culinary 
Institute, under the direction of 
indigenous youth. 
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urrently the 
Arctic Council 
observers consist 
of 32 non-Arctic 
states, international 
organizations, 
interparliamentary 
organizations and 
NGOs, which is 

more than twice the number of Arctic 
Council member states and permanent 
participants combined. Of those, twelve 
are observer states: seven European and 
five Asian. The Asian nations first obtained 
observer status in 2013, seventeen years 
after the inception of the Arctic Council. 
With the accession to the Arctic Council as 
observers by states located in the Far East 
of the Eurasian continent and on the coast 
of the Northwest Pacific, such as China, 
Japan, and Korea, a Northern Seas Network 
was formed, connecting the North Atlantic, 
the Arctic Ocean and the North Pacific. 

The Arctic encompasses all political, 
economic, social, environmental and 
climate change-related challenges 
facing the global community. There 
are international political issues at play 
among states, vast potential for economic 
development, indigenous peoples’ ways of 
living that need be respected, an attractive 
natural environment, and the fact that the 
Arctic is at the forefront of climate change 

OBSERVER STATES IN THE ARCTIC COUNCIL:  

A WAY FORWARD  
TO BETTER COOPERATION

effects. 
All of 
these 
challenges 
cannot be 
said to be the 
sole responsibility 
of any single Arctic 
state, and it is clear that 
Arctic states cannot overcome 
those challenges by themselves alone. 
Making up 44% of the world’s population 
(about 3.2 billion), the economic and 
ecological imprint of the observer states is 
significant, which makes their involvement, 
and that of the entire global community, in 
solving the broad challenges confronting 

By JUSTIN (JONG DEOG) KIM  
Director General of Strategy Research Division, 
Korea Maritime Institute
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the Arctic region crucial. This requires 
active participation and promotion of 
understanding among the Arctic states and 
observers, which could be better facilitated 
if a well-organized plan was in place that 
allowed for the utilization of observers’ 
capabilities.   

However, the Arctic Council’s Rules of 
Procedure and the Observer Manual for 
Subsidiary Bodies only generally outlines 
the role of observers, and unfortunately 
does not provide for a specific action plan, 
such as procedures and follow-up measures 
for promoting and making use of observer 
participation. A more transparent and 
reasonable model for observer involvement 
could be devised if the above-mentioned 
shortcomings were complemented, and more 
specificity was provided.     

Furthermore, the positive role of observer 
state participation could become more 
apparent if such projects are devised 
that enable the utilization of observer 
states’ capabilities, such as experience in 
polar science and observation, research 
icebreakers and scientific research stations. 
In addition, historically, the Arctic region 
has developed alongside the subarctic region 
through sharing culture and traditions, but 
now there is little way of promoting social 
understanding between the two regions 
through the means of culture. Exchanges 
between the Arctic and non-Arctic future 
generations are particularly limited. 
Recently through the University of the 
Arctic (UArctic) such needed exchange 
was begun. The Korea Maritime Institute, a 
non-Arctic member of UArctic since 2014, 
and the UArctic International Secretariat 
launched the first Korea Arctic Academy 
(KAA) in August 2015. Eleven students 
from seven Arctic states, including six 
indigenous students from Finland, Canada, 
Russia and Greenland, and nineteen Korean 
students and young researchers participated 
in the pilot program, becoming the “KAA 
1st 30”. Through this opportunity, they had 
the chance to introduce their cultures to each 
other, and share challenges and possible 
solutions facing the Arctic region. Visits 
to Arctic-related institutions in Korea also 
showcased Korea’s capabilities as an Arctic 
Council observer state and our willingness 
to cooperate.                   

Going forward, observers should actively 
seek ways to more reasonably participate in 
the Arctic Council, contribute in scientific 
research, promote cultural understanding, 
and contribute in sharing visions among 
future generations. I am sure these efforts 
will help establish a solid foundation for 
better cooperation in the Arctic.
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continued my regular habit of 
reading news on the Arctic and 
saw that the town of Mohe, in 
northernmost China, was as cold 
as -57°C in mid-November. It was 
a really interesting coincidence 
and contrast at that moment, 

reminding me that some places in China 
are sometimes colder than the Arctic.

China is deeply affected by climate 
change, and at the same time becoming the 
world’s largest emitter of carbon dioxide. 
As the early alarm for global climate 
change, the Arctic is currently suffering 
the most dramatic warming on the globe. 
Linkages between China and the Arctic 
have increased in recent years, especially 
after China became an observer of the 
Arctic Council. Many policymakers and 
experts in China have interests in climate 
change, scientific research, maritime 
shipping in the Arctic, for example. 
However, even with that very few ordinary 
Chinese people have much knowledge 
about the Arctic. 

THE ARCTIC:  

A PLACE FOR  
THE MIRACULOUS
By CHEN YITONG, Student Representative of Board of Governors of UArctic, 
Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Polar and Deep Ocean Development Centre, 
Koguan Law School, Shanghai Jiao Tong University

During the years of my Arctic research, 
I’ve also been observing the relationship 
between the Arctic and China, through 
attending international conferences and 
academic communication with Arctic 
scholars and members. Since 2013 
when China became an observer at the 
Arctic Council, I delightfully discovered 
that the opinions on the Arctic from 
Chinese media and cyber citizens were 
not as shallow anymore. Many officials 
and scholars talked about respect, 
responsibility, environmental protection 
and international collaboration. In the 
meantime, several scholars from Arctic 
countries told me they used to have much 
doubt and suspicion towards China’s 
attitude and activities in the Arctic, but 
they have changed their mind in recent 
years. They even sincerely told me they 
think the central government should 
clearly announce China’s Arctic policy 
or publish a paper as soon as possible, 
which would much more transparently 
clarify China’s attitude to the Arctic with 
positive effect. 

Just two weeks 
ago, I was checking 

the temperature 
of Rovaniemi in 

Finland, which was 
the destination of my 

forthcoming trip. It 
was to be around -3°C  

during that week. I 
laughed, “Wow, it’s not 

so cold in the Arctic!”

I
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The Arctic has been growing in importance on 
the global scale in the past decade for various 
reasons such as climate change and the growth, 
development and opportunities seen by nations 
that an ice-free Arctic would present. The Arctic is 
also seeing social changes amongst the people who 
call it home, including Inuit, the culture I identify 
with. For millennia we have relied on the seasonal 
freeze and thaw in the Arctic for survival and cultural 
preservation. As a youth of the Canadian Arctic, this 
is what I worry about the most for the future of the 
Arctic, and not only for its people but for humanity 
as a whole. Many headlines are published daily about 
the vanishing Arctic ice, and mentions of what is 
being done in research to monitor these changes, but 
where is the dialogue about Arctic people and their 
changing livelihoods?

When decision makers, researchers and those 
interested in the Arctic discuss what is important 
for the future of the Arctic, it is essential that the 
dialogue and terminology is not solely research 
focused. We have spent decades collecting, reporting 
and publishing climate data. While it is still vital 
to a healthy future, I and many other circumpolar 
indigenous people believe that you cannot talk about 
environmental changes and impacts without realizing 
what it means to people’s health, cultural survival 
and identity. It should be and is indeed the same 
conversation to me and others who call the Arctic 
home.

Environmental research alone will not be enough 
to influence the changes needed to sustain the 
Arctic. The Arctic needs more research focused on 
the impacts of major climatic changes to its people, 
in collaboration with its people. At my university, 
Memorial University of Newfoundland, I have been a 
part of collaborative research projects focused on the 
subarctic environment and how to mitigate health 
impacts brought on by inadequate infrastructure. This 
collaborative research alone has had positive results, 
because it incorporated data and the perspectives, 
needs and concerns of the people it was impacting.

The same can be said about other tables. Until you 
incorporate indigenous and Arctic perspectives to 
any discussion about our Arctic, you 
will not be honoring the voices 
that matter the most in the 
Arctic. To achieve success in 
the Arctic today and in the 
future, collaboration and 
opportunities provided to 
youth such as this one – 
to write, to share and to 
hopefully impact how the 
Arctic is viewed on the 
global scale – will contribute 
positively to Arctic futures.
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I see the Arctic as a place for the miraculous. 
No other international organization besides 
the Arctic Council recognizes indigenous 
people as permanent participants. Outside 
the Arctic, I see no region with so many soft 
laws working effectively and being obeyed 
by so many countries. I also witness the 
transformation from soft into “hard” laws, 
with binding agreements on oil spills and 
search and rescue. While the phenomenon of 
fragmentation of international law obviously 
occurs in the Arctic, we see new traditions 
and innovations in international law and 
governance. With the Arctic Council and its 
parallel frameworks like UNCLOS I believe 
the Arctic miracle will continue.
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he Arctic Council is now the most important 
international forum specifically addressing 
Arctic affairs. The establishment of a 
permanent secretariat in Tromsø, Norway 
has raised its political visibility and 
increased its capacity for further advances. 
The Council’s strength is derived from its 

roles as a knowledge producer and agenda setter as well as 
from its ability to include, represent and empower relevant 
stakeholders. Its ability to form a platform for negotiating 
binding agreements between the member states has further 
increased its significance. These various roles and qualities 
must be maintained and elaborated as the world faces new 
challenges in a changing Arctic, and as the Council expands 
its scope of activities. 

Four aspects of this process deserve particular attention:

 THE ARCTIC COUNCIL 

ADAPTING TO 
THE FUTURE
By ARILD MOE, Senior Research Fellow and  
SVEIN VIGELAND ROTTEM, Senior Research 
Fellow, Programme Director and  
OLAV SCHRAM STOKKE, Research Professor, 
Fridtjof Nansen Institute

T

ALEXANDRIA GRIEPP
THE UNITED STATES

At my home institute Ilisagvik College in Barrow, 
Alaska, I am currently finishing my science degree in 
allied health and applying to programs within the 
US to obtain my Bachelor of Nursing to work within 
the vicinity of Barrow and its surrounding villages. I 
have been living in Barrow (which is located within 
the Arctic) for about five years, and have become 
adapted and have learned so much about the culture 
of the people who live in that area, and also just how 
precious the Arctic is.

In January 2014, I embarked on a north2north 
exchange to the University of Tromsø in Alta, Norway. 
I learned how to cross-country ski, cook Norwegian 
food, camp in the frigid outdoors, and learned 
about the importance of friluftsliv. This term literally 
translates to “open-air life”, and it taught me the 
importance of embracing nature and how to enjoy it 
as a way of life. In August 2015, I embarked on another 
journey to the Korea Arctic Academy in Busan, South 
Korea. It was a week-long trip, and I learned so much 
about the Korean culture and how the Korea Maritime 
Institute partners with many maritime institutes of 
their area and others. 

Through these two excursions and living in the Arctic, 
I have come to recognize the importance of renewable 
energy and the real truth about global warming and 
its impacts on the Arctic and the Earth. This is very 
important for me since I am more mindful about my 
own expenditures on the environment. I am always 
advocating and educating others any moment that 
I can about the importance of recycling, energy 
consumption and just researching about being more 
“green” all around. 

It seems many people of my generation are becoming 
more accustomed to the changes within the Arctic 
and the Earth. I believe everybody should play their 
part in the conservation efforts for lessening the 
impact of global warming. My hopes for the Arctic 
collaboration are to continue the ongoing research of 
climate change and to always be exploring new ideas 
for renewable energy so we can have a healthy Earth 
for decades to come. 

Student Profile56 
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The larger number of participants active 
in the Council’s work spurs broader 
expectations for influence as well as 
tangible results. The Council must ensure 
that it benefits from the aspirations of new 
participants and the resources they offer by 
improving conditions for their engagement. 
It should take a dynamic approach to the 
structuring of instruments and measures, 
including how it organizes and defines the 
responsibilities of the working groups, and 
enable the financing and co-financing of 
projects by non-members to a much larger 
extent than today. 

Participation

The Council must develop a more coherent 
information strategy, exploiting the full 
potential of its secretariat. This strategy 
should ensure that scientific knowledge 
produced in the working groups and 
elsewhere is communicated in formats 
that maximize its relevance to the Council 
meetings, supporting the action-oriented 
policy debates. An information strategy 
should also target the international 
community with quality information in an 
accessible format, additional to the scientific 
reporting from the Council’s bodies.

By including a broader set of stakeholders 
in its work, the Council has responded to 
a growing need for integration between 
regional and global agendas. However, 
bringing in non-Arctic stakeholders is not 
enough. The Council should ensure that the 
Arctic dimension is properly represented in 
all relevant international conferences. 

InformationRepresentation

The Arctic has undergone a political 
renaissance with an emphasis on 
cooperation rather than conflict, which 
is why the Council is perceived as 
a highly relevant arena by all Arctic 
states, permanent participants, non-
Arctic states and other stakeholders. To 
ensure that this position is maintained, 
its structures and procedures must 
constantly be perfected and adapted to 
changes in the region as well as to the 
aspirations of its stakeholders.

“The Council’s 
strength is 
derived from 
its roles as a 
knowledge 
producer and 
agenda setter.”

The Council needs to improve its efforts 
to stimulate the implementation of 
commitments taken on by members. This 
includes more meaningful reporting on how 
Arctic Council policy recommendations and 
guidelines, as well as agreements negotiated 
under the Council, have influenced the 
conduct of authorities, communities and 
industries. Procedures for such systematic 
follow-up of Council commitments can 
build on existing experiences, also at the 
working group level, with regular reporting 
on substantive implementation.

Implementation
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hat are the 
sources of this 
success? What 
are the prospects 
for the future in a 
rapidly changing 
Arctic that is 

linked more and more tightly to the global 
system? Are there ways to improve the 
Council’s performance going forward?

W The key to the success of the Council lies 
in its generative role. It has performed well 
in identifying emerging Arctic issues (eg 
impacts of persistent organic pollutants, 
challenges to social welfare), framing 
them for public consideration, and moving 
them up on the Arctic policy agenda. In 
the process, the Council has played an 
influential role in developing a policy 
discourse highlighting the Arctic as a 
distinct region that has emerged as a zone 
of international peace and sustainability. 
These are formidable accomplishments 
for a body that lacks the authority to make 
formal decisions, much less the capacity to 
implement them.

Despite its soft law status and 
limited organizational capacity, 

the Arctic Council has proven more 
successful than most of us present at 

its creation in 1996 anticipated.
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relations. It may also require adjustments 
in the Council’s organization to 
emphasize the pursuit of sustainability as 
the paramount goal.

None of this requires transforming 
the Council into a ʻnormalʼ 
intergovernmental organization. It would 
be a mistake to try to do so. However, it 
does highlight the importance of setting 
priorities strategically and framing all 
major initiatives as contributions to the 
exemplary role of the Arctic as a zone of 
peace and sustainability.

The way forward is to embrace the 
Council’s generative role and adapt it 
to the challenges of the next phase. The 
Arctic remains a zone of peace, despite 
initiatives that some see as provocative. 
We do, however, need a narrative that 
clarifies and explains the peacefulness 
of the Arctic as a region, while 
acknowledging shifts in the deployment 
of military forces and initiatives involving 
new infrastructure driven largely by 
domestic considerations. Similarly, the 
Arctic has the potential to become a 
showcase for sustainability in a human-
dominated world, but this will also require 
the development of a new discourse, one 
that builds on the idea of stewardship as 
the key to sustainable human-environment 

What then lies ahead for the Council during 
an era in which global forces loom large 
as determinants of the fate of the Arctic? 
Prominent among these are environmental 
challenges (eg greenhouse gas emissions), 
economic swings (eg world market prices 
of hydrocarbons), and geopolitical shifts (eg 
the rise of China, the renewal of geopolitical 
tensions). The Council has little capacity 
to influence, much less to control, these 
forces. Yet, it would be wrong to conclude 
that the Arctic Council has been overtaken 
by events, so that we will look back and 
see it as a mechanism that proved useful 
in the aftermath of the Cold War but was 
marginalized by increasingly powerful 
global forces as we move deeper into the 
21st century.
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By ORAN R. YOUNG  
Professor Emeritus, University of California, Santa Barbara

THE WAY  
FORWARD FOR  
THE ARCTIC COUNCIL
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uarctic.org
UArctic International Secretariat

University of Lapland
Box 122, 96101 Rovaniemi, FINLAND

secretariat@uarctic.org

“The Arctic Council 
is a model for global 

governance, and it is only 
getting started.” 

Heather Exner-Pirot


