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My interest in the Arctic



Agenda

1. Defining the Arctic Region
2. Arctic Governance Mechanisms

• The Arctic Council
3. Return of Great Power Competition
4. Implications for Canada



Defining the Arctic Region



DEW Line radar sites, indicated by black dots, stretched 
across North America from Baffin Island to Alaska.
(Christopher Johnson/Department of National Defence)

Mikhail Gorbachev, General 
Secretary of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union, 
delivering his 1987 
Murmansk speech, opening 
the door to transform the 
Arctic Circle from being a 
military theater to an 
international zone of peace 

Three Key Factors influencing 
Arctic Politics between the 1970s-
1990s:

• Cold War Thaw

• Emerging Indigenous Activism

• Increasing Environmental 
Awareness

Two Key Political Initiatives:
• The Arctic Environmental 

Protection Strategy (Finnish 
Initiative)

• The Arctic Council (Canadian 
Initiative)

Arctic Peoples Conference 1973 
(Photo: Jens Brøsted)



Key Arctic 
Governance 
Mechanisms
• Arctic Council

• Arctic Coast Guard Forum

• Arctic Security Forces 
Roundtable

• Arctic Economic Council

• Barents-Euro Arctic Council

• International Arctic Science 
Committee

• University of the Arctic



The Arctic Council



Indigenous Peoples Influence at the Arctic Council

Mary Simon (to the left) at the inauguration of the Arctic Council in 
Ottawa 1996. (Photo: Mike Pinder Photography)

Figure from: Spence, J., Rødven, R., & Ågren, N. (2025). Enabling and Bridging Institutional Diversity 

Through Polycentric Governance Structures to Advance Sustainable Development. In H.M. Tuihedur Rahman 

& Ashlee-Ann Pigford (Eds.), Institutional Diversity and Sustainable Environmental Management: Scalar, 

Cultural, and Functional Perspectives, CRC Press.



Arctic Council Observers
Non-Arctic States:
• France

• Germany
• Italy
• Japan
• Netherlands
• China
• Poland
• India
• Republic of 

Korea
• Singapore
• Spain
• Switzerland
• United Kingdom

Intergovernmental and Interparliamentary 
Organizations: 

• International Council for the Exploration of the Sea

• International Federation of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies

• International Maritime Organization

• International Union for the Conservation of Nature

• Nordic Council of Ministers

• Nordic Environment and Finance Corporation

• North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission

• OSPAR Commission

• Standing Committee of the Parliamentarians of 
the Arctic Region

• United Nations Development Programme

• United Nations Environment Programme

• World Meteorological Organization

• West Nordic Council

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)

• Advisory Committee on protection of the Sea

• Arctic Institute of North America

• Association of World Reindeer Herders

• Circumpolar Conservation Union

• International Arctic Science Committee

• International Arctic Social Sciences Association

• International Union for Circumpolar Health

• International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs

• Northern Forum

• Oceana

• University of the Arctic

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



Key Areas of Effort

• Climate Change and 
Environmental Protection 

• Sustainable Development 

• Emergency Preparedness 
and Pollution Control

• Community Well-Being

Arctic Council Senior Arctic Officials Meeting, Whitehorse 2013 (Photo: Arctic Council Secretariat)



Arctic Monitoring and 
Assessment Program

Projects Include:

• Arctic Marine Microplastic and Litter

• Contaminant Issues: PoPs and Mercury

• Climate Issues: Cryosphere, Meteorology, 
Ecosystem Impacts

• Biosecurity in the Arctic

• Addressing Contaminants and Human Health 
Issues

• Air Pollution with a Focus on Short-Lived Climate 
Forcers

• Sustaining Arctic Observing Networks



Arctic Contaminants 
Action Program 
(ACAP)
Projects Include:

• The Tundra Project

• Circumpolar Local Environmental 
Observer Network

• Arctic Black Carbon Case Studies 
Platform

• Solid Waste Management in Remote 
Arctic Communities

• Community-Based Black Carbon and 
Public Health Assessment

• Promotion of Decreased Pollution in 
the Arctic Region with the Introduction 
of Best Available Techniques



Conservation of 
Arctic Flora and 
Fauna (CAFF)
Projects Include:

• Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative

• Circumpolar Biodiversity 
Monitoring Program

• Protection from Invasive Species

• Arctic Biodiversity Data Service

• Mainstreaming Arctic Biodiversity

• Resilience and Management of 
Arctic Wetlands

• Marine Biodiversity Monitoring



Emergency Prevention, 
Preparedness and 
Response (EPPR)

Projects Include:
• Prevention, Preparedness and 

Response for Small Communities
• Arctic Marine Risk Assessment
• Arctic Rescue
• Circumpolar Wildland Fire
• Circumpolar Oil Spill Response 

Viability Analysis
• Safety Systems in Implementation 

of Economic and Infrastructural 
Projects



Protection of the Arctic Marine 
Environment (PAME)

Projects Include:

• Protection from Invasive Species

• Regional Action Plan on Marine Litter

• Arctic Ship Traffic Data

• Arctic Shipping Best Practice Information 
Forum

• Underwater Noise in the Arctic

• Arctic Marine Tourism: Development in the 
Arctic and Enabling Real Change

• Integrated Ecosystem Assessment of the 
Central Arctic Ocean



Sustainable 
Development Working 
Group (SDWG)

Projects Include:

• Blue Bioeconomy in the Arctic Region

• Indigenous Youth, Food Knowledge 
and Arctic Change

• Project CREATeS

• Good Practices for Impact 
Assessments and Engagement

• Arctic Remote Energy Networks 
Academy

• Arctic Resilience Action Framework



Achievements of the 
Arctic Council

• The Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (2004) 

• Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and 
Maritime Search and Rescue in the Arctic (signed in 
Nuuk, Greenland, 2011)

• The Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution 
Preparedness and Response in the Arctic (signed in 
Kiruna, Sweden in 2013)

• Agreement on Enhancing International Arctic Scientific 
Cooperation (signed in Fairbanks, Alaska in 2017).

• Arctic Shipping Best Practice Information Forum in 
2017 

• Snow, Water, Ice, and Permafrost in the Arctic (SWIPA) 
Report (2021) 



Post-Russian Invasion of Ukraine





Implications of Great Power Competition on the Future of Arctic Governance 



Greenland



Implications for Arctic 
Indigenous Peoples

• Loss of collaborative decision-making 
that includes Indigenous Peoples at the 
highest levels

• Disruptions to climate and environmental 
research and knowledge exchange

• Impacts on Sustainable Development 
initiatives

Image: Arctic Council Secretariat



Implications for 
Canada

Two Key Policies:
• Department of National 

Defence’s defence policy update 
Our North, Strong and Free 

• Global Affair’s Arctic Foreign 
Policy 

Main Areas of Increasing Concern:
• Strategic competition in the 

Arctic and around the world 
• Complexity 
• Global Instability



Canadian Responses

Some Highlights:
• Improve domestic capabilities so Canada can be a better security partner 

internationally
• Improve and advance international diplomacy in the Arctic to ensure 

Canadian values are represented in the world
• Invest in the Arctic Council to ensure it is a leading forum
• Increase participation of Indigenous Peoples and other northerners in 

decision-making 



Concluding Thoughts
• The Arctic Council’s survival must remain in every country’s interest

• Losing the Arctic Council would be a major loss for collaborative research and 
decision-making

• Some Positives:
• The Arctic Council remains the best platform for international cooperation in 

the region
• The legacy of the Arctic Council’s framework producing a high level of 

peaceful cooperation over almost 3 decades will remain
• This is an opportunity for the Council to evolve to be more representative of 

the rights and responsibilities that the Permanent Participant organizations 
have in their homeland
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