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Acquisition of Arctic hydrocarbon deposits is a strategic priority of Arctic 

states and numerous non-Arctic states alike. The US Geological Survey estimates that 

the area north of the Arctic Circle holds 13% of undiscovered global oil reserves, 30% 

of undiscovered gas reserves and 20% of undiscovered LNG 

(http://www.usgs.gov/newsroom/article.asp?ID=1980&from=rss_home).1 The 

world remains dependent on oil and gas for energy consumption with global demand 

for natural gas projected as the fastest growing sector (BP Energy Outlook 2011).2 At 

the same time numerous non-state and state actors are developing strategies and 

technologies to increase renewable energy capacity as a means to reduce global 

greenhouse gas emissions and improve energy security (BP Energy Outlook 2011). In 

contrast, large multilateral climate change agreements have been exceedingly difficult 

to get right. Whereas deals such as the Kyoto Protocol are not fully realized, regionally 

based networks of likeminded parties have attained considerable success.   

 

In terms of sustainable development in the region, Arctic coastal states have 

attempted to assume a leadership role, an idea that has been opposed by non-coastal 

                                                        
1 According to the US Geological Survey, 84% of undiscovered Arctic hydrocarbons  
are expected to occur offshore. See Circum-Arctic appraisal: Estimates of 
undiscovered oil and gas north of the Arctic Circle for detailed information and maps.  
2 BP Energy Outlook 2030 has projected an increase in CO2 emissions out to 2030, 
much of which is attributed to increase in demand for energy due to population and 
income growth. Demand for oil is on the decline while demand for conventional and 
unconventional gas is on the rise. However, non-fossil fuels, led by renewables, 
account for more than half the energy demand growth.  
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states and indigenous groups alike. A decision-making process influenced by state-

based economic benefits attributed to hydrocarbon extraction and the potential 

attendant power grabs (Dalby 2010) could risk diminishing implementation of 

sustainable practices. One solution is to reconsider the top down state-based approach 

to sustainable management. Smaller regional networks, based on trust and common 

goals may be better positioned to implement an Arctic management plan, at least as a 

short-term strategy in wait for a global agreement. For instance, the Inuit Circumpolar 

Council (ICC) combined with nationally based Inuit groups represents a sociopolitical 

network whose message resonates well-beyond state borders; the European Union 

(EU) also exemplifies a regional network effectuating emission reductions in part 

through binding legislation, albeit, based on a state-to-state arrangement. In terms of 

actors functioning outside the conventional bounds of the Arctic 8 (Canada, 

Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russian Federation, Sweden, and the United 

States), and more specifically the littoral Arctic 5 (Canada, Greenland/Denmark, 

Norway, Russia, and the United States)3 both the ICC and the EU could act as a 

potential counterbalance to Arctic nations with an amplified interest hydrocarbon 

extraction. 

 

Yet, how might an inclusive and networked approach to governance develop 

when Arctic states may feel threatened by a potential encroachment on state interests? 

Given EU climate change policy and strategy, what could the EU contribute to an 

overarching Arctic strategy? How might the European Union and the Inuit 

Circumpolar Council influence a networked approach to Arctic governance?  

 

Similar to all industrialized regions, the EU understandably seeks energy 

security. Notwithstanding this critical need the EU is also taking a leading role in 

implementing strategy focused on reducing GHG emissions. To achieve this dual 

objective, the EU has instituted binding legislation that links emissions reductions to 

                                                        
3 The differentiation between the ‗Arctic 8‘ and ‗Arctic 5 is not useful to a holistic  
approach to Arctic governance. However, for purposes here, these terms are used as 
an abbreviation in order to avoid repetition of the Arctic states of reference. 
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energy independence and economic growth. Accordingly, investment in research and 

production of renewable energy is substantial. This would suggest that despite a 

present dependency on hydrocarbons to ensure EU energy security that the EU is 

inclined to tackle the inherent risks of long-term extraction, which would most likely 

derail environmental security and security writ large.  

 

Environmental Challenges 

 

Risks associated with the effects of climate change in the Arctic are vast. 

Melting sea ice accompanied by ice floes and permafrost thaw have ecological, socio-

economic and security implications which will impact the actions of Arctic 

stakeholders.  

 

Permafrost thaw causes damage to existing infrastructure; thawing results in 

damage or collapse of buildings, homes and bridges, ice-roads are compromised and 

railway tracks buckle well beyond manageable repair. As permafrost becomes less 

stable oil pipelines may shift increasing the risk of oil spills. Commercial interests rely 

on permafrost for transporting supplies to and from mines and drill sites. For 

example, a 2011 UCLA study on the effects of Arctic warming reports that Northern 

Canada‘s famed Tibbitt-Contwoyto "diamond road," said to be the world's most 

lucrative ice road, is expected to bear the effects of permafrost thaw (Stephenson, 

Smith, Agnew 2011). For remote inland communities, inhabited predominantly by 

indigenous peoples, compromised winter roads could force communities ―to switch to 

air cargo services, which will dramatically increase the costs of supplies," notes Scott 

Stephenson, lead author of the study. "That would make life that much harder in these 

communities" (Sullivan 2011). 

 

Yet, the UCLA study also noted that coastal communities would likely benefit 

by increased intercontinental shipping and Arctic coastal states will have greater access 

to their respective exclusive economic zone including fisheries and assumed oil and 
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gas reserves. Although states are likely beneficiaries of commercial activity, the extent 

to which indigenous communities will reap the socio-economic benefits remains 

questionable.   

 

From a broader perspective, Nicholas Stern (2007) of the London School of 

Economics noted that most scientists are conservative in their long-term climate 

change forecasts. For example, until recently most Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) models excluded the dangers of the melting permafrost. As a 

result, the far-reaching economic consequences are not taken into account. Moreover, 

a recent IPCC study suggests that melting permafrost will result in megatonnes of 

carbon released into the atmosphere by the end of the century (Chung 2011), which 

will assuredly impact the economic outlook. 

 

The effects of climate change have accelerated erosion of Arctic shorelines, 

further threatening vulnerable communities.  Forced relocation of some Alaskan Inuit 

villages is already a reality, creating what was called the first US climate refugees. 

According to a 2004 US Government Accountability Office report, 4 villages were in 

imminent danger as a result of flooding and soil erosion. By 2009 that number had 

risen to 31 villages, 12 of which decided to relocate. However, at a cost of $95-$200 

million per village, choosing a culturally acceptable location, and uprooting families 

from generations of tradition, numerous complications have slowed the process 

(http://www4.nau.edu/tribalclimatechange/tribes/ak_inupiaq_AkRelocation.asp).  

 

Other environmental challenges emerge as a result of pollution. After decades 

of declining levels of persistent organic pollutants (POPs) recent evidence shows that 

POPs found in Arctic waters and ice sinks are reemerging as a result of retreating sea 

ice and higher temperatures (Ma et al 2011).  POPs are the result of industrial 

pollutants produced elsewhere, much of which settles in the Arctic region.  
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Oil Spills, Response and Environmental Restoration 

 

Alongside a rise in shipping activity and hydrocarbon extraction comes an 

inherent risk of oil spills. While melting polar sea ice has increased the possibility of 

developing deepwater drill sites further from shore, the distance creates substantially 

more difficult and hazardous conditions for search and rescue missions (SAR) and oil 

spill response teams, should a spill occur.  Furthermore the environmental 

consequences and losses to coastal communities is most likely long term and 

destructive.  A report by the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA) noted that the 1989 Exxon Valdez spill dumped 11 million gallons oil into 

Prince William Sound, Alaska, claiming that the bulk of the clean up was completed in 

three years. Twenty years later, however, evidence of the spill is still present along the 

shores of Alaska, with long-lasting consequences to the environment and surrounding 

communities (for example, a decline in the fish stock and contaminated mussel and 

clam stock). Notably, the Exxon Valdez spill occurred in relatively calm seas, 

conditions not standard in Arctic waters (U.S. Department of Commerce 2009). 

 

Oil spills resulting from equipment failure  (BPs Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 

the Gulf of Mexico), or as a result of an oil tanker accident (Exxon Valdez), represent 

but one type of environmental danger. Other types of vessels can easily fall victim to 

hazardous Arctic conditions leading to costly, difficult and environmentally 

devastating maritime accidents; vessels such as cruise ships, heavy metal transport 

carriers and fishing boats also run the risk of colliding with ice floes or running into 

heavy fog conditions resulting in a two vessel collision.   

 

In response to the likelihood of increasing Arctic activity, a 2009 conference 

sponsored by the Coastal Response Research Center at the University of New 

Hampshire gathered a wide range of experts from governmental and non-

governmental agencies, industry and Arctic indigenous groups. Potential marine 

incident scenarios ―likely‖ to occur were assessed pursuant of addressing the capability 
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gaps for SAR missions and environmental recovery. It was evident that numerous 

gaps existed, many of which overlapped throughout the reports of the five panels.  

The list is long and though numerous I cite a few here, some obvious and others less 

so: language barrier; urgency of rescue needs versus actual response capabilities; 

inadequate response capabilities for oil leaks and other hazardous cargo such as iron 

ore; government hesitation to act as a port of refuge for damaged vessel; associated 

cost to government/governments responsible for SAR and clean up;4 inadequate 

onshore resources to house and care for large groups of victims and SAR teams; 

inadequate fleets of rescue vessels; differing and incompatible national policies; poor 

communications infrastructure; out of date or incomplete environmental data; severe 

socio-economic impacts to indigenous peoples; not to mention other well known 

consequences such as environmental degradation to the vulnerable Arctic ecosystem 

(Coastal Response Research Center 2009). 

 

Dr. Abdel Ghoneim, Sr. Principal Engineer for Det Norske Veritas, a risk 

management foundation focusing on the maritime oil, gas and energy industry, 

concurred, although in lesser detail. Risk analysis and accident preparedness remains a 

number one challenge for hydrocarbon companies operating in the Arctic, according 

to Ghoneim (2011). He said, ―We are not really prepared for a disaster [in the Arctic].‖ 

Although Ghoneim claims that the industry has the technology to develop deepwater 

drill sights. He also believes regulators need to be more involved. Adm. Robert Papp, 

leader of the US Coast Guard also expressed concern about the environmental 

implications of an Arctic oil spill. The agency ―needs an appropriate level of Arctic 

pollution response. Presently we have none,‖ he noted (Lacey 2011). 

                                                        
4 In the case of oil spills, the party/parties responsible for a spill are expected to bear the cost 
of clean up. However, as the Deepwater Horizon spill revealed, federal, state and local 
governments bear a substantial portion of clean up. Numerous factors contribute to 
determining which party will bear the cost. For instance, the US-based Oil Spill Liability Trust 
Fund was established to pay certain oil spill costs. However, the Fund is capped at $1 billion 
per incident and was at risk of reaching its limit as of 2010. For more information, see GAO-
11-90R Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill: Preliminary Assessment of Federal Financial Risks and Cost 
Reimbursement and Notification Policies and Procedures, Nov. 12, 2010.  
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 A Networked Alliance: Inuit Circumpolar Council and European Union  

 

I begin with the premise that the European Union (EU) and the Inuit 

Circumpolar Council (ICC) could share a common vision for the Arctic with respect 

to reducing the effects of environmental degradation caused by increased maritime 

activity and hydrocarbon extraction. Both seek security albeit from divergent 

perspectives and both aim to attain a more active role in the circumpolar decision-

making process. Each has a strategic interest in the Arctic region. The EU and the ICC 

alike have taken a leadership role in effectuating climate change responses and 

attaining public attention. This section examines the potential for extended 

cooperation between the EU and the ICC.  

 

Inuit Circumpolar Council and Arctic Development 

 

The Inuit Circumpolar Council has been defining its role as an international 

political authority for decades. Founded in 1977 under the name of the Inuit 

Circumpolar Conference (now Council), the ICC is a trans-boundary organization 

representing the interest of Inuit from Canada, Alaska, Greenland and Russia. Since 

creation its primary objective has been to ―preserve the Arctic environment and to 

create a comprehensive Arctic policy‖ (Shadian 2006). 

 

Indeed, during the planning stages of the first ICC conference, founder Eben 

Hopson, sent a letter to President Carter stating: ―We hope that our Inuit Circumpolar 

Conference will initiate dialogue between the five Arctic coastal nations necessary to 

lead to formal agreements for safe and responsible oil and gas development‖ (quoted 

in Shadian 2006)). Hydrocarbon exploitation was thought to be a problem although it 

would bring heat to Inuit homes. By 1981 an article in Foreign Affairs noted that 

―[t]ransarctic diplomacy was thus not pioneered by the six governments of the 

adjacent states,‖ but rather, by the efforts of the ICC (Bloomfield 1981: 90). With 

Cold War geopolitics receding to the recesses of national imaginations, the ICC was 
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well placed to influence the strategy of the Arctic Council (AC) when it was created in 

1996. By this point ICC discourse had shifted its focus toward how best to manage 

development and influence the AC principles of sustainable development (Shadian 

2006). In 2000, the AC developed the Sustainable Development Framework with the 

goal to (Arctic Council 2000): 

 

[P]ropose and adopt steps to be taken by the Arctic States to advance sustainable development in 

the Arctic, including opportunities to protect and enhance the environment and the economies, 

culture and health of indigenous communities and of other inhabitants of the Arctic, as well as to 

improve the environmental, economic and social conditions of Arctic communities as a whole.  

 

The ICC had visibly influenced the language of the AC in regard to sustainability 

and the necessity of a healthy Arctic environment. However, both are compromised 

without tackling the larger issue of climate change. Sheila Watt-Cloutier, former Chair 

of the ICC, has been particularly prolific on the associated risks of climate change and 

contamination of the Arctic environment by pollutants formed elsewhere in the 

industrialized world. Beginning in 1998, Watt-Cloutier (1998) testified as to the effects 

of persistent organic pollutants (POPs) on the health of Inuit. POPs had entered the 

Arctic ecosystem, contaminating the traditional food stock to the extent that some 

Inuit were found to have ―levels of concern,‖ at rates of 10% to 20% higher than 

those found in other regions of the world. Nursing mothers had to think twice before 

breastfeeding their children because POPs had contaminated the traditional food 

supply. With the adoption of the 2001 Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic 

Pollutants, for which the ICC had been considered influential (Shadian 2010: 488), 

Watt-Cloutier proceeded to address issues associated with the nexus of sustainable 

development and climate change.  

 

Leading up to the November 2004 release of the Arctic Council‘s Arctic Climate Impact 

Assessment (ACIA), Watt-Cloutier (2004) spoke at a meeting on the climate and energy 

challenge in Washington, D.C. Quoting the Assessment, Watt-Cloutier noted: ―For Inuit, 

warming is likely to disrupt or even destroy hunting and food sharing culture…‖ At the 

same time, Watt-Cloutier pointed out that despite essential funding from the US 
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government, the US had attempted to delay the Assessment’s release to an undisclosed date. 

At the behest of Watt-Cloutier, Senators McCain, Lautenberg and Snowe intervened and 

the Assessment became public at the originally planned date. For the ICC, the ACIA was 

also seen as a means to ―bridge the gulf between European and American responses to 

global climate change.‖ On this issue the ICC embraced the involvement of other non-

Arctic states and organization including the European Union, adding that the UK had 

been particularly involved in the work of the AC (Watt-Cloutier 2004). 

 

As the Inuit narrative developed the ICCs discourse became increasingly 

complex. Not only did climate change cause a disruption to Inuit lands and traditions 

but it also represented a new variety of colonization. Aqqaluk Lynge, now Chair of the 

ICC, is particularly eloquent on this matter. Where the processes of colonization 

created artificial boundaries and attempted to eradicate Inuit traditions and culture, 

Lynge (2009) equated the impact of climate change to the ―culture-changing‖ effects 

of missionaries and colonizers. Furthermore, scientists, he forewarned, should work in 

partnership with Inuit and not as ―colonizers and missionaries.‖ By equating these 

present life-changing events with past colonial experience, the ICC is constructing a 

political narrative through which Inuit reject past history as an unrecognized polity 

dominated by outside powers. Rather, the cumulative effect of the ICC narrative 

represents the Inuit collective identity whereby it has the power and authority to 

participate in politics (Shadian 2010). As Charles Tilley (2005: 210) said: ―identity 

claims and there attendant stories constitute serious political business.‖ Indeed, 

political discourse drives policy (Dalby 2010). 

 

The extent to which national and transnational Inuit organizations have exercised 

political authority cannot be underestimated: when the consequences of state action or 

non-action are perceived as an assault on Inuit rights, the ICC and national Inuit 

organizations do not hesitate in taking legal action. As such Lynge (2009) protested the 

EU seal ban, claiming that a temporary ban in the 1980s had contributed to an 

increase in suicide among Inuit sealers. In 2010 Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK), 

representing Canadian Inuit, filed a lawsuit in the European General Court, Inuit 
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Tapiriit Kanatami and Others v Parliament and Council (2010). The lawsuit seeks annulment 

of Regulation (EC) No 1007/2009 of the European Parliament and Council of 

September 16, 2009 on trade in seal products. Along with others, ITK and the ICC are 

named as plaintiffs. Mary Simon, President of ITK argues (Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami 

2010):  

 

It is bitterly ironic that the EU, which seems entirely at home with promoting massive levels of 

agri-business and the raising and slaughtering of animals in highly industrialized conditions, seeks 

to preach some kind of selective elevated morality to Inuit. At best this is cultural bias, although it 

could be described in even harsher terms.   

 

Notably, this was not the first lawsuit brought against a government by an Inuit 

organization. In 2005, the ICC filed a petition with the Inter-American Commission 

on Human Rights. The lawsuit claimed that US climate change policy had violated 

Inuit human rights (Center for International Environmental Law 2005). During 

arguments, one of the lawyers extended the argument to include other vulnerable 

communities elsewhere (Wagner 2007). 

 

Recently the ICC formalized their position on Inuit sovereign rights, security, and 

resource development. 

 

In April 2009 the ICC issued A Circumpolar Inuit Declaration on Sovereignty in the 

Arctic, which made manifest Inuit intent to impose recognition of rights under the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and other international and 

national instruments. Some of these rights include: the right to environmental 

sustainability and security; to economic, social and cultural development; and the right 

to self-determination. The Declaration stated that Inuit have the right to ―freely 

determine collectively our political, social, economic and cultural development.‖ 

Moreover, the Declaration underscored the aspiration for cooperation between Arctic 

nations and indigenous peoples, with the express direction that policymaking must 

include Arctic indigenous peoples.  
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Notably, a year prior to the Declaration, the Arctic 5 issued the Ilulissat Declaration 

on May 28, 2008. To the consternation of Arctic indigenous peoples and the other 

Arctic nations it appeared that their membership in the Arctic Council had been 

undermined. Brooks Yeager (2008), Executive VP Clean Air-Cool Planet and former 

Assistant Secretary for Environment and Development, US State Department, 

observed that the meeting might have signified an assertion by the Arctic 5 to take a 

―predominant role‖ in Arctic decision-making.  Yeager (2008) notes, ―Such a view 

obviously challenges the potential for either the non-coastal Arctic nations or non-

Arctic governments to exert claims and interests in resources, or influence over their 

disposition.‖ 

 

The ICC did not take lightly this veiled attempt to subjugate Inuit rights. 

Addressing the members of the Arctic 5, Aqqaluk Lynge (2008) asserted that this 

―new debate‖ sought to ―marginalize‖ Inuit, arguing that Inuit are not merely a ―pawn 

in the new debate.‖  Noting that Arctic states have attempted to make separate 

alliances with Inuit he argued that ―this divide and conquer approach is not in the 

interest of anyone,‖ emphasizing in no uncertain terms that Inuit are a united force. 

 

Against this backdrop the Declaration on Sovereignty (2009) asserted that Inuit rights 

are recognized under the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and 

other international and national instruments. While the ICC extols the importance of 

cooperation, cooperation requires states to respond accordingly. Among the 

conditions of the Declaration, the ICC stipulates that resource development can only 

take place with the ―informed consent‖ of Inuit (Art. 2.3) and Inuit ―must be active 

and equal partners in policy-making and decision-making (Art. 4.1). Furthermore, 

decisions regarding resource development must be weighed against the precept of 

sustainability, and those decisions must not undermine global environmental security 

(Art. 5). Explicit to natural resource development is the stipulation that it must 

enhance the socioeconomic wellbeing of Inuit (Art. 9.1 and 9.7). Overall, the 



 12 

Declaration on Sovereignty advocates a cautious approach to the Arctic development, 

most specifically, by the industrialized world. Sustainability, environmental security 

and the economic impacts of development are of critical concern to Inuit for which it 

is the responsibility of all stakeholders to act accordingly.  By extension one could 

surmise that the Declaration on Sovereignty is an argument for the global common good. 

Sustainable practices consider not only the physical territory but also the right to 

healthy communities whereby the physical and mental well-being of inhabitants is 

protected by a flourishing ecosystem in tandem with a productive society. 

 

In subtle contrast to the Declaration on Sovereignty, the 2011 A Circumpolar Inuit 

Declaration on Resource Development Principles in Inuit Nuaat suggests that the ICC has 

assumed a more aggressive approach to natural resource development, linking Inuit 

governance to resource development and socio-economic development: 

 

Responsible non-renewable resource development can also make an important and durable 

contribution to the well-being of current and future generations of Inuit. Managed under Inuit 

Nunaat governance structures, non-renewable resource development can contribute to Inuit 

economic and social development through both private sector channels (employment, incomes, 

businesses) and public sector channels (revenues from publically owned lands, tax revenues, 

infrastructure). 

 

As this passage from the Declaration on Resource Development makes evident, the 

desire for economic and social development are closely associated with non-renewable 

resources. Yet, the ICC had difficulties reaching consensus. Leading up to the 

Declaration Inuit leaders held a summit in early 2011 in Ottawa (Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami 

2011). Where the leaders had set out to produce a collective position, disagreements 

on the extent of development led to a more flexible set of guiding principles. 

Influenced predominately by Greenland‘s strong support for hydrocarbon production 

as a means of furthering its economic independence from Denmark, Greenland 

Premier Kuupik Kleist argued: ―Companies from the outside have been exploiting 

natural resources in the Arctic area for centuries now. The Inuit didn‘t. Now it‘s our 
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turn‖ (Rogers 2011). Other disagreements arose centered on uranium mining. 

Although the ICC officially bans uranium mining, Greenland eased its longstanding 

ban, as a byproduct of the Kvanfjeld rare earths field in southern Greenland (Siku 

News 2011). 

 

While future non-renewable resource development may seem inevitable this 

approach may well prove inconsistent with a flourishing ecosystem. Indeed, in the 

likelihood of an oil spill, US based National Academy of Sciences (Pew Environmental 

Group 2010: 8) determined that ―no current cleanup methods remove more than a 

small fraction of oil spilled in marine waters, especially in the presence of broken ice.‖ 

Currently offshore exploratory drilling has taken place off the shores of all coastal 

Arctic states including Canada, Greenland, Norway and the United States with Russia 

leading as the largest producing nation of Arctic oil and gas (Pew Environmental 

Group 2010: 25). However, these projects are all relatively close to land. In the event 

that drilling moves further from shore, the challenges associated with clean up 

missions are increasingly demanding. Furthermore extreme weather conditions are not 

uncommon and ―Global climate change may exacerbate the frequency and intensity of 

these storms,‖ noted Pew‘s (2010: 35) report on Arctic hydrocarbon exploration. 

 

On the other hand, the Declaration on Resource Development corresponds with the 

Declaration on Sovereignty insofar as it emphasizes environmental security and avoidance 

of climate change related stresses. In some ways one could view this dichotomy of 

resource development and sustainability as a vision of a not-so-distant future whereby 

Arctic indigenous peoples anticipate the worst, desire the best and prepare for both. In 

terms of non-renewable resource development, the discourse suggests that Inuit 

leaders envision its inevitability thus reason that Inuit are preparing to partake in the 

financial gains. Indeed, Lynge noted that the days when Inuit were ―cartoon character 

Eskimos of 300 years ago‖ (George 2011) are long gone. In place of low-paying 

seasonal work of yester year, the ICC aspires to economic stability whereby Inuit are 

masters of their own destiny.  Development goes hand-in-hand with socio-economic 
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stability.  

 

The European Union and Arctic Development 

 

When the European Union Arctic policy comes to fruition some believe its 

likely focus will emphasize climate change and environmental issues rather than energy 

security (Offerdal 2010). Given the influential role of the ICC in matters concerning 

the environment, this could suggest an overlapping area of cooperation between the 

ICC and the EU.  For purposes here this section will focus minimally on the EUs 

most recent precursor to a EU Arctic policy, A Sustainable EU Policy for the High North, 

issued January 2011. More so, climate change policies and actions put forward in the 

EU as a whole, and by individual member countries, may well shed light on how the 

EU might respond to Arctic development and governance.  

 

Reflected by key decisions associated with the nexus of energy and the 

environment, the EU shows potential as a formidable Arctic actor in regard to climate 

change strategy. However, two issues must be kept in mind. The EU and European-

based hydrocarbon companies have a strategic interest in acquiring Arctic resources 

(Offerdal 2010). Only time will tell how the EU will act in light of energy security. 

Second, and hand-in-hand with energy security, is Arctic drilling and the associated 

economic benefits arising from oil and gas. In a best-case scenario, however, the EU 

could extend their holistic vision for an alternative energies economy as a means of 

reducing GHG emissions and developing environmental sound economic practices 

that could be applied to nations and regions elsewhere, specifically the Arctic.  

 

The core of the EU‘s long-term GHG emissions reduction strategy is the 

energy and climate change package, which was formally adopted on April 6, 2009 

(Behrens 2010). Accordingly, this binding legislation known as ―20-20-20‖ targets 

reflects an aggressive strategy toward reducing region-wide GHG emissions, and 

linking this to energy independence and economic growth 
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(http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/package/index_en.htm). In 2007, the EU set its 

emissions target at 20% below 1990 levels by 2020, committing to a 30% reduction on 

condition that other developed and developing regions commit to their ―fair share‖ 

(http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/package/index_en.htm). Emissions have fallen 

steadily. Between 1990 and 2009 total GHG emissions dropped by 17.4% in the EU-

27 (http://www.eea.europa.eu/pressroom/newsreleases/recession-and-renewables-

cut-greenhouse). One means of achieving these goals is development of renewable 

energies. However, unlike Canada, for instance, the EU is a net energy importer, 

which in effect has made renewable energies relatively uncontroversial. ―EU climate 

policy,‖ notes Schreurs (2010-2011), ―is seen as a way of moving member economies 

toward greater energy autonomy, resource efficiency, and technological progress.‖ 

 

Yet, implementation of EU climate policy would have been much more 

difficult had it not been for the support and actions taken by France, Germany and the 

United Kingdom – the EUs largest economies.  Germany and the UK have set 

emissions targets above the EU mandate of 20% below 1990 levels and France, which 

is a relatively low emitter strongly, supports EU climate change leadership. In 2008, 

the United Kingdom passed the Climate Change Act which was the first legally 

binding climate change framework, setting its emissions reduction goal to 80% by 

2050. Germany‘s ―energy concept for the future‖ affirms the goal of emissions 

reductions of 40% of 1990 levels by 2020 and 80% by 2050. And France is expected 

to meet its EU target of 23% in renewable energies by 2020 (Schreurs 2010-2011).  

Notably, Germany is a global leader in a clean energy with installed renewables at 29% 

of total energy capacity (Pew Charitable Trust: 2010). Although not all EU member 

states have supported aggressive climate change policy, the EU as a whole has made 

significant strides toward limiting emissions. Indeed, the EU seeks to be seen as a 

global leader in climate change policy and action. In a 2007 communication, the 

European Commission (2007) wrote: ―Europe‘s determination to lead the global fight 

against climate change creates an opportunity for us to drive the global research 

agenda.‖ 
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A variety of reasons have contributed to widespread support for EU climate 

change policy and action, nuanced by the particulars of individual EU member 

countries. For instance, the UK, until recently a net supplier of oil and gas, has strong 

public and political support for climate action (Schreurs 2010-2011). In addition to 

dwindling domestic hydrocarbon supplies, the UK is concerned that rising sea levels 

will impact environmental and economic security. A 2010 UK Parliamentary Office of 

Science and Technology (2010) report estimated that there is £120 billion worth of 

infrastructure and resources at risk from coastal flooding and a further £10 billion at 

risk from coastal erosion. Indeed, throughout Europe the environment is viewed as a 

topic of concern.  

 

A survey of public attitudes toward climate change conducted by the 

European Union Directorate-General for Communication (2009), concluded that the 

―majority feel it is a very serious issue,‖ although the economic crisis did contribute to 

a decline in the percentage who perceive climate change as such. That said the 

majority still believes that tackling climate change could have a positive effect on the 

EU economy, but that governments and the EU are not doing enough to combat 

climate change. Overall, however, the EU shows promise as a leading actor on climate 

change mitigation.   

 

Region-wide, the EU has gained support for environmental policy and binding 

legislation in part as a result of a burden sharing scheme which distributes emissions 

reductions based on the individual member states economic status. Whereas many 

member states are set to reduce emissions some states are required to stabilize 

emissions and others may even increase emissions. But, community wide the goal is to 

significantly reduce emissions  (Schreurs and Tiberghien 2007: 31-35). Schreurs and 

Tiberghien (2007) concluded that if burden sharing is successful the EU ―will have 

made a strong case for international cooperation in addressing a serious threat to the 

planet.‖ This extends to the Arctic where the EU has a strategic interest in shaping 
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strategies and policy pertaining to the Far North.  

 

For instance, on July 12, 2011 the EU Parliamentary Committee on Industry, 

Research and Energy (2011) passed a draft resolution that calls for tougher 

environmental and safety standards on all offshore oil and gas drilling. Vickie Ford, 

Conservative UK member elected to the European Parliament, authored the 

resolution. According to Danish Maritime Magazine (2011), the legislation, if passed will 

put a temporary halt on all deep sea drilling in the Arctic. The article also noted that 

UK-based Cairn Energy, set to drill off the coast of Nuuk, Greenland is one of the 

cases cited in the bill. The resolution was a direct result of the BP Deepwater Horizon 

disaster in the Gulf of Mexico. Parliament will vote on the bill in September 2011.  

 

Although this provides a much abbreviated window into EU climate change 

action, it illustrates how and why an institutional network of motivated players are able 

to effect change, at least at the region-wide level. However, ―Europe‘s transition 

towards a low-carbon energy system will only make sense in the context of global 

emissions reductions,‖ notes Behrens (2010). For this reason the EU is a driving force 

in international climate change negotiations, with the goal of a proactive conclusion 

for the post-2012 global climate change agreement 

(http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/brief/eu/index_en.htm). 

 

The EU and the Arctic: Climate change is indisputably the primary cause of rising 

geo-strategic interest in the Arctic. Along with states such as China, South Korea and 

Japan, the EU seeks a more influential position at the Arctic table. In part the EU 

justifies its Arctic connection by virtue of EU Arctic member states that are also 

Arctic Council members – Denmark, Finland and Sweden, and a close association 

with Norway.  However, the European Parliament also calls upon international law as 

justification for creating an inclusive governance arrangement (Koivurova 2010a). This 

was best expressed in Parliaments resolution of January 20, 2011, A Sustainable EU 

Policy for the High North (2011, par. 1): 
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[The European Parliament] reaffirms the legitimate interest of the EU and other third countries as 

stakeholders by virtue of their rights and obligations under international law, its commitment to 

environmental, climate and other policies and its funding, research activities and economic 

interests, including shipping and exploitation of natural resources. 

 

By specifying their rights and obligations under international law the EU seeks ―to 

secure or enhance their status in the [Arctic] governance debate‖ (Koivurova 2010b: 

170). The EU correctly maintains that the relevance of international agreements such 

as the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) apply beyond the borders of 

Arctic states (Byers 2010). Whereas maintaining freedom of the seas is one aspect of 

UNCLOS, the Convention also classifies natural resources as belonging to ―the 

common heritage of mankind‖ whereby no one state can exercise exclusive 

sovereignty over an area. While UNCLOS has entered uncharted waters with the 

changing Arctic sea ice, it may well come up against numerous problems. 

Nevertheless, Clote (2008) suggests ―UNCLOS is flexible, premised on balancing the 

customary freedom of the seas with the tendency of recidivist States to expand 

towards the high seas.‖  Indeed, the European Commission supports UNCLOS as the 

primary ―legal framework and tool for managing the Arctic Ocean and its resources‖ 

(Borg 2009a). 

 

In a speech delivered by Dr. Joe Borg (2009b), now former Commissioner for 

Fisheries and Maritime Affairs, he argued for an UNCLOS-based governance system 

for the Arctic. He reasoned that the challenges and opportunities facing the Arctic 

were of a ―truly global nature.‖ Borg went on to say, ―the keywords for the 21st 

century international policy [emphasis added] for the Arctic must be unity and co-

operation.‖ Whereas the Arctic 5 asserted intent to take a dominant role in the 

jurisdiction of Arctic ―possibilities and challenges‖ as expressed in the Ilulissat 

Declaration, the EU asserts a divergent perspective. Borg‘s speech brought the concept 

of governance into the realm of international jurisdiction by virtue of their rights and 

obligations under UNCLOS. The extent to which Borg‘s perspective may or may not 
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impact Arctic governance is beyond the scope of this paper. However, it is an issue 

that will most likely be hotly debated as Arctic governance takes shape and non-Arctic 

states and Arctic indigenous organizations make reference to international law to 

justify inclusion in the decision-making process. Although this strategy may find 

resistance from Arctic nations if perceived as a threat to strategic interests, should the 

impacts of climate change go beyond the ability of state to fully respond to a weather-

related crisis, it is increasingly likely that the international context will come into play.  

 

Another aspect of Borg‘s speech was the EUs aspiration for a seat at the Arctic 

Council (AC), which was extended in A Sustainable EU Policy for the High North. 

Denmark, which recently issued its 10-year Arctic strategy, supports EU desire for 

observer status at the AC and notes that a strengthened Arctic Council should be 

considered as the primary intergovernmental organization.  Denmark‘s Foreign 

Minister Lene Espersen encouraged the Arctic 8 to fully support the AC so as to 

prevent the AC from turning into an "exclusive club." Not doing so, she asserted, 

would risk creating a parallel Arctic forum at the UN, where Arctic nations "would not 

have a strong voice‖ (People‘s Daily Online 2011). From the perspective of the 

European Parliament, a desirable solution to the question of Arctic governance is one 

that is inclusive and includes a broader group of countries and Arctic indigenous 

peoples (Koivurova 2010a).  

 

To that end, when the European Parliament issued A Sustainable EU Policy for the 

High North it adopted the concept of an integrated ecosystem-based management 

approach put forward by the Commission in 2008 (Koivurova 2010a). The 

Parliamentary Policy (2011) stated: ―broad all-encompassing ecosystem-based 

approaches [are] most likely to be capable of dealing with the multiple challenges 

facing the Arctic related to climate change.‖  

 

However, in the Parliamentary debate prior to the vote, numerous members were 

critical of the Policy.   For example, Diana Wallis noted that the final product was akin 
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to the ―proverbial Christmas tree,‖ obscuring the main political point of 

environmental protection. Wallis argued: ―There seems to have been a very subtle shift 

… in our thinking, towards security; security of energy supply and security of the use 

of resources,‖ and ―confirmed by the agreement … between Rosneft – BP‖5 on Arctic 

oil exploitation (European Parliament debate 2011). Indeed, in confidential UK 

Foreign Office documents obtained by Greenpeace under Freedom of Information, 

the documents shed light on how the UK was considering ―how best to support‖ 

Shell and BP in Russia‘s Sakhalin-2 gas field project. The UK is the largest foreign 

investor in the Russian energy sector and has expressed a significant interest in Arctic 

drilling and shipping. On the other hand, key questions arising in the debate on Arctic 

drilling versus environmental protection could well sway government thinking on the 

oil and gas industry (Greenpeace 2011). 

 

As rapidly as the Arctic environment is transforming from a virtually 

impenetrable ice-packed environment to a region of open waters with heightened 

interest in commercial shipping, tourism and hydrocarbon extraction, so too is the 

transformation of Arctic governance. Yet, it is unclear as to how and what governance 

arrangement or arrangements will emerge. On the one hand the Ilulissat Declaration 

implicitly suggested that the Arctic 5 would take a predominant role in Arctic 

governance (Yeager 2008). In contrast, others such as Oran Young (2009) argue for a 

multi layered governance arrangement, known as ecosystem management, including an 

enhanced Arctic Council, an arrangement that is inclusive rather than exclusive and 

divisive. Where those such as Scott Borgerson of the Council on Foreign Relations 

claimed that the region was moving toward an ―Arctic Meltdown,‖ evidence strongly 

suggests that cooperation will prevail. Granted, resources play an important role in 

policy decisions (Koivurova 2010), but Arctic states have vowed to settle disputes in 

an orderly manner (Arctic Ocean Conference. 2008). 

 

                                                        
5 Subsequent to Wallis‘ speech, the BP-Rosneft deal feel through. In its place US- 

based Exxon Mobil established an agreement with Rosneft in August 2011.  
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Simon Dalby (2002: 101) identified the crux of ambiguous policy-making as such: 

―The assumption that the environment is separate from both humanity and economic 

systems lies at the heart of the policy difficulties facing sustainable development and 

security thinking.‖ If policy is approached on an Arctic-wide basis, and long-term 

effects are integral to decision-making then perhaps Dalby‘s argument will have been 

justly addressed. 

 

However, if disproportionate attention is afforded to the economic benefits of 

hydrocarbon assets, it will overlook the long-term prospects for healthy regional and 

global ecosystems. The consequences of global warming to the health and socio-

economic well-being of Arctic indigenous peoples, the regions flora and fauna and 

ultimately its overarching impact on global ecosystems need to be addressed in a 

comprehensive manner.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The European Union and the Inuit Circumpolar Council could well act as a 

counterbalance to the Arctic 8, and more specifically, to the littoral Arctic 5 (Canada, 

Norway, Greenland/Denmark, Russia, and the United States). If the EU and ICC find 

reason to cooperate where might they leverage unity to affect policy? Most likely, unity 

would form under the umbrella of climate change. However, a successful alliance must 

be mindful of competing interests and underlying tensions. 

 

As this paper has sought to show, both the EU and the ICC seek to include 

climate change as an essential element of an overall Arctic strategy.  In this regard the 

ICC views the EU as a means of bridging the gap between the EU and North America 

responses to climate change, whereby the EU has shown considerable success by 

implementing internal climate change regulation and continues to press for an 

international agreement. In that the EU seeks to be seen as the benevolent ally to all 

recognized Arctic stakeholders, special attention has been paid to indigenous rights 
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and the insights of traditional knowledge as exemplified in the A Sustainable EU Policy 

for the High North (2011).  

 

On the other hand, the EU/ICC relationship is encumbered by challenges, for 

example the issue of sealing. When the EU placed a ban on sealing, albeit with 

provisions for product deriving from indigenous groups, ITK promptly issued a 

lawsuit that seeks to reverse the decision. Although sealing and the sale of seal 

products is significant to Inuit culture and a subsistence economy, it seems less likely 

that the sealing dispute would negate the broader concern for a unified climate change 

strategy. As agents of change, bilateral cooperation could serve to strengthen the 

institutional capacity of both within the Arctic sphere of influence.  

 

Both the EU and the ICC consider the UN as an important institutional 

authority that serves to protect the rights of people and extend dialogue regarding the 

environment. As such, in 1982 Canada, Russia and the US cooperated to ensure that 

the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea provided enhanced pollution prevention rights 

to coastal states in ice-covered waters within 200 miles of shore. It is within the 

interests of both the EU and ICC to ensure that measures are taken to uphold 

enhanced pollution prevention and hold accountable nations and/or business interests 

that engage in deleterious activities.  

 

However, the EU cannot afford to be seen as a provocateur and is potentially 

confined by regional stakeholder sensitivities. While Arctic nations could well react 

adversely to a policy or public statement that is seen as a threat to economic interests, 

Arctic indigenous groups, in this case specifically the ICC, the EU cannot afford to 

look like colonizers. Whereas for the most part the ICC appears to have a positive 

view of the EU and a number of individual EU member countries, perceived 

otherwise recent ICC discourse suggests that an alliance would meet with vocal 

opposition.  
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With respect to Arctic governance, the European Union desires an 

institutional role in future proceedings in the Arctic Council, whereas the Inuit 

Circumpolar Council seeks equal partnership in the Council and other institutions 

which will impact the future of the Arctic. I would argue that both have a good deal of 

experience to bring to the table in terms of ―cooperation, coordination and 

interaction‖ to borrow unabashedly from the Ottawa Declaration which established the 

Arctic Council.  Both the EU and the ICC have a demonstrated acumen for creating 

bridges across national boundaries, albeit the EU comprises a more complex set of 

institutions, individual state interests and issues. Through the accumulation of 

knowledge specific to diversified local interests and challenges of negotiation through 

difference both have successfully exercised a soft-power approach toward solving 

difficult situations. Together these authorities could have an increasingly persuasive 

voice in Arctic governance. Indeed, marginalization or multipolarity is the less 

desirable solution to cross boundary issues with global implications.  

 

As climate change is increasingly seen not just as a national or regional 

challenge but as a global problem, the more likely it is that transboundary 

organizations such as the EU and ICC will have the opportunity to introduce creative 

solutions to global problems.  

 

Yet one question looms large: How will stakeholders define ‗sustainable‘?  
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