
 1

E U R O P E A N  E C O N O M I C  A R E A  
 

J O I N T  P A R L I A M E N T A R Y  C O M M I T T E E  
 

 
Ref. 1105470 
13 April 2011 
Brussels 

 
 
 

REPORT 
 

The High North: Opportunities and Policy Challenges 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Co-rapporteurs: Mr Árni Thór SIGURDSSON (Left-Green Movement, Iceland) 
 Mr Indrek TARAND (Greens/EFA, Estonia) 
     
 
 
 
 



 2

I. Introduction 
 

1. The Circumpolar North is changing rapidly and significantly in environmental, geo-

economic and geopolitical terms. Among the most obvious and relevant indicators of such 

change are those of climate with its physical impacts and inherent uncertainties, the importance 

of energy security, and consequently, the increased utilization of energy resources and related 

transport, and the possibility of new global sea routes. Issues related to the High North have 

become increasingly important for the countries in the Arctic area. This interest is not confined to 

the Arctic countries but also those further afield as well as regional organisations that have been 

showing a keen interest in the High North. Climate change and regional warming have for 

example had the profound effect that access to the rich natural resources of the High North has 

become easier. This applies to both the ample oil and natural gas reserves under the Arctic seabed 

as well as marine resources in the Arctic Ocean and Barents Sea. In addition, it is foreseen that 

inaccessible shipping routes between the North-Atlantic and the Pacific Ocean will open up in the 

coming decades, further increasing the importance of the Arctic Ocean and the significance it 

plays in the global economy. With an ever increasing global dependency and global competition 

on energy resources the international community has had to refocus its efforts as both regards 

alternative energy sources and more importantly, the yet undiscovered petroleum resources. 

Europe’s northernmost parts were for decades an economically sidelined entity during the cold 

war, leaving what are thought to be vast resources of the Arctic Sea in general and more 

specifically the Barents Sea, relatively untouched. Today, with technical innovation and strong 

political and economic impetus there is an intensified drive towards the exploitation of the gas 

and oil of the Arctic. A modern-day polar race has slowly started and the long-term stakes are 

seemingly high.  

 

2. Long-term strategies and projects have already been launched or are currently in the 

making and the prospects look promising. On the other hand, the eco-system of the High North 

constitutes huge challenges. Sustainability is the key to utilise the opportunities and confront the 

challenges that are represented in the High North. Although it is still far too early to evaluate the 

outcome, developments in the High North will have an important impact on Europe’s future 

growth, and beyond. These developments, coupled with the seemingly sustained uncertainties in 
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the global energy market will, within a short time bring about unprecedented economic activities 

in the High North. It is therefore of utmost importance that stakeholders are sufficiently prepared 

to face the challenges that such opportunities will bring about. The High North’s ecological 

system is much more sensitive than elsewhere on earth and economic activities in the High North 

are therefore to a great extent environmentally preconditioned. It is therefore vital for the Arctic 

countries to call attention to the importance of ecological preservation and responsible and 

sustainable utilisation of the natural resources in the High North. These are the very same 

countries that would be in the front-line should an environmental disaster strike.  

 

3. With this report the co-rapporteurs intend to draw attention to the opportunities and policy 

challenges of the still relatively uncharted frontiers of the High North and its prospective effects 

on Europe. The main aim is to raise the awareness of Europe’s High North as an area that is 

characterised by great energy prospects and rich marine resources combined with a delicate 

ecosystem in an area where climate change takes place more rapidly than anywhere else on earth. 

It is the view of the co-rapporteurs that these defining factors warrant the attention of legislators 

from the European Economic Area. The report’s topic is a very broad one by definition and is as 

such partly relevant for the EEA and the Internal market and partly relevant for the EU, Norway, 

Russia and Iceland as defined under EU’s Northern Dimension. But beyond that, the topic is 

highly relevant for all EEA Member States. 

 

II. Policy challenges - Main Aims 
 

4. Of the myriad of challenges that concern the High North and its immediate future and 

long-term development, in terms of environment, economic opportunities and governance, a few 

stand out. It is important to emphasise that the High North is constituted by one comprehensive 

area in terms of its ecological system and geostrategic and economic importance as opposed to a 

narrow geographical definition based on the Arctic circle, the Arctic treeline or average 

temperature in July. It is equally important to call for enhanced efforts to add political weight to 

the Arctic Council, whereby it is given a more assertive role and reach a wide-ranging consensus 

on that this body is the single most important venue for international cooperation on the High 

North and on common Arctic issues. The Arctic Council is a unique forum for regional 
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cooperation, based on the special rights and responsibilities of the Arctic member states and the 

permanent participants, while allowing various stakeholders the democratic right to observe and 

contribute. In this respect it should also be stressed that it is of utmost importance that a certain 

few Arctic States do not exclude others from important issues pertaining to the Arctic, thereby 

undermining both the Arctic Council as an international body and other Arctic States. It should 

also be stressed that the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea should constitute the legal basis 

for settling any dispute that might arise on claims to jurisdiction or rights in the High North. 

There are bound to be disagreements and disputes on rights to resources, territory or passage. It is 

therefore imperative that stakeholders possess established mechanisms to solve these.  

 

5. The co-rapporteurs also wish to underline the importance of the rights of the indigenous 

peoples of the Arctic and support their greater involvement in all policy-making that concerns 

their political, socio-economic, cultural and environmental interests. The co-rapporteurs wish to 

emphasise that climatic changes and increased access to the Arctic will put new responsibilities 

on the shoulders of the nations of the Arctic Council, with respect to civilian security and 

environmental surveillance. They will have to increase their efforts to monitor the environmental 

changes in the Arctic, and to increase surveillance to assist search and rescue to ensure civilian 

security when the melting of the ice-cap opens new areas for development of resources and 

possibly new routes of transport between continents. At the same time we state our opposition 

against any re-militarization of the High North.  

 

6. The co-rapporteurs argue that Europe does not only bear a certain responsibility, being 

one of the main contributors to pollution and green house gas emissions, but also has a particular 

interest in the Arctic, since it will have to deal with the consequences of the changes taking place 

there from environmental and climate change issues to the geopolitics of shipping routes and 

security of supply of resources. In spite of not having an Arctic coast line, the EU already is an 

Arctic player in a number of relevant fields. Some of the competences of the EU to regulate 

issues concerning the Arctic are shared or complementary while other are exclusive, like 

fisheries. It is worth noting that the Lisbon Treaty changed the internal procedures of the EU 

towards a stronger involvement of the European Parliament as co-legislator.  
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7. The EU is already a frontrunner in research and in environmental and climate change 

policies in the international context and will continue to be so. Notwithstanding the fight against 

climate change, the EU must acknowledge the need to adapt to the unavoidable changes as well 

as have a rational assessment of the risks, threats, challenges and opportunities those changes 

entail. Since the rise of new economies is resulting in an increasing need for resources, energy 

and minerals, the EU has a natural interest in ensuring security of supply of resources and energy 

needed for the population and industries in Europe. Some partners in the Arctic are already today 

major contributors when it comes to the supply of energy, raw materials and also fish for Europe.  

 

8. Since it is estimated that about a fifth of the remaining hydrocarbon resources are to be 

found in the Arctic these resources might be of particular importance to the EU until the goal of a 

low carbon economy will be achieved. In particular natural gas or LNG has the lowest CO2 

emission of all traditional energy forms and could provide a major part in the energy mix and 

thus function as a bridge into a low carbon economy. As a main consumer of those products, 

Europe should make clear that it supports only those activities that are conducted with the highest 

environmental, safety and administration standards available and hence foster cooperation in a 

way that best practices can easily be applied elsewhere. The principle of an eco-system-based 

management could ensure that the aspects and interests included in the administration of a certain 

region where activities like, fishing, shipping, exploitation of geological resources and other 

activities overlap are balanced with the interest to preserve and protect the eco-system.  

 

III. Sustainable development 
 

9. The Arctic’s nature is unique. It holds only about 10% of the plant and animal species that 

can be found in temperate regions and only a fraction of what can be found in the tropics. The 

ecological activity is both accelerated and slowed down. Biological activity during the short 

summer season is heightened, while cold weather during the rest of the year slows other 

biological processes such as decomposition and absorption. The relatively few animal and plant 

species that live in the Arctic are extremely well adapted to life under marginal conditions. And 

the indigenous peoples that live in the Arctic have used its natural resources in sustainable 

manner for thousands of years.  
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10. By all measures, the viability of natural resources extraction in the High North will last 

for generations to come. Fish stocks of the Arctic seas are renewable for as long as they are 

utilised in a responsible and sustainable way and not affected negatively by other activities. It 

should be noted that the marine resources in the Barents Sea have been carefully harvested 

throughout the years. As opposed to for example the North Sea or the banks off Newfoundland, 

the Barents Sea is still rich in fish due to the sustainable harvesting by Norway and Russia in 

collaboration with Iceland and EU Member States. And as such, the area represents an example 

to follow in other parts of Europe and the world. However, installations, roads and pipelines 

contribute to land fragmentation and offshore activities and transportation risk oil spills and the 

disruption of marine eco-systems. Currently, there are a number of activities taking place in 

northern waters that affect or that could affect the marine environment and living resources. The 

effects of the various activities must be weighed against each other so that a coherent eco-system 

based management regime can be established that will safeguard the quality of the environment 

and ensure that the resources are exploited in a sustainable manner. The opening up of the 

Barents Sea for petroleum production will have to depend on a careful assessment of the inherent 

environmental risks. Those seeking to exploit resources need to abide by the most stringent 

environmental regulations and the most advanced technologies available will need to be applied. 

Increased offshore petroleum production will also bring challenges and opportunities for nearby 

coastal regions so due consideration needs to be taken on the potential effects on civil society and 

indigenous populations. 

 

11. In general terms, the environment in the High North – Barents Sea area is satisfactory and 

human activities have had less impact than further south. The eco-system is however vulnerable 

to pollution, over-exploitation and developmental strains and is under pressure as a result of not 

only the growing utilisation of natural resources but also long term pollution and climate change 

which has an intense affect on the Arctic in general. A good deal of evidence points to the 

direction that climate change in the Arctic may be more rapid and unpredictable than previously 

thought1. 

                                                 
1  See Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA) Policy document. Issued by the Fourth Arctic Council 
Ministerial Meeting Reykjavík, 24 November 2004. 
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12. The average temperature in the Arctic has risen at almost twice the rate of the rest of the 

world in the past few decades. In addition, melting of glaciers and sea ice and rising permafrost 

temperatures provide further evidence of warming in the Arctic. The effects of climate change are 

expected to have great impact on the survival of arctic species such as polar bears, some species 

of seals and caribou and reindeer populations. Furthermore, migratory birds, including several 

globally endangered seabird species, are projected to lose more than 50% of their breeding 

grounds.  This will in turn have the potential to affect the livelihood and the cultural and social 

identity of the indigenous peoples in the area. 

 

13. It has been established that certain Arctic species at the upper end of the food chain and 

birds of prey carry high levels of persistent organic pollutants (POPs).  These chemicals break 

down slowly in the environment; they accumulate in organisms and become concentrated in the 

fat of animals. High levels of POPs can have adverse effects on wildlife and human health, such 

as on reproduction, development and resistance to disease.  Such adverse effects have been 

detected in some of the most exposed or sensitive species in some areas of the Arctic, such as in 

polar bears and birds. Most of the POPs detected in the Arctic environment are derived from 

distant sources, including industrial actives in Europe. Other pollutants of concern for the Arctic 

environment are heavy metals, mainly mercury, lead and cadmium. High level of mercury can 

have harmful effect on mammals causing nerve and brain damage especially in foetuses. In birds 

high levels of mercury can cause erratic behaviour appetite suppression, and weight loss. At 

lower levels, egg production and viability are reduced, and embryo and chick survival are lower. 

 

IV. Geopolitics of Arctic Natural resources2 
 

14. The international focus on the Arctic is driven by climate change, demand for natural 

resources, and concerns about the division of the Arctic Ocean’s outer continental shelf. 

According to a 2008 appraisal by the U.S. Geological Survey, which is considered the most 

reliable, the Arctic contains 30% of global undiscovered gas and 13% of oil. Of the total reserves, 

                                                 
2 Excerpts from V. Ingimundarson, The Geopolitics of Arctic Natural Resources, study commissioned by the 
European Parliament.  
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about 85% are estimated to be in offshore areas. The bulk of the gas reserves are located in 

Russian territory, but the main oil deposits in Alaska, Canada, and Greenland. Far less optimism 

remains about the exploitation of Arctic natural resources than was the case only a couple of 

years ago. Arctic oil resources are generally not considered sufficient to shift the world oil 

balance from the Middle East and they would only be produced incrementally. However it should 

be noted that with continued political turmoil in the on such contentions might have to be 

reconsidered.  

 

15. Despite the huge gas resource potential in the Arctic, the shale gas “revolution” in the 

United States, which could spread to Europe, and high development and production costs have 

made it uncertain whether the production of Arctic gas will become viable in the foreseeable 

future. This development has kept Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) prices relatively low and raised 

serious questions about the profitability of huge Arctic gas fields, such as that of Shtokman in the 

Barents Sea – a project that was postponed in 2010 for, at least, three years by the Russian energy 

company, Gazprom, which plans to develop it together with its French and Norwegian partners, 

Total and Statoil. At current gas prices, it is considered economically unviable, and its future 

development is uncertain. It should however be noted in this context that on 14 January this year 

the Russian company Rosneft and BP announced an agreement on a “strategic global alliance” 

whereby the two companies agreed to explore and develop three license blocks - EPNZ 1,2,3 – 

on the Russian Arctic continental shelf and cover approximately 125,000 square kilometres in a 

highly prospective area of the South Kara Sea. The area is roughly equivalent in size and 

prospectivity to the UK North Sea.  

 

16. Russia might encounter problems in other, onshore gas fields in the gas-rich Yamal 

Peninsula, which are to be developed. Since 20% of Russia’s GDP and 22% of its exports are 

already produced in Arctic regions much is at stake here. Finally, the political fall-out of the oil 

disaster in the Gulf of Mexico is not only likely to dampen interest in offshore resource 

production, but will make it more costly because of environmental concerns. The Arctic states 

have stated their commitment to the UN Convention on the Law of the SEA (UNCLOS) when 

settling claims and territorial rights. Yet there are overlapping claims and disputes between the 

five Arctic Ocean states – Russia, Canada, the United State, Denmark (Greenland) and Norway – 
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over the Lomonosov Ridge, the Beaufort Sea, Hans Island, Svalbard, the Northwestern Passage, 

and the Northern Sea Route. There is also considerable ambivalence about Arctic governance due 

to several factors: 1) the absence of a UN enforcement mechanism to resolve potential territorial 

disputes; 2) the Arctic Council’s lack of decision-making power; 3) the question of whether the 

two meetings of the Arctic Ocean states in Ilulissat, Greenland (2008), and Chelsea, Canada 

(2010) will, despite assurances to the contrary, be turned into an institutionalized, decision-

making venue to resist the internationalization of the region.  

 

17. While overlapping claims could trigger high-stakes future conflicts, they do not require 

urgent solutions; they are more likely to delay resource development. Most oil and gas deposits 

are in nondisputed areas and within the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) of stakeholders. The 

Lomonosov Ridge, which has been seen as the most coveted territory, is, for example, not rich in 

natural resources. The only exception is the dispute between the United States and Canada over 

the Beaufort Sea region, but given the close bilateral relationship, it is not likely to lead to a 

confrontation. The same can be said about the U.S.-Canadian disagreement over the Northwest 

Passage. And while Russia has forcefully insisted on its sovereign rights, including the Northern 

Sea Route, it has up to now adhered strictly to international law in the Arctic. Trans-Arctic 

shipping is not a new phenomenon. The two existing passages, the Northeast Passage and the 

Northwest Passage are both intriguing and tempting for international shipping, since their usage 

would reduce the sailing distance between ports in Europe and Asia and between the US East 

Coast and the Pacific considerably. For several reasons neither passage has so far become 

important in international shipping. Nevertheless, the prospects should be re-assessed in light of 

new circumstances in the Arctic, especially the changing ice situation.  

 

18. The Arctic is a low tension area, with the major stakeholders abiding by international 

norms. The Arctic Ocean states have an incentive to settle their disputes in an orderly manner. 

There is, however, bound to be more pressure from non-coastal states or organizations, such as 

China or the EU, for some kind of internationalization of the Arctic because of the transnational 

effects of climate change, resource exploitation, and prospects for the opening of new sea lanes. 

This could create friction among the Arctic states and between them and external actors given 

their reluctance to open up the Arctic for outside regulations. Thus, the while the Arctic has been 
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a stable and peaceful area since end of the Cold War, the long-term geopolitical conflict risks are 

far greater. 

 

V. Governance and interests 
 

19. Individual states and international organisations alike are increasingly placing the Arctic 

region high on their agenda, and forming ever more concrete policies with regards to Arctic 

issues. This includes both individual states in the region such as Norway, Canada, Russia, 

Iceland, Denmark (also on behalf of Greenland and the Faroe Islands), the United States, Finland 

and Sweden, as well as international organisations, most importantly the Arctic Council and the 

European Union. In addition there are other international bodies and frameworks whose work has 

always evolved in at least some way around Arctic issues, such as the Northern Dimension, the 

Nordic Council of Ministers, the Conference of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region, the 

Barents Euro Arctic Council, the Council of Baltic Sea States, and the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO).  

 

20. Membership between these organisations often intertwines, with Iceland and Norway 

being members of all the above mentioned forums besides the EU. With regards to the European 

Union, three of its member states, Denmark, Finland and Sweden, are Arctic states, while the 

Union itself is a full member of the Northern Dimension, the Barents Euro Arctic Council, the 

Council of Baltic Sea States and the Conference of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region, in 

addition to currently trying to obtain permanent observer status at the Arctic Council, which both 

EEA Arctic states, Iceland and Norway, support.  

 

21. The Arctic Council (AC) which is seen as the principal body when it comes to dealing 

with Arctic issues, is a high level intergovernmental forum meant to provide a means for 

promoting cooperation, coordination and interaction among the Arctic States, with the 

involvement of the Arctic Indigenous communities and other Arctic inhabitants on common 

Arctic issues. Member states are Canada, Denmark, representing also Greenland and Faroe 

Islands, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States. Permanent Participants 

of the Arctic Council are the Aleut International Association, the Arctic Athabaskan Council, the 
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Gwich'in Council International (GCI), the Inuit Circumpolar Council, the Saami Council and the 

Russian Arctic Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON). In addition applications for observer 

status in the Arctic Council are open to non-arctic states, inter-governmental and inter-

parliamentary organisations, global and regional, and non-governmental organisations. Currently 

France, Germany, Netherlands, Poland, Spain, and the United Kingdom hold a permanent 

observer status, while China, the European Commission, Italy, Japan and South Korea hold an ad 

hoc observer status.  

 

22. The main focus of the Arctic Council has been on sustainable development and 

environmental protection, with the AC having conducted several pioneering assessments on 

climate change, oil and gas, and Arctic shipping. The Council is however not bound by any 

treaties, and does thus legally not have any decision making power. In its last meeting in Tromsø 

in 2009 the AC acknowledged the leadership of the Arctic Council on Arctic challenges and 

opportunities, and the increasing international interest in the work of the Council. While it 

recognised the new opportunities for and challenges of economic development in the Arctic, it 

reconfirmed the commitment of the Arctic Council to promote environmental protection and 

sustainable use of Arctic land and marine resources. It furthermore decided to further strengthen 

the political role of the Arctic Council by having a meeting at Deputy Minister Level, with 

representatives of Permanent Participants, to discuss emerging issues between Ministerial 

meetings, and to further consider how the Arctic Council should best be structured to fulfil its 

objectives. The AC is currently working on a search and rescue treaty for the Arctic region, 

which is expected to become the Council’s first binding international treaty, with full 

participation of all AC member states and covering all the Arctic region. The treaty is to be 

signed during the Council’s next Ministerial meeting in Greenland on 12 May 2011, and is seen 

as a precedent for future agreements on Arctic issues.  

 

23. The Northern Dimension (ND) policy, drawn up in 1999, is a common policy shared by 

four partners: the European Union, Iceland, Norway and Russia. The Northern Dimension region, 

which is geographically defined by Iceland and Greenland in the west, North-west Russia in the 

east and the Baltic Sea in the south, is one of the most challenging in Europe and its future 

development is of importance to the countries in the region, the whole of the EU, and the EEA. 
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The policy’s main objectives are to provide a common framework for the promotion of dialogue 

and concrete cooperation, to strengthen stability and well-being, intensify economic cooperation, 

and promote economic integration, competitiveness and sustainable development in Northern 

Europe. The renewed ND policy was launched in 2006 in Helsinki, where the ND Political 

Declaration and Policy Framework Document were adopted. The second Ministerial meeting in 

the renewed ND took place in November last year, where in a joint statement the Ministers 

underlined the need for close cooperation between the Northern Dimension structures and the 

four Regional Councils in the North: the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, the Council of the Baltic 

Sea States, the Nordic Council of Ministers and the Arctic Council. They furthermore noted the 

untapped potential of the Northern Dimension Arctic Window3 in offering additional 

opportunities for the partners to pursue constructive cooperation regarding the European Arctic 

and Sub-Arctic areas. The Ministers instructed the ND Steering Group to consider further ways 

of addressing relevant issues in close cooperation with the Arctic Council and the Barents Euro-

Arctic Council in order to achieve synergies and without duplicating work within the mandates of 

these organisations. They invited indigenous peoples’ organisations to join this process.  

 

24. The Nordic Council of Ministers is the forum for Nordic governmental cooperation 

between Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. Its main purpose is to work toward 

joint Nordic solutions that have tangible positive effects – Nordic synergies – for the citizens of 

the individual Nordic countries. The Council set forth an Arctic Cooperation programme for 

2009-2011, which is its platform for cooperation on Arctic questions with the countries in the 

Arctic Council, with the EU on the development of the Arctic Window in the EU's Northern 

Dimension, and with the Nordic Region's Arctic neighbours in the West. The programme 

supplements the other Nordic strategies and programmes, including the Strategy for Sustainable 

Development, the Environment Action Plan and the Council of Ministers' Cooperation 

Programme with Russia. The programme’s political objectives are to preserve Arctic nature, 

combat climate change and pollution, and improve the quality of life and cultural and social 

development of the Arctic population. In the political sphere, the Nordic Council of Ministers 

stresses the importance of continuing to develop rational forms of cooperation and cooperation 

forums between the Arctic states in such a way that they mutually and collectively live up to their 

                                                 
3 Northern Dimension Arctic Window: An initiative to emphasise the Arctic dimension within EU policies. 
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responsibility to implement the joint projects that are necessary in order to turn the overall 

objectives for the cooperation into reality. Lastly the programme stipulates that the Nordic 

countries should normally act on Arctic issues within the Arctic Council, - while other 

frameworks would be an option if the Arctic Council is judged not to be the right forum. 

 

25. The Conference of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region (CPAR) is a parliamentary 

body comprising delegations appointed by the national parliaments of the Arctic states; Canada, 

Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, the United States, and the European 

Parliament. The conference also includes Permanent Participants representing indigenous 

peoples, as well as observers. The Conference, which meets every two years, adopts a statement 

with recommendations to the Arctic Council and to the governments of the eight Arctic states and 

the European Commission. The Standing Committee of the CPAR has participating in Arctic 

Council meetings since 1996 as an observer. The last Conference meeting took place in 

September 2010 in Brussels. In the Conference statement the CPAR declares its support for the 

Arctic Council as the primary forum for Arctic cooperation, and encourages it to arrange annual 

ministerial meetings to strengthen its legal and economic base, and to establish a permanent 

secretariat for the Council. It furthermore asks the Arctic Council and Arctic governments to 

establish a panel to provide an assessment on how the Arctic nations can prepare for new 

opportunities and challenges as a result of a changing Arctic, and on the basis of such a study, 

create a vision for the Arctic in 2030. The Conference statement encourages the Arctic Council to 

consider granting the European Commission permanent observer status in the AC in order to 

strengthen cooperation between the AC and the European Union.  

 

26. The Barents Euro Arctic Council (BEAC) was launched in 1993, with sustainable 

development in the Barents region as the overall objective. The BEAC is a forum for 

intergovernmental cooperation between Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and 

the European Commission. Sweden is currently in chair, with the programme for 2009-2011 

aiming towards an eco-efficient economy by strengthening cooperation to meet the interlinked 

challenges of economic growth, climate change and sustainable use of natural resources. The 

Chairmanship also strives towards coordination and synergies with work done in other forums, 

such as the Arctic Council and the Northern Dimension.  
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27. The Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) is an overall political forum for regional 

inter-governmental cooperation. The Members of the Council are the eleven states of the Baltic 

Sea Region; Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, 

Russia and Sweden, in addition to the European Commission. The Norwegian Chair programme 

for 2010-2011 places an emphasis on maritime policy and the fight against trafficking in human 

beings in the Baltic region, and further development of the CBSS as an organisation to become 

more efficient, relevant and operative. 

 

28. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) has as of yet not been focusing on 

Arctic issues to any degree. The Lisbon Summit Declaration from November last year, does for 

example not make any reference to the Arctic. The Organization did however host an academic 

roundtable in Reykjavik in January 2009, addressing “Security Prospects in the High North”. In 

his presentation, Mr. De Hoop Scheffer, then Secretary General of NATO, pointed to a number of 

contributions that NATO could make with respect to security in the High North, including relief 

operations, search and rescue missions, as well as serving as a forum of discussion and utilising 

the opportunities inherent to the NATO-Russia Council. The objective would be to ensure 

stability, but not to promote the re-militarisation of the region, with an emphasis being placed on 

keeping the tension to a minimum, by cooperating with parties of interest, not least with NATO 

member states and Russia. NATO member states have different views on whether the 

organisation should get involved in the Arctic region, with Canada being highly against it. Five of 

the eight Arctic states are NATO member states, as well as four out of the five that have made a 

claim to the continental shelf in the North Sea. Norway has encouraged NATO the “show the 

flag” again in the region, though solely for the purpose of general monitoring practices and 

surveillance. The NATO Parliamentary Assembly has also had Arctic issues on its agenda, inter 

alia in Oslo in May 2009 where the Norwegian Deputy Minister of Defence voiced Norway’s 

view that NATO should increase its role in the High North.  

Canada 
29. Canada put forth its Arctic policy in 2006. A very strong emphasis was placed on its 

sovereign claims over what it seas as its Arctic territory. Canada was quite discontent when 

Russia placed a flag on the seabed under the North Pole in 2007, and has highly objected the 
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presence of Russian bomber planes close to Canada. In 2007 Canada decided to strengthen its 

border patrol in the Arctic region by increased military presence, in addition to commencing the 

building of six icebreakers. Canada has for long been in a dispute with the United States over the 

North West Passage and the demarcation of the jurisdiction of both countries in the Beaufort Sea. 

Canada views the North West Passage as Canadian inland sea, while the United States sees it as 

international waters. The dispute has however not caused tension in relations between the two 

states. Canada reformed its Arctic policy in 2009, placing less emphasis on sovereign claims and 

softening the tone, which the US has welcomed. Canada is currently working to delineate the 

outer limits of its continental shelf and plans to make its submission to the United Nations 

Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf in December 2013. Canadian authorities have 

placed an emphasis on cooperation with the US and want them to show the Arctic more interest 

in the international arena. Canada initiated the founding of the Arctic Council in 1996 when the 

region was less important strategically. It does however support the cooperation forum of the five 

Arctic coastal states, as the meeting in Chelsea in March 2011 demonstrates.  

 

Russia 
30. Russia places a great emphasis on the Arctic in its foreign, resource and defence policies. 

In its view the North East passage is Russian inland sea, but not international waters. Many states 

in the region do not share that view and assume that the Convention on the Law of the Seas’ rules 

on the free passage of ships through international waters should apply. Twenty percent of 

Russia’s utilisation of natural resources already takes place in the Arctic region. Russia is in 

general not willing to allow other states than the eight Arctic Council states to participate in 

decision making with regards to Arctic issues. The outcome of the Ilulissat conference of the five 

coastal Arctic states last year was in full coherence with that policy. It is against NATO and the 

EU interfering in Arctic issues and assumes that the objective of that kind of organisations and 

NGOs is to seize the natural resources in the Arctic and be part of the decision making on the 

governance of the region. In Russia’s view all Arctic issues should be resolved on the basis of the 

Convention on the Law of the Sea and the Ilulissat statement, and in the Arctic Council.  

 

31. According to Russia's Arctic policy, which was made public in 2009, it is predicted that 

the Arctic will be a key area for economic growth in Russia as of 2020. Russia has however 
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altered that stand following the economic crisis, and now assumes it will take longer. That does 

however not decrease the importance of the Arctic in Russia’s view, as the Russians have long 

been working on their Arctic continental shelf claims. In 2001 they made a claim to a large 

portion of the seabed in the north on the grounds that it was a continuation of the Lomonosov 

Ridge. The UN Continental Shelf Committee did not accept that and advised Russia to 

substantiate its claim better. Russians have yet to submit new proposals to the continental shelf 

rights but intend to do so in 2012. The Russian national security policy furthermore emphasises 

that Russia intends to establish permanent military bases and systems in the High North, and has 

simultaneously been working on legislation for the navigation route between the northeast Pacific 

and North Atlantic. The objective is to determine the outer boundary of the route and set 

conditions for ships and equipment and environmental protection, and fix the authority to control 

the traffic of foreign military and commercial ships.  

 

The United States 
32. One of former President George W. Bush’s last acts in office in January 2009 was a 

Presidential Directive on the Arctic, where an emphasis was placed on multilateral cooperation 

and the Convention on the Law of the Sea. The Obama administration has followed the same 

strategy. The United States have been showing increasing interest in Arctic issues, - hosting an 

international conference on the Arctic in 2010 and taking more part in the Arctic debate. The 

Americans all the same consider other urgent international issues as more important than the 

Arctic, such as Afghanistan, Iraq and Iran, and will respond to the impact of climate change when 

"the time has come" and make their case in accordance with the findings of researchers. They 

expect the opening of shipping lanes to be on the agenda in 20-30 years, although they admit that 

this may change. In their view the cost of conducting “sovereignty surveillance” in the High 

North outruns the benefits at this point in time. The weakness in US policy lies in the fact that it 

supports the Convention on Law of the Sea and has signed the treaty but the US Senate has not 

yet ratified it due to the opposition of some Senators. Americans can thus not make a formal 

claim to natural resources in the Arctic (Alaska). President Obama wants the Senate to ratify the 

treaty and there seems to be a solid majority in support of that. The issue has however not yet 

been put on the agenda. The US believes that the legal framework of the Convention on the Law 

of the Sea should be sufficient to settle issues related to the High North. In its view there is little 
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likelihood of armed conflict in the region. That does not change the fact that the US government 

has not ruled out unilateral action to safeguard its interests, although it does undermine the 

benefits of such action and focuses on the cooperation of the eight Arctic states and the Ilulissat 

Declaration five coastal states. 

 

Denmark-Greenland 
33. The Danish government introduced its Arctic policy in 2008 but it still remains to be fully 

developed. The strategy takes into account the interests of Greenland and its status within the 

Danish state. Denmark / Greenland have placed an emphasis on international law with regards to 

continental shelf claims in the Arctic. They have however moved from viewing the Arctic first 

and foremost as an environment issue, and not as a security issue. In that regard they now place a 

stronger emphasis on the strategic importance of the region and have plans to create a special 

Arctic Division that would attend to surveillance by the coasts of Greenland. This can be seen as 

a reaction to the increased preparedness of Russia, Canada and Norway. Denmark is expected to 

put forth claims to the continental shelf on behalf of Greenland. Given that Greenland is 

financially dependant on Denmark one can assume that Greenland will not declare independence 

until it is fully capable of standing on its own. A prerequisite to that seems to be that Greenland’s 

natural resources in the High North will be utilised, which the current national government has 

tended to with great interest. It should also be noted that the Faroe Islands have recently shown 

increasing interest in High North issues, not least because of the possibilities increased shipping 

through the area could create.  
 

Sweden 
34. Sweden is currently working on a strategy for the High North. Its focus with regards to 

the region has mainly been on the environment, the climate and ecology, but in recent years 

Sweden has become more aware of the region’s growing political importance. Sweden expressed 

its opposition to the meeting of the five coastal Arctic states. Swedes seem to favour the opening 

of the region through cooperation with other European and Asian countries, within the 

framework of laws and regulations and where the unique position of the Arctic states is 

recognised. Sweden has not exerted itself in discussions on the management of the Arctic and has 
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placed a stronger emphasis on the Baltic Sea than the High North, because of its geographical 

position. But that may change in coming years. 

 

Finland 
35. Finland’s Arctic policy was made public in 2010. Finland’s interest in the High North has 

been increasing, - before it almost solely exerted itself within the Northern Dimension when it 

came to Arctic issues. In the new policy Finland places an emphasis on security, environmental 

and economic affairs and the rights of indigenous people. It furthermore asks for cooperation in 

the High North to take account of the Barents cooperation and states its support for the 

involvement of the European Union in managing the Arctic. Finns were against the Ilulissat 

meeting of the five coastal Arctic states, on the grounds that it ruled out other Arctic states. 

Finland wants the Arctic to be defined broadly.  

 

Indigenous people and other groups in the High North 
36. Arctic states’ policies towards indigenous people have however changed significantly in 

recent years, with demands for their involvement in the decision-making process in the region 

and the preservation of their culture growing louder. Advocates of indigenous organisations have 

placed an emphasis on participating in political decisions and reacted badly when they were not 

invited to the meetings of the five coastal Arctic states in Ilulissat and Chelsea. The fact that 

Hillary Clinton, U.S. Secretary of State, supported their view shows that the major powers are 

starting to be of the view that the population of the High North has to sit at the same table as 

Arctic states when it comes to dealing with matters affecting their communities. According to 

official figures ten million people are resided in the High North, including nearly 400 thousand 

indigenous people. The six indigenous organisations that are members of the Arctic Council 

believe that the number of indigenous people is higher, or about one and a half million. The vast 

cultural differences in the region are not least caused by the different origin of the populations of 

the High North, which reside on three continents, in addition to the isolation of many 

communities and the fact that large groups of immigrants of various nationalities also reside in 

the region. Despite increased awareness of the importance of cultural diversity and public support 

for indigenous cultural communities most of them are under threat.  
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Stoltenberg report 
37. Thorvald Stoltenberg, former Minister for Foreign Affairs and Defence of Norway, 

presented his proposals for closer foreign and security policy cooperation between the Nordic 

countries early 2009. In the report Stoltenberg puts forth specific proposals for Nordic 

cooperation on Arctic issues, which include a Nordic maritime monitoring system, a Nordic 

satellite system and Nordic cooperation on air surveillance over Iceland. In Stoltenberg’s view a 

Nordic maritime response force with search and rescue expertise and icebreaker capacity would 

be an important tool for dealing with incidents in the region, in addition to a Nordic amphibious 

unit, provided that it develops expertise on Arctic conditions. Stoltenberg points out that the 

Nordic countries can play an important role in the Arctic Council as regards climate change 

issues generally and the links between the use of natural resources and the environment more 

specifically, in addition to developing specific cooperation measures to follow up the Arctic 

Council’s recommendation to improve search and rescue capabilities in the Arctic, possibly in 

cooperation with Canada, Russia and the US.  

 

The European Union and the Arctic 
38. The European Commission put forth a Communication to the European Parliament and 

the Council of the European Union on the EU and the Arctic in November 2008. The 

Communication sets out EU interests and proposes action for EU Member States and institutions 

around three main policy objectives: protecting and preserving the Arctic in unison with its 

population; promoting sustainable use of natural resources; and contributing to enhanced 

governance in the Arctic through implementation of relevant agreements, frameworks and 

arrangements, and their further development. The Commission furthermore places an emphasis 

on research, monitoring and assessment, preventing and mitigating climate change, and 

supporting indigenous peoples. The Communication voices the importance of ensuring effective 

protection of whales in the Arctic context. With regards to promoting sustainable use of resources 

the Commission is of the view that Arctic resources could contribute to enhancing the EU’s 

security of supply concerning energy and raw materials in general, and that support for the 
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exploitation of Arctic hydrocarbon resources should be provided in full respect of strict 

environmental standards.  

 

39. Amongst the Commission’s proposals for action is to strengthen the foundations for long-

term cooperation, particularly with Norway and Russia, and facilitate the sustainable and 

environmentally friendly exploration, extraction and transportation of Arctic hydrocarbon 

resources. Other proposals include the promotion of further research and development in offshore 

technology and infrastructures, and to encourage the growth of maritime clusters where 

universities and research centres can provide trained staff and research facilities to smaller 

companies. With regards to fisheries the Commission proposes to put in place a regulatory 

framework for the part of the Arctic high seas not yet covered by an international conservation 

and management regime before new fishing opportunities arise. It voices the opinion that 

extending the mandate of existing management organisations such as NEAFC is preferable to 

creating new ones, and that until a conservation and management regime is in place for the areas 

not yet covered by such a regime, no new fisheries should commence. With regards to 

multilateral governance in the Arctic the Commission proposes to assess the effectiveness of 

Arctic-relevant multilateral agreements to determine whether additional initiatives or measures 

are needed, and to explore the possibility of establishing new, multi-sector frameworks for 

integrated ecosystem management. It furthermore proposes discussions with Norway and Iceland 

on how the Marine Strategy Framework Directive will be integrated into the EEA Agreement, 

and the exploration, together with the Nordic countries, of the possibilities for creating a 

European Arctic Information Centre. Lastly the Commission proposes the establishment of closer 

links with Arctic education networks. 

 

40. The Council of the European Union issued its conclusions on Arctic issues in December 

2009. The Council approves the three main policy objectives proposed by the European 

Commission in 2008 (see above). It recognises the Arctic Council as the primary competent body 

for circumpolar regional cooperation and expresses its continued support for the applications by 

Italy and the European Commission to become permanent observers in the AC. It favours a 

temporary ban on new fisheries in those waters not yet covered by an international conservation 
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system until a framework extending the mandate of relevant Regional Fisheries Management 

Organisations or any other proposal to that effect agreed by the relevant parties is in place.  

 

41. The Council is of the view that the EU should actively seek consensus approaches to 

relevant Arctic issues through cooperation also with Arctic states and/or territories outside the 

EU, Canada, Greenland, Iceland, Norway, the Russian Federation and the United States, as well 

as with other relevant actors with Arctic interests. It attaches great importance to the strong links 

between the EU and Greenland as well as the Arctic European Economic Area/EFTA countries, 

Iceland and Norway, and encourages development of the Northern Dimension Arctic Window 

without duplicating work within the mandates of the Arctic Council or the Barents Euro-Arctic 

Council. The Council invites the Commission together with Member States to examine the merits 

of establishing an information centre on Arctic issues in the EU and requests the Commission to 

present a report on progress made by the end of June 2011.  

 

42. The European Parliament adopted a resolution last January on a sustainable EU policy for 

the High North. The resolution puts forth a more proactive and strategic stand on Arctic issues 

than an earlier resolution from October 2008 where the focus was mainly on environmental 

protection, climate change, sustainable development and the rights of indigenous people in the 

region. The 2008 resolution furthermore suggested an international Arctic treaty, having as its 

inspiration the Antarctic treaty, and specifically voiced its concerns over the ongoing race for 

natural resources in the Arctic, which it saw as possibly leading to security threats for the EU and 

overall international stability. Suggestions to forbid any exploitation in the Arctic for the next 50 

years, and for the EU to make it clear to Russia that it did not recognise its control over the North 

East passage, were also put forth but never voted on, - due to them being considered too 

controversial. The 2011 European Parliament resolution, on the other hand, ponders on strategic 

opportunities and policies with regards to the Arctic region. The issue of the exploration and 

exploitation of natural resources and increasing economic activities in the region is reflected 

upon, with the Parliament pointing out the need for resources for a growing world population and 

the increasing interest in that respect, while calling for further scientific studies within the 

framework of a multilateral agreement to be completed in order to inform international 
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understanding of the Arctic eco-system and decision-making thereon before any further major 

development goes ahead.  

 

43. With regards to governance the Parliament places an emphasis on the need for existing 

rules to be further developed, strengthened and implemented by all parties concerned. It 

recognises the sovereign rights of the Arctic States under international law, as well as the Arctic 

Council as the foremost regional forum for cooperation for the whole Arctic region. It 

furthermore affirms its commitment not to support any arrangements which exclude any of the 

Arctic EU member states, candidate countries or Arctic EEA/EFTA states. It is of the opinion 

that a strengthened AC should play a leading role in cooperation on the Arctic and would 

therefore welcome politically and administratively improved capacities of the AC, e.g. the 

permanent secretariat currently under discussion, more equal sharing of costs, more frequent 

ministerial meetings and an Annual Arctic Summit on the Highest Level, in addition to greater 

involvement of the Parliamentarians of the Arctic to underline the parliamentary dimension and 

be sure to include relevant non-Arctic players. The European Parliament furthermore expresses 

its hope that the AC will further develop its work and broaden the basis for decision-shaping 

processes to include other Arctic actors who are upgrading their presence in the Arctic region. It 

welcomes the internal procedure within the AC regarding a review of the status of observers and 

of the possible future scope of the AC’s tasks, while confirming its support for permanent 

observer status for the European Commission.  

 

44. The Parliament finally requests the EU to promote cooperation activities with the US, 

Canada, Norway, Iceland, Greenland and Russia in the field of multidisciplinary Arctic research, 

thereby establishing coordinated funding mechanisms. It is of the opinion that the EU should 

develop further its capacities and calls on the Commission to explore and report on the 

establishment as well as on the continuation of EU activities in the Arctic such as a circumpolar 

joint multilateral research funding programme providing for easier and less bureaucratic 

cooperation and joint projects of the research community. It requests the Commission to explore 

as a key priority the establishment of an EU Arctic Information Centre as a joint, networked 

undertaking, taking into account suitable proposals, and considers that such a centre needs to be 
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capable both of organising permanent EU outreach to the major actors relevant to the Arctic and 

of channelling Arctic information and services towards the EU's Institutions and stakeholders.  

 

Iceland and Norway 
45. Last January Iceland’s Foreign Minister put forth Althingi a motion for a resolution on 

Iceland’s policy on the High North which was adopted on March 28. The policy’s primary 

emphasis is on ensuring Iceland’s position as a coastal State within the Arctic region and 

promoting understanding of the fact that the Arctic region extends both to the North Pole area 

proper and the part of the North Atlantic Ocean which is closely connected to it. An emphasis is 

placed on promoting and strengthening the Arctic Council as the most important consultative 

forum on Arctic issues and working towards having international decisions on Arctic issues made 

there. Strengthening and increasing cooperation with Greenland and the Faroe Islands are seen as 

important, as well as supporting the rights of indigenous people in the Arctic.  

 

46. The policy touches on developing further trade relations between States in the Arctic 

region and thereby laying the groundwork for Icelanders to compete for the opportunities created 

as a result of increased economic activity in the Arctic region. One part of this is to promote 

Iceland abroad as a venue for meetings, conferences and discussions on the Arctic region and 

another to promote the setting up of institutions, research centres and educational establishments 

in Iceland working on Arctic issues, in cooperation with other States and international 

organisations.  

 

47. The Icelandic Ministry for Foreign Affairs issued a report on Iceland’s interests in the 

High North in April 2009. The report provides a detailed overview of Iceland’s main priorities. 

With regards to security an emphasis is placed on close surveillance of the increasing oil and gas 

transport through Icelandic waters and on making arrangements so that they do not endanger the 

seas’ biosphere and spawning ground. Secondly the traffic of ill-equipped cruise ships through 

sea ice regions is considered a concern, and an emphasis is placed on the International Maritime 

Organisation putting in place mandatory rules with regards to the safety and equipment of ships 

travelling through the sea ice region of the High North. Lastly strengthening cooperation on 

preparedness and reaction to accidents and environmental emergencies is considered important, 
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with an interest in looking into the possibility of the build up of an international surveillance and 

reaction centre in Iceland. When it comes to Iceland’s utilisation of natural resources the need to 

ensure the undiminished share of the Icelandic fishing fleet is stressed, as well as the possibility 

of Iceland holding a service role when it comes to the utilisation of natural resources in Eastern 

Greenland and more distant areas to the north. With regards to transport the report stipulates that 

conditions in Iceland make it a suitable location for a trans-shipment port, which could service 

transport between mainland Europe and the United States through the Arctic Ocean towards Asia.  

Norway put forth its High North strategy late 2006, with a follow up being presented in March 

2009. The Government’s overall objective is to create sustainable growth and development in the 

area through more extensive international cooperation on the use of natural resources, 

environmental management and research. The 2009 follow up plan is called New Building 

Blocks in the North, and lists seven specific action points: Develop knowledge about climate and 

the environment in the High North; Improve monitoring, emergency response and maritime 

safety systems in northern waters; Promote sustainable development of offshore petroleum and 

renewable marine resources; Promote onshore business development; Further develop the 

infrastructure in the north; Continue to exercise sovereignty firmly and strengthen cross-border 

cooperation in the north; And safeguard the culture and livelihoods of indigenous peoples.  

 

48. Norway places an emphasis on the sustainable management of fish and petroleum 

resources in the region, by ensuring that the fisheries, maritime transport and the oil and gas 

industry can coexist in an environmentally sound way. With regards to regional cooperation in 

the High North, Norway favours the Arctic Council and the Barents Cooperation. Norway has 

increased its military presence in the north of the country, but wants to prevent the militarisation 

of the region. Norway has great interests to protect with regards to Svalbard, natural resources in 

the Barents Sea and close proximity to Russia. Norway realises that most states with an interest in 

the area do not recognise its fisheries protection zone around Svalbard, or its 200-mile exclusive 

economic zone under the Svalbard Treaty. Norway has however not eased its claims and believes 

it has rights to oil and gas there in the future. Norway is in conflict with Russia because of 

Svalbard, but did however solve a prolonged dispute with Russia last September by signing a 

treaty on maritime delimitation and cooperation in the Barents Sea and the Arctic Ocean. Norway 
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furthermore cooperates with Russia in many other areas of common interest, including nuclear 

safety.  
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VI. Further information 
 
Arctic Council http://arctic-council.org  

Tromsø Declaration http://arctic-council.org/filearchive/Tromsoe%20Declaration-1..pdf  
 
Barents Euro Arctic Council http://www.beac.st  
Swedish Chairmanship 2009-2011 
http://www.barentsinfo.fi/beac/docs/BEAC_Swedish_Chairmanship_Programme_2009-11.pdf 
 
Conference of Arctic Parliamentarians http://www.arcticparl.org/  

Conference statement September 2010 
http://www.arcticparl.org/_res/site/file/Conference%20statement,%20Final%20draft(1).p
df  

European Commission http://ec.europa.eu  
Commission Communication November 2008 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0763:FIN:EN:PDF  

 
European Council http://www.consilium.europa.eu  
 Council Conclusions December 2009 

http://ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/pdf/arctic_council_conclusions_09_en.pdf  
  

 
Icelandic Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
 Report on Iceland in the High North, April 2009 

http://www.utanrikisraduneyti.is/media/Skyrslur/Skyrslan_Island_a_nordurslodumm.pdf  
 
Icelandic Parliament http://www.althingi.is  

Motion for a resolution on Iceland’s Policy in the High North (in Icelandic) 
http://www.althingi.is/altext/139/s/0408.html 

 
Nordic Council http://norden.org  

The Nordic Council of Ministers' Arctic Cooperation Programme 
2009–2011 http://www.nordregio.se/filer/NCM%20-
%20Arctic%20Cooperation%20Programme%202009-2011_.pdf 

 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization http://www.nato.int   

Lisbon declaration November 2010 
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_68828.htm?mode=pressrelease  

 
NATO Defence College – Conference on the High North in Reykjavik January 2009 
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/SID-00FA58C1-
418B4D70/natolive/news_49745.htm?selectedLocale=en  

 
Northern Dimension http://www.eeas.europa.eu/north_dim    
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Second Ministerial Meeting Joint Statement November 2010 
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/north_dim/docs/final_joint_statement.pdf  

 
 
Norwegian Ministry for Foreign Affairs http://www.regjeringen.no  
The High North http://www.norway.org.uk/aboutnorway/government-and-policy/The-High-
North/ 
 
 
 
 


