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spring melt near tigvariak island - photo by harley d. nygren
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We live in an increasingly interdependent world 
where the “butterfly effect” is now a well-known phe-
nomenon. The hard evidence of climate change proves 
that the felling of Amazon forests in Brazil or CO2 emis-
sions in China all have a cumulative global impact, 
whether leading to the disappearance of Tuvalu into the 
Pacific Ocean or the sinking of the Maldives. What hap-
pens in the Arctic will consequently impact on the rest of 
the world. The 17th century English Metaphysical poet 
John Donne’s celebrated line that “No man is an island 
entire of itself” is truer today than ever before!

The melting of the Arctic Cap will facilitate the min-
ing of resources, especially oil and gas, and will lead to 
an increase in commercial shipping. The ownership of 
resources and the sovereignty of areas like the North-
west Passage are already being contested; the applica-
bility of the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea has to be more sharply defined, especially in ar-
eas where there is overlap. Developing nations that are 
going to be hit hardest by climate change, where the 
“Bottom Billion” population lives in extreme poverty, 
see this potential resource exploitation in the context of 
globalization and its impact on energy costs, especially 
as the UN tries to achieve the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs). Some also see the area outside the terri-
tory claimed by the littoral states of the Arctic, as part 
of the global commons and the common heritage of hu-
mankind. A global regime could be established over the 
Arctic, to mitigate the effects of climate change and for 
the equitable use of its resources in areas outside the ter-
ritory of the eight circumpolar countries.

From those in the international peace and security 
sector, deep concerns are being expressed over the fact 
that two nuclear weapon states – the United States and 
the Russian Federation, which together own 95 per cent 
of the nuclear weapons in the world – converge on the 
Arctic and have competing claims. These claims, togeth-
er with those of other US allied NATO countries – Can-
ada, Denmark, Iceland and Norway – could, if unre-
solved, lead to conflict escalating into the threat or use 
of nuclear weapons.

Consequently in the year 2007-8, which has been des-
ignated by the UN as the International Polar Year, it is 
appropriate that we undertake this task without de-
lay. As one participant of our conference put it, the Arc-
tic has moved from being a boutique issue into a main-
stream issue. A dialogue conference that was able to at-
tract a group of outstanding individuals with expertise 
and experience to discuss the many facets of the subject 
is only a beginning.

 The Arctic is an enormous area around the North 
Pole, spreading over one-sixth of the earth’s landmass 
with more than 30 million square kilometers - more than 
three times the size of the whole of Canada. It also en-
compasses 24 time zones. It includes the Arctic Ocean 

In 2007, revelations about the impact of climate 
change on the Arctic, as well as actual events in the 
Arctic, led to this region becoming the focus of inter-
national attention. Recognizing the importance of 
the subject to both national and global affairs, Simon 
Fraser University’s nascent School of International 
Studies decided to engage in a voyage of intellectu-
al exploration by examining the different aspects of 
Arctic security. We were fortunate in having The Si-
mons Foundation agree to be a co-convener as we set 
about structuring a dialogue conference around the 
various issues.

As stated in the Concept Paper we drafted in Decem-
ber 2007:

O P E N I N G  S E S S I O N

Introduction
Jayantha Dhanapala  
Former United Nations Under-Secretary General for Disarmament 
Affairs, Chairman of the UN University Council, president of the 
Pugwash Conferences on Science and World Affairs, visiting chair 
at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver 

John Harriss 
Director, School for International Studies 
Simon Fraser University

Extensive and multi-faceted changes are tak-
ing place in the Arctic, and the region’s signif-
icance in the politics of international relations, 
in regard to security questions – in both the 
narrow sense and in that of wider human se-
curity – and in regard to the human rights of 
its indigenous peoples, is perhaps greater than 
ever before. Climate change is bringing about 
a shrinking of the ice-cap and a reduction in 
the area of sea-ice, which may allow navi-
gation through Arctic waters and will make 
for easier access to seabed resources. This, in 
turn, is already leading to the mobilization of 
competing claims to sovereignty, and in the 
absence of a clear and comprehensive legal 
regime, the countries of the region, like Cana-
da, are seeking to increase their military pres-
ence there. A further factor here is that of the 
recent stepping up of tensions between the 
United States and Russia, which have histor-
ically confronted each other across the Arctic. 
Environmental change will also have a pro-
found effect on the livelihoods of indigenous 
peoples, both directly and through its impli-
cations for the militarization of the region.
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(which overlies the North Pole) Greenland (a territo-
ry of Denmark), Iceland, parts of Canada, Russia, the 
United States (Alaska), Norway, Sweden and Finland. 

No country owns the North Pole or the region of 
the Arctic Ocean surrounding it. The Arctic region has 
a population of about 4 million, including over 30 dif-
ferent indigenous peoples who have lived in the re-
gion for more than 10,000 years and who use dozens 
of languages some of which are fast disappearing. Or-
ganisms living in ice, fish and marine mammals, birds 
and land animals are amongst the forms of life in this 
unique ecosystem. The natural resources in the Arctic 
Zone are vast and untapped. The US Geological Sur-
vey estimates that 25 per cent of the world’s undiscov-
ered energy resources lie in the Arctic Zone, especially 
in the submerged plateau called the Chukchi Cap (west 
of the Beaufort Sea and between the Bering Sea and the 
Chukchi Sea).

There are numerous definitions of the Arctic region 
depending on what criteria you use: north of the Arc-
tic Circle (66° 33’N), or the 10°C (50°F) July isotherm 
(which roughly corresponds to the tree line in most of 
the Arctic). The Arctic region includes the northern ter-
ritories of the eight Arctic states – including – Lapland, 
although some scholars have discovered some vague-
ness regarding demarcation of boundaries on maps. 
Accurate and up-to-date maps of the mineral-rich Arc-
tic seabed are especially needed, and the US has under-
taken several seafloor mapping exercises.

The vast ice-covered Arctic Ocean, surrounded by 
treeless, frozen ground has suddenly acquired great 
importance with the phenomenon of climate change. 
As a consequence the entire subject of Arctic security, 
in all its aspects – ecological, military, economic, human 
rights and social and cultural - has acquired a fresh im-
portance and urgency; history has a strange way of re-
peating itself. 

This region is believed to have formed a land bridge 
across which the earliest human migration from Eura-
sia or Asia to the Americas took place. It promises today 
to be a possible maritime conduit of increased global 
exchanges in shipping, commerce and other areas as a 
result of human induced climate change. This has the 
potential of bringing nations and peoples together for 
peace and development, or for disputes and conflict. 
At this point we have a unique opportunity to make a 
choice. We present papers given at our conference and 

At this point we have a unique  
opportunity to make a choice.

a summary of the discussions in the hope that this will 
contribute to the construction of multilateral co-opera-
tive solutions to the problems that Arctic security may 
pose. We hope this publication will be of value to the 
governments of the circumpolar countries, to the inter-
national community in general, to the indigenous peo-
ples of the region and to the various civil society groups 
engaged in different aspects of Arctic security.
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iceberg near baffin island - photo by ansgar  
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On behalf of The Simons Foundation, I want to wel-
come you here this morning.  We are very pleased to 
co-convene this conference in partnership with Simon 
Fraser University’s School for International Studies. 
We are honoured to be hosts to such a distinguished 
group of Arctic residents, and political, academic 
and scientific experts on the issue of Arctic Security.   

We are exceedingly fortunate to have Jayantha 
Dhanapala, the inaugural Chair-holder of the Simons 
Visiting Chair in Dialogue on Human Security and 
International Law, as Conference Chair. Professor 
John Harriss, Director of the School for International 
Studies, and I, invited Mr. Dhanapala to suggest the 
conference topic. And with his notable perspicacity, 
global vision, and, I imagine, as a tribute to Canada, 
his host country, he chose Arctic Security, a subject 
of immense and immediate importance to Canada, 
to the other circumpolar countries, and to the world. 

There is a heightened urgency of this issue because 
of a more rapidly-than-expected warming Arctic and 
consequent melting of the icecap, which adds sover-
eignty, territorial and security issues to the current 
host of environmental problems - which include ra-
diation from nuclear fallout, other dangerous pollut-
ants which affect the sea life, the birds, marine mam-
mals and their habitats, and the food chain – destroy-
ing the livelihoods, and endangering the health of 
the indigenous populations so that even fetuses are 
at risk, and breast milk has become a harmful sub-
stance. 

It is disappointing to say the least, that govern-
ments are focused on economic exploitation of the 
resources, and focused on control of the newly avail-
able waterways and shipping lanes, thus engender-
ing territorial disputes. The circumpolar countries, 
who would do best to join together with cooperative 
security measures, are engaging already in territori-
al disputes, from the grandstanding action of Russia 
planting a flag under the sea, to the equal but seem-
ingly absurd action of Canada’s former Minister of 

Defence landing by helicopter on Hans Island, a 2-
square kilometer uninhabited rock, jointly and dis-
putatiously claimed by Denmark and Canada.

The time has come to seek peaceful cooperative so-
lutions for the protection of the inhabitants and com-
mon security of the region – for example, the Arctic 
as a zone that is demilitarized and nuclear weapons 
free. It is time for multilateral negotiations on these is-
sues between the Arctic Rim states for legally binding 
agreements to begin. 

The optimal outcome is that diplomatic solutions 
such as these are secured and in place, so that the hu-
man security challenges are addressed before national 
political and economic interests are enforced by mili-
tary means – means detrimental to inhabitants of this 
region and to the world at large.

The purpose of this conference is to examine and 
to advance the attainment of such cooperative securi-
ty solutions, for a constructive demilitarized common 
security, in order to ameliorate the increasingly nega-
tive environmental and territorial disputatious condi-
tions that threaten the livelihoods of the indigenous 
peoples of the Arctic countries.

My very best wishes for our productive and success-
ful discussions. 

Thank you.

Welcome Address
Jennifer Allen Simons Ph.D., LL.D,
President
The Simons Foundation
	

The time has come to seek peace-
ful cooperative solutions for the 
protection of the inhabitants and 
common security of the region
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finnish icebreaker fennica in the bay of botnia - photo by marcusroos
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Keynote Address
April 11, 2008
Sergio de Queiroz Duarte
UN High Representative for 
Disarmament Affairs

It is very appropriate for me to begin today with a few 
words of thanks for those who have worked so hard to 
make this conference possible. I am grateful to Simon 
Fraser University and its School for International Stud-
ies for recognizing the vital importance of the subject 
of this conference on problems of Arctic security in the 
21st Century, and for hosting this event. I also wish to 
thank Dr. Jennifer Simons and her colleagues at the Si-
mons Foundation for the support that they have gen-
erously provided over so many years to advance disar-
mament and human security goals. I was very pleased 
to learn that my friend and colleague of many years, 
Jayantha Dhanapala, had been appointed as the cur-
rent Simons Visiting Chair in International Law and Hu-
man Security. While pleased, I was not surprised, given 
the fine record of this University, this Foundation, and 
indeed this country in the field of disarmament.

Perhaps one of the wisest decisions made by the or-
ganizers of this event was the decision to frame it as 
a dialogue, involving an exchange of views among a 
wide variety of individuals and groups that have par-
ticular interests in Arctic security issues. Thus, we have 
amongst us today representatives of indigenous peo-
ples of the Arctic, academia, the policy research com-
munity, international organizations, and the news me-
dia.

With respect to the issue of Arctic security, we have 
an extraordinary blend of the global and the local. Glo-
bal climate changes are having profound effects upon 
the natural environment throughout this region, which 
in turn are gradually producing new environmen-
tal impacts around the world, some potentially cata-
strophic. While global in scope, the costs and conse-
quences of these developments are decidedly local, af-
fecting the daily lives and future prospects of countless 
human beings, numbering potentially in the billions, 
not to mention their implications for our other fellow 
living creatures and plant life throughout this region. 

Of course, global climate change is only one of many 
issues on the international agenda – an agenda that is 
actually filled with a wide variety of issues that de-
serve to be treated as high priorities – issues that defy 
solution by any one state acting alone, and that require 
cooperative responses. While this is readily apparent 
with respect to our global environment, it also applies 
to numerous other threats to human security, includ-
ing chronic poverty, human rights abuses, the spread 

of contagious diseases, illicit trafficking in drugs and 
weaponry, and persistent dangers from the deadliest 
weapons on earth, in particular nuclear weapons.

It is completely beyond dispute that the global scope 
of such security challenges is presenting new challeng-
es to our existing governmental and intergovernmental 
institutions. But how new are these challenges? Con-
sider for a moment a quote on this subject, which I 
think you will find interesting: 

We have entered a new era, the era of inter-
dependence; and this interdependent world is 
threatened with chaos because it has not learnt 
how to adjust its institutions and its traditions 
of government to the new conditions.

That quote was from Ramsay Muir, and it appears 
in his book The Interdependent World and Its Problems, 
which was published in 1931.1 In the same year, the 
great scholar of the League of Nations, Alfred Zim-
mern, wrote, “An inexorable law … has made us mem-
bers of the body politic of the world. Interdependence 
is the rule of modern life.”2 Much earlier, in 1916, Le-
onard Wolf wrote that “The world is so closely knit to-
gether now that it is no longer possible for a nation 
to run amok on one frontier while her neighbour on 
the other is hardly aware of it. We are so linked to our 
neighbours by the gold and silver wires of commerce – 
not to speak of telegraph wires and steel rails – that … 
every war threatens to become a world war.”3

Yet despite this very early awareness of internation-
al interdependence, the need for cooperative and mul-
tilateral approaches to security persists. Particular-
ly lacking are the organizational mechanisms needed 
to make the best of this interdependence, while avoid-
ing its worst possible consequences. I do not believe 
we will find the solution to these challenges in a full-
fledged “world government.” I do believe, however, 
that several existing international legal instruments of-
fer some attractive building blocks that can apply di-
rectly to enhancing peace and security in the Arctic re-
gion. So I would now like to outline briefly some ba-
sic elements of a constructive, multilateral approach to 
address this challenge. My approach relies on the com-
mon sense principle of building upon what is already 
agreed.

The starting point, of course, is the UN Charter. Any 
effective security regime in this region must embrace 
the fundamental norms of the Charter, in particular its 
prohibition on the threat or use of force, its requirement 
for the peaceful settlement of disputes, its affirmation 
of the sovereign equality of states, and its respect for 
the principle of non-interference in affairs within the 
domestic jurisdiction of states. Article 52 of the Char-
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ment Commission (UNDC) adopted by consensus a 
set of guidelines for the establishment of such zones, 
and I believe that many of these criteria are also wor-
thy goals to pursue in the Arctic region. The guide-
lines above are all flexible, given that they recognize 
the “diversity of circumstances” of each region – and 
we all know that the Arctic offers plenty of these. 

Under these guidelines, such zones must be estab-
lished only on the basis of arrangements freely ar-
rived at among the states of the region, which guar-
antees every concerned state, whose primary pur-
pose is to strengthen regional peace and security, the 
right to participate in developing the zone. The fun-
damental prohibition on the stationing of nuclear 
weapons anywhere in the region, of course, is a key 
raison d’être for establishing any such zone, which 
would also exclude the testing of any nuclear weap-
ons in the region. On this last point, I note that all 
states in the region have ratified the Comprehensive 
Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty, except the United States, 
which is maintaining a moratorium on further tests. 

The UNDC guidelines also provide that the nucle-
ar-weapon-states would give assurances against the 
threat or use of nuclear weapons against the States 
Parties. In addition, the guidelines allow for the zone 
to include environmental standards to prevent pol-
lution from radioactive wastes and other radioactive 

substances, including standards for dealing with the 
transportation of such materials.

Finally, these guidelines not only endorse, but call 
for “vigorous efforts” to promote cooperation be-
tween all states that are parties to such zones world-
wide. This is an intriguing criterion, given that two 
of the states in the Arctic region have nuclear weap-
ons and several others belong to NATO, a nuclear alli-
ance. Can a new regional Nuclear Weapon Free Zone 
(NFWZ) encompass only parts of countries? If this can 
be agreed upon, it could have implications well out-
side the region.

ter specifically recognizes the legitimacy of regional ar-
rangements to address international peace and securi-
ty issues, consistent with these fundamental norms. I 
must note here that Article VII of the Nuclear Non-Pro-
liferation Treaty – to which all Arctic states are party – 
also affirms the right of “any group of States” to con-
clude regional treaties “to assure the total absence of 
nuclear weapons from their respective territories.”

The next step is to identify some areas where armed 
conflicts could potentially occur in the region, as well as 
circumstances that could lead to the worst nightmare of 
all, the use of a nuclear weapon, the deadliest and most 
indiscriminate of all weapons of mass destruction.

Here I think we need to examine some precedents: 
first, the Antarctic Treaty of 1959, which provided that 
the world’s southernmost continent would “be used 
exclusively for peaceful purposes.” That seems to me to 
qualify as a fundamental norm for any security regime 
that may come into existence in the Arctic region. An-
other interesting feature of that treaty might also be rel-
evant in any future Arctic security regime. Many coun-
tries – including my own Brazil – have civilian bases in 
Antarctica. Under the Antarctic Treaty, each Contract-
ing Party has the right to send observers to every base 
of any country in that region. This is a very powerful 
confidence-building measure for ensuring full compli-
ance.

The second precedent would be the Seabed Treaty 
of 1971, which requires its States Parties – including 
all eight states in the Arctic region that are party to this 
treaty – not to place on the seabed and the ocean floor 
and in the subsoil thereof – nuclear weapons or any 
other types of weapons of mass destruction, as well as 
structures, launching installations or any other facili-
ties specifically designed for storing, testing or using 
such weapons. 

I would like to note here that this treaty also 
states that it is intended as a step to advance the goal 
of “general and complete disarmament under strict 
and effective international control. In short, it seeks to 
advance the longer-term goals of eliminating weap-
ons of mass destruction, as well as reducing or limit-
ing conventional arms. This last point is especially im-
portant, since the melting of arctic ice may well open 
the way for the increased presence in the region of 
military naval vessels from several countries. We are 
already witnessing increased interest in the economic 
possibilities opened up by the changing environment 
in the region.

The third precedent consists of a family of trea-
ties that have established regional nuclear-weapon 
free zones, specifically in Latin America and the Car-
ibbean, the South Pacific, Southeast Asia, Africa, and 
Central Asia. In 1999, the United Nations Disarma-

We have entered a new era, the 
era of interdependence; This 
interdependent world is threat-
ened with chaos because it has 
not learnt how to adjust its in-
stitutions and its traditions of 
government to the new condi-
tions
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Beyond these multilateral or plurilateral undertak-
ings, it may well be worthwhile to examine certain bi-
lateral agreements between the United States and the 
Russian Federation (and Soviet Union) to see if they can 
be adapted to address broader security concerns in the 
Arctic region. One candidate would be the Incidents at 
Sea Agreement of 1972, which outlines a series of confi-
dence-building measures intended to reduce the possi-
bility of armed conflict by accident.

Clearly, the solution to new and emerging security 
challenges in the Arctic will not be found in any single 
initiative. The problems are too complex for a quick fix 
and no single legal instrument will likely be able to re-
solve all the legitimate security concerns of each country. 
I see instead, the gradual emergence of an eclectic Arctic 
security regime, consisting of various elements derived 
or adapted from other multilateral arrangements, and 
applied to the specific conditions of the Arctic region.

The regime could, and I believe should, incorporate 
the basic goals of a NFWZ. After all, the Seabed Treaty 
has already established what might be called a one-di-
mensional NFWZ on the Arctic seabed and its subsoil. 
A prohibition on the stationing of nuclear weapons any-
where else in the region would seem a logical next step 
in the evolution of this regime. 

An Arctic security regime should also address some 
additional issues. It should:

•	 Provide for confidence-building mea-
sures to prevent the occurrence of armed 
conflicts involving conventional forces

•	 Include provisions to meet basic human 
security needs of communities through-
out the region 

•	 Provide a common mechanism for the 
peaceful resolution of disputes. It should 
embody commitments of cooperation 
and mutual assistance in the field of di-
saster relief 

•	 Promote cooperation in the area of sci-
entific research and the development of 
technology to protect the environment 
and to improve the living conditions of 
all who live in the region 

•	 Provide a clearinghouse for the exchange 
of information about security and envi-
ronmental conditions in the region

•	 Provide for a mechanism to ensure the 
participation and active involvement of 
local communities and groups in the pro-
cess of promoting cooperation in the re-
gion

I believe that “common cooperative security” is an 
apt term to summarize what all these various measures 
seek to advance. 

Sometimes when the sheer complexity of interna-
tional responsibilities becomes overwhelming and 
their burdens too difficult to manage, it is worth recall-
ing the efforts of those before us who have faced such 
obstacles, overcome them, and left a better world be-
hind. One such individual is the great Norwegian Arc-
tic explorer, Fridtjof Nansen, who in 1895 extended hu-
man knowledge of the Arctic to higher latitudes than 
ever before. He went on to win a Nobel Peace Prize in 
1922 for his work in caring for refugees after World War 
I. Here is what Philip Noel-Baker said about Nansen in 
his own Nobel Peace Lecture of 1959: 

Nansen was the first to say what others have 
repeated, that “the difficult is what takes a lit-
tle while; the impossible is what takes a lit-
tle longer.” If politics is the art of the possible, 
statesmanship is the art, in Nansen's sense, of 
the impossible; and it is statesmanship that our 
perplexed and tortured humanity requires to-
day.

So I will conclude my remarks today by invoking 
the spirit that guided the work of Fridtjof Nansen, Phil-
ip Noel-Baker and countless other unnamed individu-
als who have devoted their lives to the improvement 
of the human condition and the service of internation-
al peace and security. As you consider the many prob-
lems of Arctic security in the 21st century, in all their 
complexity, I urge you to consider solutions that em-
body this profound commitment to statesmanship, in 
service of the common interest.

Please accept my very best wishes for a successful 
conference. 

Endnotes

1 The Interdependent World and Its Problems (1931), 
p. vii.

2 The Study of International Relations (1931),  
p. 14-15.

3 International Government (1916), p. 128.

The difficult is what takes a little 
while; the impossible is what 
takes a little longer.
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Arctic Climate: Present and Future Perspective
Ola M. Johannessen 
Nansen Environmental and Remote Sensing Center
Thormøhlengate 47, 5006 Bergen, Norway. 
E-mail: ola.johannessen@nersc.no

Global warming is enhanced in the Arctic regions. 
The air temperature has increased to double that of 
the global average over the last 100 years, the ice cov-
er is decreasing at a rate of 3—5% per decade while 
the thicker multi-year ice is decreasing at a rate of 7—
10% per decade, the river discharge from Russia is in-
creasing, the tundra-permafrost is thawing and the 
snow cover on land is decreasing. Furthermore, in the 
past few years, the Greenland ice sheet has lost mass 
along its edges – slightly more than the accumulation 
increase in the interior. The Greenland ice sheet is a 
“wild card” in the global climate system, with signifi-
cant impact on the global sea level rise and a poten-
tially strong impact on the thermohaline circulation 
(Gulf Stream decrease). However, it should be pointed 
out that strong natural variability at the interannual 
and decadal time scale takes place in the Arctic region 
which also causes strong regional variability.

The prediction for the Arctic region is a strong in-
crease in the air temperature and a significant decrease 
in the ice cover. A blue Arctic Ocean is predicted dur-
ing the summer time at the mid or end of this century, 
or perhaps even earlier. However, many recent Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change-coupled cli-
mate models also indicate a strong wide spread in the 
result. Recent studies also indicate that 90% of the an-
nual decrease in ice extent can be “explained” by the 
increase of CO2 in the atmosphere, and that the ice ex-
tent is reduced faster than the IPCC models predict.

If the predictions turn out to be valid, then global 
warming will have a strong impact on the ecosystem 
and fisheries, living conditions for humans and an-
imals e.g. and polar bears, offshore and onshore oil 
and gas exploration and production, ship transporta-
tion along the Northern Sea Route and in the North 
West Passage, society, economy and energy supply 
(20% of the remaining oil and gas reserves is estimat-
ed to be in the Arctic region). However, it should be 
pointed out that the IPCC models have not taken into 
account the potential impact of the increased melting 
and discharge of fresh water from the Greenland ice 
sheet, giving increased uncertainty to the predictions. 
Another important issue that has not been taken into 
account is the potential of increasing CO2 uptake by a 
“Blue Arctic Ocean”.

Global warming in the Arctic region can have both 
positive and negative effects. It is easy to understand 

that a retreating ice cover will make off-shore oil and 
gas production easier in the future. On the other hand, 
the thawing of the tundra and permafrost will cause 
problems for the onshore gas and oil industry. Fur-
thermore, the thawing permafrost will cause a lot of 
infrastructure problems for the population living in 
this region. Another big question is what will happen 
with the huge methane reservoirs which at present are 
frozen in the permafrost, also located offshore.
 
1. Background

During the late 1970s, increased international interest 
started to appear in studies of the Marginal Ice Zone 
(MIZ) of the Nordic Seas. Several large internation-
al experiments took place such as the Norwegian Re-
mote Sensing experiment in 1979 (NORSEX 79), the 
mega science experiment Marginal Ice Zone Experi-
ment in 1983-1984-1987 (MIZEX 83, MIZEX 84, MIZEX 
87), and the Seasonal Ice Zone Experiment in 1989 
(SIZEX 1989) [see Johannessen et al. (1992) for a review 
of these experiments].

The overall objectives of these experiments were to 
improve our understanding of the air-ice-ocean proc-
esses in the MIZ and to develop and validate new and 
advanced remote sensing techniques. During this dec-
ade, there has also been a development from basic re-
search towards the application and operational use of 
remote sensing techniques in sea ice monitoring and 
forecasting in the Seasonal Ice Zone (SIZ). The concept 
and the strategy of all these experiments was to col-
lect data from a three-level observational system – sat-
ellites, aircraft, and in-situ observations. During these 
experiments, data was collected from ice-strengthened 
vessels with helicopters, from operating icebreakers 
inside the ice pack, from oceanographic research ves-
sels operating in the open ocean adjacent to the ice 
edge, from drifting buoys tracked by the Argos system 
and bottom-moored buoys, and from aircraft and sat-
ellites. Instruments on these varied platforms acquired 
a diverse suite of ice, ocean, and atmospheric data.

From these experiments we also started to under-
stand the meso-scale processes in the Seasonal Ice 
Zone. For example, we learned that meso-scale ice-
ocean eddies along the ice edge were very efficient in 
melting it. Furthermore, that ice-edge upwelling took 
place along the ice perimeter, is important for biolog-
ical production during summer time, and that both 
these processes are important for climate.  

In the beginning of the 1990s, when global warming 
started to be a major topic, the interest for studying the 
Arctic climate increased. A consensus from coupled at-
mosphere-ice-ocean modelling studies of increasing 
greenhouse-gas (GHGs) scenarios is that anthropo-
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genic global warming will be en-
hanced in the northern high lati-
tudes, due to complex feedback 
mechanisms in the atmosphere–
ocean–ice system. The predict-
ed warming in the Arctic over 
the next 50 years is ~3-4°C, or 
more than twice the global aver-
age. This suggests that the Arctic 
may be where the most rapid and 
dramatic changes (e.g., a shrink-
ing sea ice cover) may take place 
during the 21st century. Reviews 
of fragmentary observational ev-
idence taken together provide a 
reasonably coherent portrait of 
Arctic and subarctic change. It in-
dicates that the last 2-3 decades 
have experienced unusual warm-
ing over northern Eurasia and 
North America, reduced Arctic 
sea ice, marked changes in Arctic 
Ocean hydrography, reduced gla-
ciers and snow cover, increased 
runoff into the Arctic, increased 
tree growth in northern Eurasia, 
reduced tundra areas and thaw-
ing permafrost (Johannessen et 
al., 2004; Johannessen et al., 2005; 
Bobylev et al., 2003; Holland et al., 
2006; Stroeve et al., 2008, Johan-
nessen, 2008).

2. Recent transformation of the 
Arctic sea cover

Figure 1. (Upper) Arctic total sea ice concentration (left) and its two components: multi-
year (center) and first-year (right) ice, derived from satellite passive-microwave sen-
sor data. The gray scale indicates the fraction (%) of each ice type (black = 0%, white 
= k100%). (Lower) Variability and trend in MY ice area in winter, 1978-98. Source: Jo-
hannessen et al. 1999, and featured in Science 286, “News and Views,” p.1828 (De-
cember 3, 1999).

 
Quantitative observational ev-
idence for changes in the sea ice cover may be ob-
tained from satellite-borne sensors measuring mi-
crowave (millimeter-to-meter wavelength) radiation. 
Microwave-derived sea ice time series are now among 
the longest continuous satellite-derived geophysi-
cal records, extending over three decades (http://
nside.org). The multi-frequency brightness tempera-
ture data are used to calculate total ice concentration 
(the per cent of ice-covered ocean) from which total 
ice area (the area of ice-covered ocean) and total ice 
extent (the area within the ice-ocean margin) are de-
rived. In the mid 1990s, Johannessen and colleagues 
published their analyses of satellite microwave data in 
Nature (Johannessen et al., 1995) and Geophysical Re-
search Letter (Bjørgo et al., 1997). These studies found 
a reduction of about 3% per decade in ice extent in the 
Arctic since 1978. 

The observed decreases are due largely to reduced 
summer ice extent in the Eurasian Arctic in the 1990s, 
with record low arctic ice minima observed in 1990, 
1993, and 1995, linked to regional atmospheric circula-
tion anomalies. A reduced summer ice extent implies 
a consequential transformation of the winter ice cov-
er toward thinner seasonal ice. There have been frag-
mentary indications of unusual conditions in recent 
years, such as reduced ice concentration in the Sibe-
rian sector of the perennial ice pack in the 1990s and 
reduced ice thickness in parts of the Arctic since the 
1970s. This is based on submarine sonar data, satellite 
altimeter-retrieved ice thickness as well as sea ice vi-
bration measurement for ice thickness estimates (Ro-
throck et al., 1999, and Johannessen et al., 2004).

However, it remained unknown whether the nature 
of the perennial ice pack as a whole has changed. Per-
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ennial multiyear (MY) ice (ice that has survived the 
summer melt) is about three times thicker than sea-
sonal or first-year (FY) ice (~1 to 2 m), so that chang-
es in ice type distribution could both reflect and ef-
fect climate change. Because MY ice, FY ice, and open 
water have different radiative properties, algorithms 
applied to multichannel microwave data can separate 
each of these components, at least in winter when the 
signatures are relatively stable (Fig. 1, upper). The pos-
sibility of monitoring interannual variations in MY ice 
area with satellite microwave data had been explored 
previously, but remained under-realized.

For the first time, a spatially integrated time series 
of MY ice areas in winter was derived from SMMR 
and SSM/I data from 1978 to 1998, revealing the ice 
cover’s changing composition (Fig. 1, lower). Johan-
nessen et al. (1999) found a relatively large (~7% per 
decade) reduction in the MYI area 1978–98, compared 
with ~2% per decade in the total ice area in winter. 
The negative trend in MYI area from our analysis is of-
ten cited as evidence of a substantial change in the na-
ture of the sea-ice cover, more than merely a periph-
eral effect. 

The balance of evidence thus indicates an ice cov-
er in transition, which, if continued, could lead to a 
markedly different ice-ocean-atmosphere regime in 
the Arctic. However, 20 years are inadequate to estab-
lish that this is a long-term trend rather than reflect-
ing decadal-scale atmosphere-ocean variability such 
as the North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO). The NAO is 
known to be coupled to regional sea ice fluctuations, 
and here we found its winter index to be moderately 
lag-correlated with the following summer minimum 
ice area and hence the following winter MY ice area 
with r ~ 0,5. 

Figure 2. Satellite-retrieved sea ice concentration (per cent ice area per image pixel) in winter 
(March) and summer (September) for the Northern Hemisphere, 1978-2002: Linear trends (% 
change from 1978-2002) for (a) winter and (b) summer. From Johannessen et al. (2004). Im-
age not in this edit.

The sea ice record has since been updated with 
record-low summer ice coverage in September 2007 
(Parkinson and Cavalieri, 2008, Comiso et al., 2008, 
Stroeve et al., 2008). The winter and summer spa-
tial trends (linear regressions) in sea-ice concentra-
tion from 1978–2002 are indicated in the Fig. 2. Dur-
ing this period, the decreases in winter have been 
most pronounced (as large as ~50%) in the Barents 
and Greenland seas, whereas the summer decreas-
es have been greater than 50% in some areas of the 
Beaufort and Chukchi seas, and as large as ~30-50% 
in the Siberian marginal seas. These summer pat-
terns are in agreement with an independent analy-
sis of ice-cover minima from 1978–98. The decreas-
es in recent decades, which are also partially due 
to circulation-driven ice export through the Fram 
Strait between Greenland and Svalbard, have coin-
cided with a positive trend in the NAO, with unu-
sually high index values in the late 1980s and 1990s. 
 
3. 20th century Arctic climate and surface air temper-
ature: Observations and modelling

The above-mentioned changes apparent in the Arc-
tic climate system in recent years require evaluation 
in a century-scale perspective in order to assess the 
Arctic’s response to increasing anthropogenic GHG 
forcing. Towards this end, we have analyzed a new 
set of century- and multidecadal-scale observation-
al data of surface air temperature (SAT) and sea ice, 
used in combination with the Max-Planck Institute 
for Meteorology (MPI) ECHAM4 and other coupled 
global atmosphere—ice—ocean model simulations in 
order to better determine and understand arctic cli-
mate variability. Statistical analyses of global SAT da-

tasets have indicated sub-
stantial fluctuations in  
the extra-tropical North-
ern Hemisphere on 
decadal to multi-decadal 
time scales. In the high lat-
itudes, differences in spa-
tial-temporal coverage 
have led to some discrep-
ancies concerning temper-
ature variability trends in 
the last century. The glob-
al gridded SAT dataset, 
used most extensively for 
studies of climate variabil-
ity, has major gaps in the 
northern high latitudes, 
in particular over the ice-
covered Arctic Ocean and 
some surrounding land 
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1920s–30s warming anomaly was due to natural proc-
esses. Here, a similar high-latitude anomaly, though 
less extreme and of a somewhat shorter duration, 
was found in a 300-year control run (without increas-

Figure 3. Hovmöller diagram indicating the time-latitude variability of sur-
face air temperature (SAT) anomalies north of 30°N from 1890 to 1999: (a) ob-
served, (b) modelled , including changes in GHGs only, (c) modelled includ-
ing GHGs and sulfate aerosols, (d) modelled , control run, which generates 
temporal and spatial scales of variability, though the particular years on the 
x-axis are, in fact, arbitrary. The model results (b-d) are from the ECHAM4 
coupled atmosphere-ocean-ice model (from Johannessen et al., 2004).

areas. Here, we analyzed for the first 
time a unique, century-long SAT da-
taset focused on the high latitudes of 
the Northern Hemisphere. The datas-
et is provided through the Arctic and 
Antarctic Research Institute (AARI), 
St. Petersburg, Russia. The input data 
are daily temperature from 1,486 me-
teorological stations in the North-
ern Hemisphere, including land- and 
drifting-stations from the Arctic. A 
gridded dataset (5° lat. × 10° long.) 
based on these data has been devel-
oped from several sources and has 
the advantage of improved cover-
age in the Arctic and extending over 
the last century (Johannessen et al., 
2004. This data set has recently been 
compared with other data sets and a 
new SAT data set has been created, 
Kuzmina et al. 2008). 
Fig. 3a shows the time evolution of 
the zonally averaged anomalies in 
annual mean SAT from 30-90°N.

Two characteristic warming events 
stand out, the first from the 1920s to 
about 1940, and the second starting 
about 1980 and still ongoing. Here, 
we show that the early 20th-centu-
ry warming was largely confined 
to north of 60°N, whereas the lat-
ter warming encompasses the whole 
Earth but is nonetheless significant-
ly enhanced in the Arctic (Fig. 3a).  
The early 20th-century warming 
trend in the Arctic was nearly as large 
as the warming trend for the last 
20 years, such that some research-
ers regard them to be part-and-par-
cel of the same natural low-frequen-
cy oscillation. However, our spa-
tial comparison of these periods re-
vealed key differences in their pat-
terns. The warming trend for the last 
20 years is more widespread and has 
a markedly different pattern from 
the earlier periods in both winter 
and summer. Both the 1920–39 and 
1980–99 warming trends were most 
pronounced during winter for the 
high Arctic. In addition, in the lat-
ter period, there was pronounced warming  
in the Eurasian mid-latitudes, especially in summer. 

A recent modelling study has suggested that the 
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ing anthropogenic forcing) with the ECHAM4 mod-
el; 100 years are shown in Fig. 3d. This anomaly oc-
curred after 150 years of integration and lasted for 
some 15 years. This simulation, without increasing 
anthropogenic forcing, is able to produce an anoma-
ly similar to the observed high-latitude warming in  
the 1920s-30s. Therefore, we strongly support the con-
tention that this high-latitude warming event repre-
sents primarily natural variability within the climate 
system (Johannessen et al. 2004). 

In contrast, no comprehensive numerical-mod-
el integrations have produced the present glo-
bal warming anomaly (Fig. 3a) without including  
observed anthropogenic forcing. Figure 3b shows 
the ECHAM4 model simulation with anthropogen-
ic GHG forcing. The patterns compare well with the 
last two decades of observed warming, although the 
modeled warming occurs slightly earlier and also en-
compasses lower latitudes than observed (Fig. 3a). 
The patterns, from a simulation including GHGs 
and sulfate aerosols (Fig. 3c), show that although 
the recent mid-latitude warming is underestimat-
ed, the high-latitude enhancement is in agreement 
with the observations and other modelling results.  
Therefore, anthropogenic forcing is the dominant 
cause of the recent pronounced warming in the Arc-
tic. 

The huge warming of the Arctic, mentioned previ-
ously, which started in the early 1920s and lasted for 
almost two decades, was thus one of the most spectac-
ular climate events of the 20th century. During peak 
period (1930-40), the annually averaged temperature  

anomaly for the area 60°N-90°N amounted to some  
1.7°C (Fig. 3a and Fig. 4, left). Whether this event is 
an example of an internal climate mode or external-
ly forced, such as by enhanced solar effects, is pres-
ently under debate. What then are the possible mech-
anisms by which forcing could bring about high-lati-
tude warming? Firstly, the large-scale spatial pattern 
of forcing and the pattern of response to forcing are 
practically uncorrelated, which stresses the key role 
of advective atmosphere–ocean processes in bringing 
about regional climate change. 

As mentioned earlier we suggest that natural vari-
ability is the most likely cause, with a reduced sea ice 
cover being the main cause of the warming. A clear 
linkage between sea ice extent and SAT was demon-
strated by a set of four simulations with the atmos-
pheric ECHAM model forced with observed sea sur-
face temperature (SST) and sea ice concentrations. An 
analysis of the spatial characteristics of the observed 
early century SAT anomaly revealed that it was asso-
ciated with similar sea ice variations. We further in-
vestigated the variability of Arctic surface tempera-
ture and sea ice cover by analyzing data from a cou-
pled ocean-atmosphere model. By analyzing similar 
climate anomalies in the model as occurred in the ear-
ly 20th century, it was found that the temperature in-
crease in the Arctic was caused by enhanced wind 
driven oceanic inflow into the Barents Sea with an as-
sociated sea ice retreat. The magnitude of the inflow 
is linked to the strength of westerlies into the Bar-
ents Sea.

We proposed that a positive feedback sustained the 

Figure 4. Left. Winter surface air temperature (SAT) in the Arc-
tic (60-90°N) during the 20th century, compared to mid-lati-
tudes (45-55°N), indicating greatly amplified variability in the 
Arctic. Right 1935-44 wintertime SAT anomaly (°C) relative to 
the long-term mean, 1892-1998. From Bengtsson et al., 2004. 
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to determine interannual to decadal variations in the 
convective intensity and water mass structure in the 
Greenland Sea and adjacent areas. Extremely cold 
winters throughout 1965–70 assisted intensification of 
the water vertical exchange in the Greenland and Nor-
wegian Seas. As a result, Greenland Sea Deep Water 
(GSDW) production was extremely high in the central 
Greenland Sea, while in the southern Norwegian Sea, 
warm and saline water spread downward. 

Alekseev et al. (2001 and 2003) argue that the recent 
rapid warming in the Greenland Sea gyre interior from 
1980 originates from an increase in the Atlantic Water 
(AW) temperature, due to advection of warm waters in 
to the region. The negative trends in water and salini-
ty in the upper 300m of the AW in the Norwegian Sea 
prevailed during 1950-80, whereas from 1980, the wa-
ter temperature indicated warming of that layer. Long 
observational series obtained from Ocean Weather Sta-
tion M confirmed the existence of layers with advec-
tion-driven high oxygen concentrations in intermedi-
ate and deep layers. The depth of oxygen maxima and 
values of oceanographic parameters at this level are 
regarded as indicators of the convection intensity. A 
simultaneous rise in the NAO index and GSDW tem-

enhanced westerly winds by a cyclonic atmospheric 
circulation in the Barents Sea region, which was creat-
ed by a strong surface heat flux over the ice-free areas. 
Observational data suggest a similar series of events 
during the early 20th century Arctic warming, includ-
ing increasing westerly winds between Spitsbergen 
(Fig. 5, upper graph) and the northernmost Norwe-
gian coast in 1920s-30, as well as reduced sea ice and 
enhanced cyclonic circulation over the Barents Sea. It 
is interesting to note that the increasing high latitude 
westerly flow at this time was unrelated to the NAO, 
which at the same time was weakening as shown by 
Bengtsson et al (2004) in Fig. 5, lower graph.

4. Nordic Seas: 20th century observational record 

Complementary to the Arctic sea ice and atmos-
pheric changes studied in the above-mentioned anal-
yses are changes in physical oceanography on simi-
lar time scales (Alekseev et al.., 2001 and 2003 in Bo-
bylev et al, 2003). A similar early 20th century warm-
ing was seen in the Atlantic Water (AW) temperature 
in the Arctic Ocean. Furthermore, oceanographic data 
covering the period 1950–98 were compiled and used 

Figure 5. (Upper) Wintertime (DJF) sea-level pressure (SLP) difference (bars) between Spitsbergen 
and the northernmost Norwegian coast and annual mean Arctic SAT anomalies (line) (Lower) The 
NAO index and SAT anomalies as in the upper panel. From Bengtsson et al., (2004).
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perature indicates a link between the atmosphere and 
the thermohaline circulation (THC). Weakening in 
the water exchange between the Nordic Seas and the 
North Atlantic could be the reason for the Polar Water 

recirculation increase within the 
Nordic Seas. Generation of posi-
tive anomalies in water temper-
ature upstream of the AW flow 
in the Nordic Seas reflects an in-
creased role of atmospheric in-
teractions, possibly reinforced 
by polar amplification of GHG-
induced warming. 

5. The 21st century Arctic and 
European climate  

The NAO, the major mode of 
atmospheric variability in the 
Northern Hemisphere, partic-
ularly in winter, is exerting a 
strong control on the extra-trop-
ical climate, for example., mod-
ulating the westerly jet stream 
and temperature from eastern 
North America into Eurasia. The 
NAO has exhibited a positive 
trend since the 1960s, and it has 
been speculated that this may be 
linked to global warming. How-
ever, the observed variations in 
the NAO could also be caused 
by natural variations in the cli-
mate system. It has been difficult 
to uniquely state which of the 
two alternatives are most likely, 
as distinguishing natural versus 
anthropogenic variability in the 
NAO based on observed sur-
face-level pressure (SLP) alone 
is challenging. There are also 
uncertainties in the theoretical 
response of NAO/AO (Arctic 
Oscillation) to enhanced green-
house warming and our abili-
ty to model it realistically using 
numerical models. 

Here, the results of 12 cou-
pled climate models participat-
ing in the Coupled Model Inter-
comparison Project (CMIP2) are 
compared together with obser-
vational data in order to inves-
tigate: 1) How the current gen-
eration of climate models repro-

duces the major features of the winter NAO, and 2) 
How the NAO intensity and variability may change 
in response to increasing atmospheric CO2 concentra-

Figure 6 ECHAM4-modelled Northern Hemisphere sea-ice concentration in late 
winter (March) from (a) 2001-10 and (b) 2081-90, and in late summer (September) 
from (c) 2001-10 and (d) 2081-90. From Johannessen et al., (2004).
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tions. Long-term changes in the intensity and spatial 
position of the NAO nodes (Icelandic Low and Azores 
High) are investigated and different definitions of the 
NAO index and the AO are considered. We found that 
the current generation of climate models reproduc-
es, on average, the main surface level pressure (SLP) 
features of the observed winter NAO. The observed 
temporal trend in the NAO in recent decades lies be-
yond the natural variability found in the model con-
trol runs. For the majority of the models, there is a sig-
nificant increase in the NAO trend in the forced runs 
relative to the control runs, suggesting that the NAO 
may intensify with further increases in greenhouse-
gas concentrations (Kuzmina et al., 2005).

The underlying causes of forced variability in the 
North Atlantic region are unclear. There are at least 
two candidate mechanisms to explain the recent trend 
of the NAO: An extra-tropical response to changes in 
tropical sea-surface temperature (SST) and other in-
volving stratospheric changes. In either case, the proc-
esses linking the NAO to GHG forcing need further 
elucidation. 

6. Arctic sea ice and marine environment in the 21st 
century  

The variability of annual sea-ice extent in the Arctic 
has been modeled and compared to observations in 
earlier analyses, which predicted a reduction of ~15% 
in the Northern Hemisphere mean ice extent to 2050. 
However, potentially large and important spatial and 
seasonal aspects were not considered. Here, for the first 
time, both the spatial and seasonal variability of the 
ice cover and its modelled response to anthropogen-
ic forcing have been analyzed to 2100, using ECHAM-
4 and HadCM3 model predictions including different 
IPCC emissions scenarios (Johannessen et al., 2004).  
The observed versus ECHAM4-modelled trends in 
Northern Hemisphere winter and summer sea-ice ex-
tent in the 20th century are similar. Our ECHAM4-
model run, using an IPCC IS92 emission scenario sim-
ilar to IPCC Special Report on Emissions Scenarios 
(SRES) scenario B2, predicts the decreases to contin-
ue such that the summer ice cover may be reduced 
by ~80% at the end of the 21st century. This is much 
greater than the winter or annual means modelled 
previously predict.

The spatial distributions of the ECHAM4-modelled 
sea-ice cover for the present decade (2001–10) and to-
wards the end of the century (2081–90) are indicat-
ed in Figure 6. In order to test the robustness of our 
ECHAM4 estimates, we used a different coupled at-
mosphere-ocean model, the UK HadCM3. Further-
more, we used two different SRES scenarios, A2 and 

B2, which are “medium-high” and “medium-low” 
scenarios, respectively. 

The ECHAM4 and HadCM3 results support each 
other, both predicting moderate reductions in winter 
and drastic reduction in the summer ice extent. The 
spatial distributions of the ECHAM4 modelled sum-
mer ice cover in late century (Figure 6 d) indicate es-
sentially ice-free arctic marginal seas except north of 
Greenland and the Canadian Arctic Archipelago. Re-
cent studies that have supported our conclusions (e.g. 
IPCC, 2007; Stroeve et al., 2007 and 2008) also indicat-
ing that the summer sea ice may even disappear much 
earlier. Johannessen (2008) has recently shown, based 
on statistical analysis, that 90% of the decreasing an-
nual ice extent can be explained by increasing CO2 in 
the atmosphere and that the IPCC models underesti-
mate the annual sea ice extent by several millions km2 
by 2050.

There are several potential consequences of a dimin-
ished Arctic sea ice cover that may be hypothesized:  

1.	 Reductions in albedo and increased 
open water would have significant ef-
fects on energy balances and atmospher-
ic and oceanic circulation in the high lat-
itudes

2.	 Exposure of vast areas of the Arctic 
Ocean with cold open water, which has a 
high capacity for CO2 absorption, could 
become a new and important sink of at-
mospheric CO2 

3.	 Changes in the pathways and spreading 
of melt water and in the stratification in 
the Nordic Seas, and the effects of re-
duced deepwater formation in the Nor-
dic Seas on the global THC could greatly 
alter the climate of the Arctic and adja-
cent regions including Europe

4.	 Broad changes in the marine ecosys-
tem. For example, changes in plankton 
in the North Atlantic due to less ice and 
greater inflow of melt water could have 
a negative impact on Arctic and subarc-
tic marine biodiversity. On the positive 
side, there would be a larger area for po-
tential fisheries, as well as increased off-
shore activities and marine transporta-
tion, including the use of Northern Sea 
Route north of Siberia. The Northern Sea 
Route (or “Northeast Passage”) may fi-
nally realize its potential in the 21st cen-
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tury particularly if the sea ice conditions 
decrease to the extent predicted by the 
models (Johannessen et al.,2007).

7. Future challenges  

There is a strong need to improve our knowledge 
base and observation–prediction system for the fol-
lowing important societal issues:  

1.	 Socio-economic, human and politi-
cal impacts of climate change. There is 
a need to assess the impact of climate 
change on a range of issues such as envi-
ronmental risk, industrial development, 
transportation and living conditions.

2.	 Ecosystems and fisheries: improved un-
derstanding and preservation of the Arc-
tic ecosystem is of high priority. Climate 
change can impact fisheries in the Nor-
dic and Barents Seas, which are among 
the most important in the world. 

3.	 Exploitation of hydrocarbon resourc-
es: Europe and North America have sig-
nificant interest in the exploitation of oil 
and gas, mineral and other resources in 
high latitudes offering opportunities for 
the energy and transport industry. 

4.	 Sea transportation: the shipping indus-
try has started to prepare for increased 
use of the Northern Sea Route (NSR), 
which is a much shorter sailing route be-
tween Europe, the Far East and the West 
Coast of North America. 

5.	 Pollution: Europe is responsible for 
much of the pollution going into the 
Arctic regions. Improved understand-
ing of transport of pollutants, including 
radionuclides is needed, as well as po-
tential spreading of radionuclides from 
the Russian Arctic regions. 
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Humans, for most part, have a false impression of cli-
mate stability; the past 10,000 years have been re-
markably steady, based on ice-core records, when 
compared to the past million years or longer (Fig-
ure 1). But even within that stability, human popula-
tions such as the Greenlanders, the North American 
mid-west native cultures and the Mayas, have been 
impacted by climate change). Accordingly, when one 
considers the additional, very recent experiment we 
are conducting by storing greenhouse gases (GHGs) in 
the atmosphere, it seems likely that we can expect un-
precedented surprises and challenges from climate.

In the preceding summary, Professor Johannessen 
presented several compelling conclusions with regard 
to Arctic sea ice: 1) Polar regions are the globe’s most 
sensitive locations for warming; 2) Change in ice cov-
er has clearly occurred during the past 20 years and 3) 
Models with and without GHGs lay a large part of re-
cent change in Arctic sea ice at the feet of human emis-
sions. Models, observations and paleo-proxies suggest 
that warming in the Arctic will be double of what it 
would be elsewhere. It is also worth adding that obser-
vations of loss of sea ice are running ahead of even the 
most pessimistic models (Figure 2), and recently mod-
ellers have suggested that the Arctic will become sea-

sonally ice clear as soon as 2013! My conclusion is that 
we have passed the Arctic sea-ice tipping point (Len-
ton et al., 2008).

I will take the previous presentation on sea ice as a 
point of departure and summarize the risks and op-
portunities that lie ahead for the Arctic. Forcing the cli-
mate by the human addition of GHGs to the atmos-
phere is a rather slow and, unfortunately, relentless 
process. If things were linear, the response of global 
systems would be slow and perhaps offer commen-
surate time in which we could mitigate or adapt and 
thus avoid needless suffering. What concerns most 
climate scientists is the potential for abrupt, irrevers-
ible change, and this is most likely to emerge out of 
feedbacks (Schindell, 2007). Globally, I can think of 
three important feedback systems: the cryosphere (ice-
albedo), the biosphere (including the carbon cycle), 
and the hydrological cycle. It is interesting that the 
Arctic contains the element of surprise in all three cat-
egories, and the recent abruptness of change in Arctic 
sea-ice certainly implicates feedback. Time-series ob-
servations are putting us in a very good position to fol-
low change in the sea ice, as presented by Johannessen. 
Research has also revealed long term trends for river 
inflow to the Arctic, which is well hidden by large in-
terannual variability (Déry and Wood, 2005; Peterson 
et al., 2002). But then when we take the next step and 
ask what the consequential trends for biological and 
geochemical systems or thermohaline circulation are, 
we are in a much weaker position to answer, due to the 
lack of appropriate time series of sufficient length.

Now I want to turn attention to potentially abrupt 
changes in the Arctic, starting with hydrology and the 
thermohaline catastrophe. I think that the risks of in-

Figure 1. Adapted from Fodorov (2006). Notice that com-
pared to temperature shifts that have occurred during 
past glacial-interglacial cycles, the Holocene record 
for the past 10,000 years has been remarkable steady.

Figure 2. Stroeve et al. (2007). The envelope of models 
suggest that the Arctic may become seasonally ice clear 
by as early as 2070. Note, however, that observations are 
running below the model.
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The biogeochemical cycles of the Arctic, includ-
ing food webs, will be affected by ice climate. Indeed, 
the Arctic offers intriguing possibilities in bottom-up 
processes (e.g. altering nutrient supply and light cli-
mate in the ocean) and top-down processes (e.g. re-
moving polar bear or walrus habitat) (Figure 3). Hu-
mans, who depend on harvested marine animals both 
culturally and for much of their nourishment, are go-
ing to be affected by change in animal populations. 
They are interested in getting reasonable projections 
of change, especially insofar as the latter will improve 
the chances that management might help adaptation. 
In the case of bottom up change, we can project that 
ice loss will increase wind mixing and upwelling at the 
continental shelf edge – probably enhancing primary 
production (Carmack and Chapman, 2003). But at the 
same time, loss of ice as a habitat will affect many ani-
mals, the extent of which depending on how they use 
the ice (Carmack and Macdonald, 2002; Tynan and 
DeMaster, 1997). In some cases, animals like walrus-
es want ice to haul out on and require shallow wa-
ter depths and pelagic-benthic coupling that produce 
biologically rich, accessible sediments. Other animals, 
such as eiders, want open water with the same access 
to bottom food. Some animals, like bowhead whales, 
are tied to the ice edge possibly in part to protect them 
from killer whale predation. Will loss of ice in summer 
help these animals or lead to their demise?

creased precipitation in the Arctic, or of increased river 
inflow to the tune of 2 km3/yr are rather small with re-
spect to stalling the thermohaline circulation. Past ev-
idence (the Younger Dryas) and models (De Boer and 
Nof, 2004) suggest that different circumstances and a 
lot of freshwater are required; a pulse of ~8,000 km3 
has been proposed for the release of Lake Agassiz and 
initiation of the Younger Dryas. Indeed, if there is ca-
pacity in the Arctic to stall thermohaline circulation, it 
more likely resides in storage and release of freshwa-
ter from the Arctic Ocean into the North Atlantic con-
vection sites. To address this question requires time 
series on freshwater storage and a capacity to distin-
guish between freshwater components of runoff and 
sea ice (Macdonald et al., 1999). As pointed out by Jo-
hannessen, the melting of the Greenland icecap offers 
a much greater threat, not only because potentially 
large volumes of freshwater are involved but, unlike 
sea ice, this sort of freshwater will raise global sea level 
(5-6 m) and possibly faster than projected in the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report 
(Hansen et al., 2007). Hansen suggests that rather than 
the 50 cm or so projected by IPCC for the end of this 
century, we might be experiencing a metre or more. 
Sea level rise, together with lack of sea-ice cover over 
the Arctic’s shelves in autumn, will lead to accelerat-
ed coastal erosion, putting northern coastal communi-
ties at risk; some will have to move, perhaps within a 
few years. This is an acute problem in Canada’s west-
ern Arctic.

On the other hand, loss of sea ice in summer will 
open up opportunities for transport, offshore oil and 
gas exploration, and tourism. Although cruise tourism 
has grown steadily in Canada since 1984, and there 
is a perception that climate change will improve the 
prospects for tourism and accessibility to remote com-
munities, it may not be quite that simple (Stewart et 
al., 2007). With change in ice climate comes change in 
character and distribution of ice; even with warming 
there remains the capacity in winter to produce thick 
ice through ridging and rafting, and pieces of thick ice 
may be more mobile and thereby present new hazards 
to inexperienced crews or un-strengthened ships. This 
new hazard also applies to offshore oil production and 
industrial transport. Certainly, any rapid change in ice 
character will demand as part of our security the de-
velopment of better charts and coastal pilots and some 
clear answers regarding sovereignty and control of 
shipping through Canada’s northern waters. The net 
risk-benefit here for Northerners is difficult to predict 
but could go either way. Managing new activities and 
taking advantage of user-friendly waters will require 
careful attention to engage Northerners in a way that 
they gain benefits that offset the risks.

Figure 3. Adapted from Parsons (1992). Biological systems 
can be altered either by changing the physical forcing 
(i.e. nutrients and light), which then alters the ecosys-
tem from the bottom up, or by removing/introducing bio-
ta at the top of the food web (fishing, removal of habitat) 
which then produces a change from the top down. The 
Arctic has both possibilities when ice climate is altered.
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ty to travel at certain times of the year to access tra-
ditional hunting locations. The loss of animals is one 
problem; the loss of access (e.g. melting ice and per-
mafrost, loss of ice roads) is another. These changes 
affect not only access to food, but also whether  
remote communities can adapt in part by taking ad-
vantage of opportunities like tourism, hunt guiding 
or trade. Northerners have proven to be among the 
most adaptable populations on Earth. Abrupt chang-
es, like some of those forecast for the Arctic, have ap-
parently occurred in the past, for example, the Great 
Thule Migration during the so-called Medieval Warm 
Period (McGhee, 1996). But if we were able to exam-
ine what occurred in detail, we would likely find that 
there was an uneven distribution of benefit and risk, 
depending on whether the people hunted from ice or 
from water, ultimately leading to displacement or ab-
sorption of populations. It will be crucial to provide 
adaptive tools, and that will require the full engage-
ment of northern communities. Furthermore, the op-
portunities and risks will differ from place to place, 
which will demand attention to detail; one size will 
not fit all,

In my view, one of the greatest sources of risk to 
northern communities will come from biological dis-
placements, permitting access from invasive spe-
cies and invasive diseases. Although it is appealing 
to think that warming of the polar region will simply 
lead to northward migration of species, some help-
ful, some not, the reality will be more complex. Al-
ready we have seen large-scale displacements of Arc-
tic cod by capelin, and the energetics of such displace-
ments can have population-wide impacts (Gaston et 
al., 2003). These impacts can affect the viability of tra-
ditional breeding locations, and increase the expo-
sure to contaminants, discussed in more detail below. 
But perhaps the most important consideration regard-
ing invasive species is that they can introduce abrupt 
change in organic systems (Figure 4, Occhipinti-Am-
brogi, 2007).

New ice and water regimes may open the door to 
new species, and these will be introduced through 
shipping, currents and ice transport. Some species 
may even migrate to the Arctic simply because phys-
ical or biological barriers have been removed (Ba-
baluk et al., 2000). Biological changes can occur also 
on land. For example the switch from tundra to low-
leaf willow can be rapid and it has a feedback in the 
snow-albedo system (Hinzman et al., 2005). Animals 
that undergo migration and congregation represent 
special cases of vulnerability to change (Blais et al., 
2007). Not only may they provide reliable sources of 
food to ecosystems and humans, but migratory spe-
cies may have great difficulty in adjusting their behav-

I probably need say little about the iconic po-
lar bear, but it is clear already at the southern mar-
gin of the Arctic, in Hudson Bay, that some popula-
tions are struggling. This is due to disconnect from 
their main prey (seals pupping on the landfast ice) 
combined with the melting out of terrestrial den-
ning sites owing to the loss of permafrost (Stirling 
and Parkinson, 2006). Connections here can be dis-
rupted by rather small changes such as a loss of the 
landfast ice two weeks earlier than normal. These 
sorts of changes, some of which are very difficult to 
project, will cause hardship for Northerners both in 
terms of availability of food and access to food. Like 
other Arctic populations, humans need the abili-

Figure 4. Adapted from Occhipinti-Ambrogi (2007). The intro-
duction of invasive species can be a powerful and rap-
id mechanism through which climate change acts. It de-
pends partly on the means to introduce new species (e.g. 
ballast water) and on the receptivity of the environment to 
which the species has been introduced. In the Arctic, both 
elements are undergoing change.
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a great risk to accelerate climate warming, but on the 
other hand there may be opportunities to intercept 
escaping methane in the Arctic to use for local ener-
gy. Converting potentially fugitive methane to CO2 
and gaining energy without transporting it from the 
south, would present a win-win for the North and for 
GHG emissions. 

Two other climate-related risks are decrease in pH 
in oceans and lakes due to higher concentration of car-
bonic acid, and higher incident UV due to ozone de-
struction in the atmosphere. For the former, the Arc-
tic Ocean appears to be about as vulnerable as other 
oceans, and this looming threat could globally deci-
mate carbonate species. Shallow Arctic lakes may be 
especially vulnerable to pH change if the growth of a 
thick ice cover leads to CO2 concentration in the dwin-
dling water remaining under the ice. This is critical 
habitat and we know little about the potential effects. 
The issue with UV is well known and steps have been 
taken to address the problem of halogens in the atmos-
phere. In the Arctic, the crucial controls will be the ice 
and snow cover (Figure 6) and dissolved organic car-
bon in the water; both of these are responding to cli-
mate change. UV exposure is manageable for humans 
(clothes, sunglasses, protective cream) but not so for 
the rest of the ecosystem. Again, more research and 
time series are needed on how changing ice climates 
and the release of carbon from terrestrial systems my 
affect UV interactions with biota.

Finally, I want to discuss a topic that is dear to 
my heart – interactions between climate change 
and contaminants. Here, there are many oppor-
tunities for surprises, and not just in polar re-
gions (Macdonald et al., 2005; Schiedek et al., 
2007). Put succinctly, climate can affect the con-

iour when breeding or rearing grounds become unfa-
vourable through biological or physical factors. 

Not all is gloom here – a user-friendly ocean with 
little ice that becomes more productive for valua-
ble forage species, will present fishing opportuni-
ties. Clearly this provides an opportunity for North-
erners – albeit one that requires very careful man-
agement. New species of commercially attractive 
species may displace traditional subsistence spe-
cies. Past experience with commercially harvested 
resources has shown a universal overdevelopment 
to the point that the resource eventually declines 
(Figure 5, Vitousek et al., 1997). The risk is that we 
lose viability in both the commercial species and the 
subsistence species. With whales, it is clear that the 
Arctic has already experienced this exact problem, 
mediated by whalers from the south (Bockstoce, 
1986). But climate change can produce another kind 
of problem to management and security. For exam-
ple, increased polar bear sightings have been pro-
posed as evidence of healthier populations, and ac-
cordingly, safety in increasing hunting quotas. An 
equally plausible hypothesis is that bear behaviour 
has been so altered because of changes in access to 
food and resulting starvation, that populations are 
distributed differently. If so, this might have a very 
different meaning for management. Time series and 
accurate population assessments are crucial for us 
to get this right. 

On land, both food and water security are especial-
ly threatened by the destruction of permafrost. Not 
only does this alter the migration of water through 
systems, but it also affects human travel and human 
access to resources. Presently, sewage disposal is  
often contained by permafrost – there is a clear risk  
that loss of that historical containment will mediate 
waterborne diseases, and this is an issue that should 
be built into northern planning immediately. 

Another issue that seems to be looming in many 
northern locations is desiccation. Small ponds com-
prise an enormous and important habitat in the Arc-
tic. With change in ice cover, the balance between 
precipitation and evaporation has crossed a tipping 
point, with the result that many ponds are now dry-
ing completely, something they have not done in 
the past 10,000 years of record (Smol and Douglas, 
2007). It’s not clear what this means for humans or 
ecosystems, but the difference between a reliable 
aquatic refuge and complete desiccation suggests 
change in local or regional food webs.

Another potentially large polar climate feedback 
is the release of methane from the large paleo-reser-
voir held in terrestrial and continental shelf perma-
frost (Brook et al., 2000). On one hand this presents 

Figure 5. Adapted from Vitousek et al. (1997). Species subject 
to human extraction undergo several phases, the latter of 
which may include collapse. Given the potential for the Arc-
tic to become more accessible and desirable as a fishery, 
careful management will be required to prevent over-har-
vesting and potentially the loss of subsistence resources.
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sequences of contaminants on ecosystems in two 
fundamentally different ways; by altering the 
exposure and by altering the vulnerability (Couil-
lard et al., 2008a; Couillard et al., 2008b). In the ex-
posure equation, the alteration of organic and phys-
ical pathways provides many opportunities to al-
ter magnification of contaminants (Macdonald et al., 
2002). But perhaps an even greater concern is that 
climate variables that put animals at the edge of sur-
vival (due to nutritional stress, UV exposure, disease 
exposure) also make them especially vulnerable to 
the effects of contaminants. One illustrative case has 
already been proposed for the populations of seals 
in the Baltic and North Seas (Dietz et al., 1989). In 
this case, PCB exposure damaged the immune sys-
tem of the seals in question. Nothing happened un-
til a migratory seal traversed the North Atlantic 
(something that climate change might have facilitat-
ed) and introduced a distemper virus to which this 
seal population had no immunity. There were mas-
sive die-offs. Was it contaminant or was it climate? 
Well, both. Disease vectors, for example West-Nile 
virus, are sensitive to population distributions that 
are affected by climate. Among the contaminants in 

the Arctic, I think Hg (mercury) is at the top of the 
list for concern, especially as the Hg cycle is likely to 
respond in unanticipated ways to changes in ice and 
organic carbon cycling (Outridge et al., 2008). Again, 
we are not constructing Hg time series with suffi-
cient sophistication. 

In summary, change will require Northerners to 
adapt and probably to encounter the hardship of al-
tered access to food, transport and water consequent 
to loss of sea-ice, sea-level rise, temperature rise and 
permafrost destruction. Some of these – like sea-ice 
melting and permafrost destruction, appear not to 
be reversible. 

Proposed Action: 

•	 In accord with IPCC (2007) projections 
and the Stern Report (http://www.
hm-treasury.gov.uk/independent_re-
views/stern_review_economics_cli-
mate_change/stern_review_report.
cfm), we need to adopt the optimistic 
attitude that it is not too late to mitigate 
GHGs, and that society needs to accept 
the challenge of stabilizing CO2 in the at-
mosphere. Optimism is the only attitude 
that leaves us obliged to act. One of the 
Arctic canaries, sea-ice, is at the bottom 
of the cage, and we know far too little 
about how the other ones are doing. 

•	 Northerners need to be fully engaged in 
determining risks, benefits, mitigation 
and the development of times series to 
observe change in the North. 

•	 Possibly one of the greatest impediments 
to understanding and managing change 
associated with climate in the North is 
that we lack coherent time series of suf-
ficient sophistication to address the on-
going changes. In particular, we need 
trends for biogeochemical cycles (i.e., 
Northern Observatories) to inform us of 
the consequences of loss of sea ice and 
permafrost to ecosystems and humans. 
These time series are also needed to val-
idate biogeochemical and ecological 
models.

•	 Food security will be threatened by 
change in food availability, change in ac-
cess to food, and contaminants like Hg. 
Traditional foods are a fundamental com-
ponent of northern culture such that re-

Figure 6. Source – ACIA (2005). Ecosystem exposure to UV 
in a changing Arctic will depend more on changing snow 
and ice and dissolved organic matter in the water than it 
will on enhanced exposure through ozone depletion. 
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placement by foods from the south will 
not alleviate the risks here. Protection of 
traditional foods will require astute rec-
ognition of how climate change is redis-
tributing wildlife populations in terms 
of time and space – again requiring bet-
ter population time series. 

•	 Opportunities will emerge in the North 
as a consequence of change, potential-
ly including tourism, fisheries, aqua-
culture, transport, and energy develop-
ment. Managing these opportunities so 
that benefits outweigh risks for North-
erners is crucial. 

•	 Fresh water in northern communities 
may be at risk. Developments to secure 
safe water supplies need to be planned 
immediately given the potential chang-
es in permafrost containment and desic-
cation of small ponds.

•	 Contaminants remain a threat – especial-
ly Hg – and time series need to be main-
tained or increased in tandem with oth-
er time series. Research is also needed to 
determine whether there are any effects 
for the most exposed species.

•	 We hope to achieve as a legacy to the Inter-
national Polar Year an Arctic treaty – as was 
done for the Antarctic some 50 years ago. 
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Thank you, Dr. Simons, for that generous introduction. 
I’m honoured, truly, to address such a distinguished 
assembly.

To start, I should tell you that by the time, last 
week, my friends and disarmament partners, tried 
and true, Jennifer and Jayantha had tracked me down 
(which wasn’t easy; I’ve been lying low) and invited 
me to take part here, all the speakers for the panels 
and the meals had been chosen (a highly impressive 
roster indeed), so we agreed I’d be … “on the bench” 
… for service as need be.

Well, when Jayantha called on the weekend, the 
need had unexpectedly turned out to be this lunch-
eon address … rather more than I’d expected … and 
later than would let me prepare many remarks, let 
alone a formal “keynote” address, on any ground – 
or ice - that was new to me.

It’s not that I haven’t had experience of nuclear 
arms control and disarmament. It’s rather that my 
experience is more or less a decade old. I was Am-
bassador for Disarmament in 1995, when the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) was extended indefi-
nitely without a vote, and when – thanks to Jayantha 
Dhanapala, in some of his finest hours (which, note, 
are hard to single out, there have been so many) – 
that indefinite extension, that permanence was joined 
with accountability, with agreed objectives and princi-
pals intended, ultimately, to fulfill the Treaty, to keep 
the promise at its heart.

I was in that role again at the NPT Review eight 
years ago, when so much hope was invested in the 
weapon states’ “unequivocal undertaking” to disarm 
and in the Thirteen Steps they vowed to take to do 
so. 

I was later in Geneva and New York for four 
years at the Conference on Disarmament and the 
First Committee, spinning wheels in ruts of frus-
tration, and then, for the last five years, I was else-
where, mainly in Moscow, keeping track, regularly 
disheartened, as those promises were systematical-
ly set aside, withdrawn or simply broken, and as nu-
clear weapon technology, production, testing and ar-
senals proliferated, from the six, to include Israel (or 
the thirty odd, to include NATO), to the who-knows-
just-how-many today.

L U N C H  S P E A K E R

This experience of mine notwithstanding, there 
are many here with far more current expertise in this 
field than my own. Jayantha and I agreed though, 
that I might well talk about Russia, given my re-
cent work there, and that talk about Russia would be 
quite to the point here, directly relevant to our inter-
est in Arctic security and the prospects for an Arctic 
Nuclear Weapon Free Zone (NWFZ).

Talk about Russia is pertinent because security 
prospects around the North Pole are surely a func-
tion of the security relations prevailing between ma-
jor Arctic powers – Russia, the US, the Scandinavi-
ans, and us Canadians - Russia and the West, in sum. 
Talk about Russia is pertinent as well because pros-
pects for NWFZs are, similarly, a function of pros-
pects generally for nuclear arms control and disar-
mament action by Russia, the US and other Nuclear 
Weapon States.

I will make three main related points: 

•	 First, that one of the best ways to pro-
mote Arctic security is to promote con-
structive security and other relations be-
tween Russia and the United States.

•	 Second, that Canada, given its geogra-
phy, has obvious national security in-
terest, if not indeed global security re-
sponsibility, in encouraging such amity 
between those two nuclear powers, who 
are, after all, our neighbours and whose 
nuclear arsenals are by far the largest on 
earth: the stuff, let us never forget, of our 
possible annihilation.

•	 Third, that an essential early step in the 
promotion of more constructive rela-
tions is sure to correct the relentless dis-
tortions in western media coverage of 
Russia.

 
Bear Baiting

First, then, briefly, to the point of promoting construc-
tive security relations between Russia and the US, the 
Arctic’s major powers.

You know, it’s precisely because the bear is such an 
apt, enduring symbol of Russia that it’s worth think-
ing a bit about the temperament of bears – and who 
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better to do so than us Canadians, who live with so 
many of them? 

They’re all over this West Coast, for sure. And they 
visit my yard, 25 minutes north of Ottawa, all summer 
long, to raid the garbage and the orchard and to leave 
behind great heaps of waste.

The point is that Canadians have countless close 
encounters with bears every summer hour – yet many 
more of us are struck by lightning than ever are at-
tacked by one. The bear is in fact, a pacific animal, de-
fensive – but one provokes him, baits him, at one’s 
peril, for he will defend himself. He is powerfully 
equipped to do so, and he will never surrender. That’s 
not offense though; that’s the way of the world for a 
major power, like a great bear.

It was Henry Kissinger who said “there is noth-
ing more offensive than Russia on the defensive.” 
Well, when NATO, a nuclear-armed Western collec-
tive defense alliance, tries to expand to Russia’s very 
edge, when the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty 
is abrogated unilaterally and an ABM system is in-
stalled on Russia’s doorstep, and all this is described 
by NATO and its members as “defensive,” nothing 
Moscow need mind … well, surely the tables have 
turned. If all that’s not provocative when seen from 
Moscow, just what might we imagine would be? 

Bear Sense

Second, again briefly, to the point of Canada’s nation-
al security interest in amity between our neighbours – 
scarcely a novel approach to security for any country 
in any region – I wonder why we, and others – don’t 
regard such promotion of good relations in our neigh-
bourhood as being not only in our direct national in-
terest, but as well surely prominent among what might 
be seen as Canada’s global security responsibilities.

I wonder why we aren’t prominent in this cause. 
Why we aren’t making the most of the NATO-Rus-
sian council, for example? Why aren’t we promoting 
joint Arctic-security patrols flying wing-to-wing with 
those ancient Russian Tupelovs to prove the security 
of northern polar airspace, say, or rehearsing coordi-
nated responses to potential aircraft hijackings in the 
North, or practicing joint search and rescue drills: use-
ful things, building confidence and cooperation in the 
place of old, Cold War games.

And I wonder at last, why on earth we Canadians, 
of all people, we who go out of our way to respect the 

security perceptions and sensitivities of our powerful 
neighbour, should be prominent among those urging 
Georgians and Ukrainians (the express will of their 
people notwithstanding) to cock a snoot at the great 
power they find next door. It makes no sense to me. I 
don’t think further NATO expansion would serve an-
yone’s security interest. I think Canadian policy in this 
matter is in need of earnest reconsideration (particu-
larly now that Germany, Italy and France, have made 
clear at Bucharest, that NATO is not at all united in 
pushing further east.) 

Are we really imagining, should NATO be pushed 
right into the Caucasus, that we would promise to 
fight should need be to keep the Ossetians apart, 
say, or to subject the Abkhaz to Tbilisi’s rule or to 
otherwise ignite a conflagration – invite chaos? 
We’d move our troops from Kandahar to Tshkinva-
li, is that it? And what, imagine Moscow wouldn’t 
mind or move a muscle? What nonsense is this? 

Bear Comprehension 

Third, to the point of gross distortion in Western me-
dia coverage of Russia, let me focus, to be specific, 
on the sustained Russophobia and relentless attacks 
on Vladimir Putin on the covers and in the pages of 
Canada’s “national” English-language weekly, a once 
venerable magazine, Macleans.

Some here may remember its cover story: “Russia 
Goes to Hell.” The main problem with that headline 
was that it got the direction wrong: Russia’s coming 
from hell, the hell of its tortured history and the hell 
of the chaos of the 1990s, when freedom was another 
name for nothing left to lose, when free market, dem-
ocratic reform – perestroika with attitude, call it – im-
poverished millions, giving both capitalism and de-
mocracy dark black eyes. Statistics now reveal that 
that decade of reform was every bit as hard on the 
health of the common people of Russia as civil war, 
Stalin’s famine and Hitler’s Nazis had been on it ear-
lier in that dreadful century.

I wonder just what Macleans would prefer – that 
Russians stick to their historic script, and writhe on 
through a few more decades of systemic calamity? Are 
that journals writers simply unaware that tens of mil-
lions of Russians, freed of the deadweights of Com-
munist gibberish and barren draining empire, own-
ing Russia like they’ve never owned it before, now 
in their eighth year of robust economic growth with 
unprecedented freedoms, are living the best Russian 
lives in history?

It’s Russian failure, not Russian success, progress 
and achievement, like today’s that would be hell to go 
to – for Russians and many others.

It’s Russia. It’s not bad. It’s not news.	
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In that context, consider for a moment our media 
coverage of Russia’s north Caucasus – Chechnya, In-
gushetia and all that. Coverage was relentless through 
the war there – and through the horrors of Beslan, 
and it was harshly critical of Russia and Putin. Fair 
enough, the war was not launched by Putin (Yeltsin 
did that), but it was waged with brutal force – coun-
terproductive of course, as usual – through the early 
period of his presidency.

Blame – and credit – where they’re due. Putin 
learned from Beslan, from the start. He conceded that 
Russian security agencies had been “compromised” 
and that “jobs and better education” were urgently re-
quired. He then sent a key lieutenant, Dmitry Kozak, 
now Regional Development Minister, with big mon-
ey to invest and a mandate to cut a deal with Kadyrov 
and to sort out the mess. He did so – and so far, touch 
wood, it’s worked. Chechnya’s no Garden of Eden, 
but Grozny’s rebuilding now and the North Cauca-
sus are described as a “minor miracle.” There has, of 
course, been not a whisper of this in our papers. It’s 
Russia. It’s not bad. It’s not news.

Under Putin, Russia’s GDP has doubled. Person-
al incomes have been growing at 12 per cent a year. 
Since 2000, the average monthly wage has increased 
by more than 350 per cent. A middle class of 40 mil-
lion and more has emerged, with huge positive impli-
cations for further Russian political progress. 

In this context of progress, of better lives at long 
last for the people of Russia, I find in that sorry excuse 
for a news headline, “Russia Goes to Hell,” a sad want 
of simple human solidarity.

But it’s been far, far from alone in getting my goat. 
Not long ago, Macleans’ cover featured an aggressive 
“Vlad the Terrible” and then last month ran a lead in-
terview with Edward Lucas, the Economist’s Russia 
hand, in which he promotes his book, “The New Cold 
War” (taking place on some other planet, it must be, 
than this one); warns of another Munich, of the dan-
gers of appeasement (that loaded term); posits that he 
knows better than they do what’s good for the Russian 
people; argues that it’s “shocking” to have a former 
KGB official running Russia; and explains, with well-
worn condescension, that those who’d disagree with 

him have “lost their moral compass … and need wak-
ing up”.

I am wide awake, with my moral compass in hand. 
Mine, though, is quite at odds with Lucas - or his mag-
azine’s, or Macleans’. 

Mine tells me that to equate Putin’s Russia with 
Hitler’s Germany or Stalin’s Soviet Union is to betray 
a stunning failure of historical perspective and to in-
sult, all at once, the intelligence of readers, the Presi-
dent of Russia, the Russians who support him and the 
memory of the countless victims of Nazi and Soviet 
totalitarianism.

My moral compass tells me that, all Russia’s prob-
lems notwithstanding, Vladimir Putin has in eight 
years, led that crucial federation from alarming dis-
order, despair and derision, to stability, hope and 
progress, an achievement of historic scope and posi-
tive consequence.

My compass tells me that, whoever’s done the bet-
ter job, it is no more shocking to have a former KGB of-
ficial running Russia than it has been to have a former 
CIA chief (or his son) run the USA. 

My compass tells me too that the oft-echoed Econ-
omist should find a more contemporary calling than 
shop-worn anti-Sovietism - and should spare us all its 
restless, needy yearning, whatever the facts, for ene-
mies in Moscow.
 
Bear Respect 

In sum, I think we should stop picking fights, where 
none need be, with Russia. We have plenty of other 
problems on earth to deal with and should welcome 
Russia’s help doing so. I think we Canadians should 
be doing our utmost – which is far from what we are 
now doing – to promote good relations between our 
neighbours. And I think we’re right poorly served 
by journalists who seem to have dozed off a decade 
or two ago - and have clearly lost the plot. It would 
be good for us all, and for Arctic security too, were 
they to find it again.

Finally, a few closing thoughts, mainly about our 
other big neighbour. There is in my view, much to 
criticize in the last eight years of US foreign policy. 
It has done very few much good. I do credit Pres-
ident George Bush for this, though: through it all, 
he kept the faith in his judgment of character and 
his friendship with President Putin. I’m sure it took 
spine in his neo-con circle to do so. Whatever, bat-
tered though they may be, and regularly, US re-
lations with Russia are in a whole lot better shape 
today than they might well have been had George 
Bush bought the lie that Vladimir Putin was some 
wannabe tyrant, leading his hapless people back to 

It is no more shocking to have 
a former KGB official running 
Russia than it has been to have 
a former CIA chief (or his son) 
run the USA. 
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the USSR. George didn’t,Vladimir wasn’t and isn’t; 
that’s all good. 

Last now, let me remember (as I did in reports to 
Ottawa) George Kennan, the great American diplo-
mat who wrote that famous long telegram advocating 
the “containment” of the Soviet Union (and who must 
spin in his grave as that term is revived now, in an ut-
terly different world). 

In 1951, with typical prescience, Kennan expressed 
better than I ever might some advice for his compatri-
ots which we might all take to heart:

When Soviet power has run its course, let 
us not hover nervously over the people who 
come after, applying litmus papers daily to 
their political complexions to find out wheth-
er they answer to our concept of ”democrats.” 
Give them time; let them be Russians; let them 
work out their internal problems in their own 
manner.

And then this, as good today as it was then: 

The ways by which people advance towards 
dignity and enlightenment in government are 
things that constitute the deepest and most in-
timate processes of national life. There is noth-
ing less understandable to foreigners, nothing 
in which foreign influence can do less good. 

Wholeheartedly, I agree – and thank you for your 
attention. 
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uss ray (ssn-653), uss hawkbill (ssn-666) and uss archerfish (ssn-653) - us navy
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The inexorable progress of global warm-
ing is leading to a rapid shrinking of the po-
lar ice cap, and scientists predict this trend 
will continue and even accelerate. The pro-
cess will affect the global environment and 
will have destructive environmental and eco-
logical implications for the Arctic region.4  
 
Rapid Arctic warming also has profound po-
litical and economic implications. The shrink-
age of the icecap could soon allow commer-
cial ship navigation through Arctic waters,5 

and much easier access to seabed resourc-
es. This is leading to a flurry of legal claims 
and counterclaims regarding transit rights 
and ownership of valuable seabed resourc-
es.6 Because the legal regime governing these 
claims is ambiguous and incomplete,7 states 
with legal claims and economic interests in 
the region may be tempted to create “facts 
on the ground” by establishing or reinforcing 
a military presence above the Arctic Circle. 
On August 10, 2007, Canadian Prime Minis-
ter Harper announced plans to construct two 
new military facilities in the High Arctic ad-
jacent to the Northwest Passage sea route.8  
 
Ecological damage caused by global warm-
ing in the Arctic would be compounded by 
further militarization. Competitive militari-
zation could lead to increasing tensions and 
hostility. The best way to foreclose that possi-
bility would be to strengthen and expand the 
legal regime regulating activities in the Arctic 
and remove ambiguities in dispute resolution 
processes as they apply to that region.9 

Nuclear weapons are at once, both the most dan-
gerous form of militarization, and the most danger-
ous source of environmental pollution in the region.10 
There is no question that a nuclear-free Arctic would 
be a safer and more peaceable Arctic. The issue is – 
how can that be achieved.

Towards an Arctic Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone: A Step 
by Step Approach to Overcoming the Obstacle
Michael D. Wallace
Professor of Political Science at the University of British Columbia, 
Canada
Executive Member, Canadian Pugwash Group

Introduction

In August 2007, the Canadian Pugwash Group issued a 
call for an Arctic Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone (NWFZ), 
which has been posted on the International Pugwash 
website and the Canadian Pugwash website.1 

In an article in the Canberra Times2, Dr. Ramesh 
Thakur of the University of Waterloo argues that the 
Antarctic Treaty of 1959 would be an excellent model 
to emulate in the establishment of such an Arctic nucle-
ar free weapon zone (NWFZ). I will argue here that the 
growing economic activity, competition for resources, 
plans for increased militarization, and existing nucle-
ar deployments in the Arctic Ocean and its surround-
ing littoral combine to make the Arctic and Antarctic 
regions “polar opposites” metaphorically as well as in 
fact.

S E S S I O N  I I  :  M I L I T A R Y  S E C U R I T Y  I N  T H E  A R C T I C

The Distinctive Nature of an Arctic NWFZ
 
The call for a NWFZ in the Arctic breaks new ground in 
the history of such legal regimes. The Antarctic Treaty, 
in common with the NWFZ treaties in Latin America, 
the South Pacific, Southeast Asia, and Africa, sought 
to prevent the nuclearization of areas free of nuclear 
weapons. An Arctic NWFZ could only be established 
by rolling back extensive nuclear deployments and 
nuclear-related military activities in the Arctic Ocean 
and littoral. This breaks entirely new ground and re-
alistically could only be accomplished in conjunction 
with other nuclear arms control measures involving 
the arsenals of the major nuclear powers. In effect, 
while existing NWFZ treaties seek to create a legal 
firebreak to prevent nuclearization in areas tradition-
ally free of nuclear weapons, an Arctic NWFZ would 
be (to extend the metaphor) a legal water bomber to 
control and reverse the spread of nuclear weapons in 
areas where they already exist and are likely to prolif-
erate further. This will be a formidable task.
 
The Rationale for an Arctic NWFZ  
 
Precisely because of the many obstacles facing the es-
tablishment of an Arctic NWFZ, it is worthwhile to be-
gin by recalling its rationale. To quote the Canadian 
Pugwash Group’s August statement:

 
The Obstacles to an Arctic NWFZ
 
There are two main “facts on the ground” that make 
an Arctic NWFZ impossible without additional, com-
plementary disarmament measures. The first is that 
the two largest nuclear powers regularly deploy nu-
clear–capable submarines in Arctic waters. The 
Americans do so to assert their global military pres-
ence, and to attempt to acquire, and in a crisis neu-
tralize, Russian ballistic missile firing submarines.11 
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For the Russians, however, the Arctic is critical as 
a basing area for the submarine component of their 
nuclear forces. The largest and most important na-
val base for Russian ballistic missile firing subma-
rines, Zapadnaya Litsa, is located with its four ancil-
lary facilities on the Kola Peninsula north of the Arc-
tic Circle.12 The most modern ballistic missile subma-
rines are maintained there, as are development and 
research facilities to modernize the Russian Subma-
rine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBM) fleet. The time 
and effort spent to develop a new generation of Ship 
Submersible Ballistic Nuclear (SSBN) - designated the 
Borei class,13 suggests that, under present conditions, 
the Russian naval presence north of the Arctic cir-
cle is likely to grow rather than diminish. Moreover, 
these submarines’ patrol areas are almost exclusive-
ly in Arctic waters, specifically in the Barents, White, 
and Kara Seas.14 United States Submarine Nuclear (US 
SSN) activity and passive sonar arrays in the Green-
land, Iceland, and the United Kingdom (GIUK) gap 
make it unsafe to patrol outside these waters. 

This ongoing and expanding reliance of the Russian 
Federation nuclear forces on Arctic bases and waters 
means that a comprehensive Arctic NWFZ would be 
seen by the Russian government (reasonably enough) 
as one-sided, and certainly would be vetoed by it. But 
this does not mean the idea is (my apologies) dead in 
the water. There are two avenues that can be pursued 

they are Canada’s internal waters, Canada could veto 
nuclear transit. In practice, Canada and the US con-
veniently ignore the passage of American submarines, 
and most experts believe it inconceivable that Canada 
would veto such a transit.19 

There seems no reason why a compromise could 
not be struck with regard to surface traffic. In return 
for recognition of the Northwest Passage as its inter-
nal waters, Canada would certainly be willing to en-
ter into a binding agreement allowing free passage 
subject to stringent safety regulations. If these safety 
regulations included a ban on nuclear fissile materi-
als, a de facto NWFZ would have been created on the 
surface of the Northwest Passage. If Canada makes it 
clear that its concern is for maritime safety and not the 
denial of the economic rights of other nations, such an 
agreement is conceivable. Negotiations may have to 
wait until after January, 2009, but in the meanwhile 
Canada would do well to dial down the military rhet-
oric and stress its concerns for safety and environmen-
tal security, particularly on behalf of the First Nations 
inhabitants of the Arctic.

The submarine issue is more problematic. It will 
probably be impossible to induce any US Adminis-
tration to agree to refrain from submarine transit un-
der all conditions, if only because they wish to deny 
these waters to the Russians. But since the Bush – Gor-
bachev agreement of 1991, US patrol submarines no 
longer carry nuclear weapons, and while the matter 
is highly classified, there is no evidence that SSBN’s 
have ever transited the Northwest Passage. Three 
times the displacement of patrol submarines, their 
size, length, and single propeller make manoeuvering 
in the narrow, shallow, shoal-infested waters of the 
Passage a submariner’s nightmare, all the more so be-
cause rapid manoeuvering could cause them to defeat 
their mission by making detectable noise. 

Risking a five-billion dollar vessel to prove a point 
is an unlikely step even for the US Navy. 

So, the submarine issue is one of those issues – typi-
cal of American military doctrine – that is readily solu-
ble in practice but difficult to deal with as a legal mat-
ter. Almost certainly the Americans no longer patrol 
with nuclear weapons in the Northwest Passage. But 
because of the rigidly–held US Navy policy of “refus-
ing to confirm or deny” the presence of nuclear weap-
ons on board American warships, they may be un-

Manoeuvering in the narrow, shal-
low, shoal-infested waters of the 
Passage a submariner’s nightmare

to work towards an Arctic NWFZ, which I will label 
“start small” and “build large”.

A First Step

A first step in “starting small” would be to declare 
the Northwest Passage a NFWZ. The Canadian gov-
ernment has long declared the Northwest Passage – a 
narrow ship channel wending its way through the Is-
lands of the Canadian Arctic Archipelago – to be Ca-
nadian internal waters. Recently it has begun to as-
sert this claim more aggressively, both verbally and 
by plans to purchase patrol boats for use there.15 For 
its part, the US and the EU claim that the Northwest 
Passage is an international strait, and that ships of all 
nations may pass under the traditional right of “inno-
cent passage”.16 

Nonetheless, for the next few years, this challenge 
will be more practical than theoretical, at least for sur-
face traffic. Still vulnerable to ice jams and clogged 
with shoals, it will be some time before the passage 
remains a commercially feasible route.17 But the issue 
is more critical with regard to nuclear weapons. If the 
Northwest Passage is deemed an international strait, 
then both surface ships and submarines carrying nu-
clear weapons may transit without notification.18 If 
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willing to guarantee this. Perhaps (again, after Janu-
ary 2009) they could be induced to simply undertake 
not to deploy nuclear weapons in the Northwest Pas-
sage, with no mention of specifics.

A NWFZ in the Northwest Passage would be a 
good start, but a long way from the broader goal of a 
NWFZ in the Arctic. To achieve this would require ne-
gotiations on a far broader canvas.

A More Ambitious Canadian Initiative
 
Canada could begin this process by calling for multi-
lateral negotiations to lay the groundwork for a lim-
ited NWFZ in the Arctic, including but not limited 
to Arctic nuclear facilities and ancillary installations 
such as radars, and tracking facilities, satellite down-
links, and other elements of nuclear installations de-
ployed in the Arctic. Included as well should be nu-
clear environmental issues such as storage facilities, 
waste disposal, the mining of nuclear materials, the 
use of nuclear power, and more generally, the upgrad-
ing and tightening of standards for the handling of 
all radioactive materials in the region. Finally, it is vi-
tal to include the concerns of indigenous peoples as a 
core element of the treaty.

Recognizing that an Arctic NWFZ presents unique 
challenges, it is probably impossible to expect uni-
versal agreement at once. If even a handful of nations 
were to sign and ratify at once, the treaty could be left 
open for further ratification.

Building Large

In any case, to negotiate a truly comprehensive treaty 
to ban all nuclear weapons north of the Arctic Circle 
will be a formidable challenge.

As noted above, the traditional role of NWFZs are 
to prevent the geographic spread of nuclear weapons 
rather than to roll back existing deployments. Obvi-
ously, as explained above, the Russian Federation will 
consider a stand-alone Arctic NWFZ to be heavily bi-
ased against it. It follows that a comprehensive set of 
nuclear disarmament measures must be put in place 
to “balance” the Russian strategic disadvantage for it 
to have any hope of success. 

In what follows, I assume a hypothetical world 
in which the leadership of the United States and the 
Russian Federation are much more receptive to nucle-
ar disarmament initiatives than heretofore. In such a 
world, the two major nuclear powers would begin to 
take seriously their obligations under Article VI of the 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), and specifically their 
re-affirmation of the “13 Practical Steps” agreed to at 
the 2000 NPT Review Conference.23

It could be argued that such a world is gone forev-
er in the wake of 9/11, the American withdrawal from 
the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, its failure to 
ratify the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), the 
virtual collapse of the 2005 NPT Review Conference, 
and the ongoing plans for the modernization of both 
delivery systems and nuclear warheads in the Unit-
ed States and the Russian Federation. But at the be-
ginning of this year, a prestigious group Americans, 
all formerly top national security officials in both Re-
publican and Democratic Administrations, publicly 
urged for a return to a policy agenda designed to rid 
the world of nuclear weapons:

Nuclear weapons represent tremendous dan-
gers, but also an historic opportunity. US 
leadership will be required to take the world 
to the next stage – to a solid consensus for re-
versing reliance on nuclear weapons global-
ly as a vital contribution to preventing their 
proliferation into possible dangerous hands, 
and ultimately ending them as a threat to the 
world.24

The authors go on to state that nuclear elimination 
is the ultimate precondition for an end to the threat of 
nuclear terrorism, and urge candidates for President 
in 2008 to engage in a fundamental debate about the 
role of nuclear weapons in national security. The same 
month saw a ringing endorsement of this article by 
former Russian President Mikhail Gorbachev.25 With 

Nuclear weapons represent tre-
mendous dangers, but also an 
historic opportunity.

Perhaps the most difficult question in an initial ef-
fort at multilateral agreement will be whether or not 
to include restrictions on maritime transit of nuclear 
weapons through Arctic waters. A powerful argument 
in favour of restrictions is the example of the 1959 Ant-
arctic Treaty, which has thus far restricted all nuclear, 
and indeed all military, activity in the Antarctic.20

But the Antarctic is unique in being uninhabited. 
All other regions of the world not yet in NWFZs – 
including the Arctic – either include existing Nucle-
ar Weapons States (NWS) or border with them.21 Fur-
thermore, all existing NWFZ treaties tolerate the tran-
sit of nuclear weapons through the territorial waters 
of the zonal states.22

So despite the obvious parallel with the Ant-
arctic, a strong argument could be made for  
a more modest beginning or, at least at first, not try-
ing to outdo the achievements of existing NWFZs. 
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in their mobile ICBM force. This opens the door for a 
comprehensive Arctic NWFZ. If the Russians decom-
mission their SSBN’s and close their Arctic bases, a 
de facto NWFZ would then exist, and a formal instru-
ment could be negotiated forthwith.

Conclusions

No one should be under any illusions that the “Hoover 
Plan” with its 500 warhead limit does not represent 
an enormous political challenge in both major nucle-
ar states, almost certainly a greater one in the US than 
in Russia. To date no US major presidential candidate 
of either party has seriously addressed the issue of 
the superabundance of nuclear forces, and both sides 
have been eager – for many, far too eager – to demon-
strate their “toughness” on security issues. But once 
in office, the link the Hoover Plan makes between nu-
clear disarmament and preventing nuclear terrorism 
may provide a compelling rationale for new initia-
tives in the White House and Congress.

In one sense, an Arctic NWFZ would be a mere 
footnote seen against the backdrop of a comprehen-
sive strategic nuclear weapons agreement between 
the United States and the Russian Federation. But the 
peoples of the Arctic – both First Nations and Euro-
peans – are used to having historical footnotes deter-
mine their destiny. An Arctic NWFZ might be a mere 
footnote in the global sense, but it would be of im-
mense importance to the peaceful development of the 
Arctic and the well-being of its inhabitants.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the endorsement of such prestigious men, the re-ac-
tivation of the pre-9/11 nuclear disarmament agenda 
can no longer be deemed fantastical. 

The details of the plan proposed by these leaders 
are beyond the scope of this paper. Interested read-
ers may refer to the policy brief, “Reykjavik Revisit-
ed,” published in September of this year,26 which out-
lines this so-called “Hoover Plan” in detail, along with 
lengthy discussions of timelines and obstacles. The 
bottom line is that they call for the replacement of the 
2002 Moscow Treaty with a new US-Russian treaty, 
calling for a reduction of strategic warhead numbers 
to 500 on each side,27 assuming an agreement to limit 
sharply the deployment of American ballistic missile 
defense (BMD) interceptors.

If such a reduction were to be achieved, an Arctic 
NWFZ would be transformed from a pipe dream to a 
plausible reality. Already, the total number of fully de-
ployed Russian land-based ICBM warheads is proba-
bly fewer than 1,000, rather than the 1,770 stated by the 
Russian Defense Ministry. Even if, as Russian generals 
have claimed, the single-warhead TOPOL-M will be 
re-equipped with a multiple independently-targeta-
ble reentry vehicle (MIRV) version, the reality is that 
for the next few years at least, the number of Russian 
ICBM warheads will decline rather than grow.28 

Since the number of road-mobile TOPOL-M’s as a 
proportion of Russian ICBM forces continues to in-
crease, the Russians can achieve a secure minimal de-
terrent with its ICBM forces alone, if the Americans 
are also limited to 500 deployed warheads. Even with-
out MIRV’ing the TOPOL, replacing their older silo-
based SS-25’s with road-mobile TOPOLs would bring 
their warhead total down to the 500 limit, while en-
suring first-strike survivability.

If this 500-warhead limit can be achieved, there 
would no longer be a compelling incentive for the Rus-
sians to maintain ballistic missile submarines. They 
are far more complex and costly to build and main-
tain than road-mobile ICBM’s, and – given the limits 
of Russian maritime geography and the present and 
future capabilities of American patrol submarines, 
which can very often track Russian SSBN’s – are argu-
ably less secure in achieving minimal deterrence. 

Under a 500 strategic warhead limit, then, the Rus-
sians are likely to conclude that their SSBN capabili-
ties are not cost-effective compared to improvements 

Nuclear elimination is the ultimate 
precondition for an end to the 
threat of nuclear terrorism.
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Military Security in the Arctic
Rolf Ekéus
Chairman of the Governing Board, Stokholm International Peace 
Research Institute

During the high tide of the Cold War, Arctic security 
became a matter of Great Power Strategic Security. To 
the Soviet naval strategy, the access routes through 
the Baltic Sea and the Black Sea to the High Seas were 
vulnerable and potentially restricted. The target for 
the Soviet navy in the context of a major confronta-
tion on the Central Front (in Europe) would have been 
the West’s sea lanes of communication (SLOCs) over 
the Atlantic. 

To the Soviet Union, the only reliable way to safe-
guard the decisive access to the Atlantic was to move 
through the Barents Sea and through the so-called 
Greenland, Iceland, United Kingdom (GIUK) gap. 
Correspondingly, the US naval build-up, peaking dur-
ing the second half of the eighties, created opportuni-
ties to expand the American Anti-Submarine Warfare 
(ASW) capability north of the GIUK to challenge the 
Soviet submarine advances into the Atlantic. Domi-
nance in the Arctic waters, especially the Barents Sea, 
became vital elements in the Great Power strategies.

True, things have radically changed with the end of 
the Cold War, but as much as the two major nuclear 
weapon states, even today, absurdly stick to their nu-
clear launch-on-warning postures, the strategic signif-
icance of the northern waters as sanctuaries for strate-
gic submarines, still influence the considerations in the 
relevant capitals.

By accepting the hypothesis that a global warming 
will lead to large scale melting of the Arctic ice-cap, 
we expect that a number of significant events will lead 
to changes in the security environment in the Arctic. 
The most immediate development could be the open-
ing of waters and shipping lanes with the potential 
for larger scale economic gains for international trade 
and commerce. At the same time, the economic vul-
nerability would represent a corresponding strate-
gic relevance. The melting of the Polar icecap would 
create space for naval operations, including nuclear-
powered and nuclear-armed submarines of both Rus-

sia and the US, with the potential for tension and inci-
dents. Respect for the principles of the freedom of the 
seas, as expressed in customary international law and 
laid down in the Law of the Sea Convention, must be 
put in play. But it can be expected that these princi-
ples may come into conflict with the interests and am-
bitions of the Arctic coastal states.

Furthermore, the opening of new ice-free areas 
would create opportunities for the search for oil and 
gas reserves. Little is truly known about what is hid-
den and can be explored under the Arctic Ocean, but 
much is anticipated. However, we have to recall that 
large portions of those areas are not the property of 
any individual state. Therefore, we have to expect a 
scrambling of national interests to claim rights over, 
even ownership of, portions of the seabed supposed to 
contain energy reserves. 

The potential for conflict is obvious when compet-
ing claims and interests clash. A harbinger of things to 
come was the Russian action to plant a flag on seafloor 
precisely at the actual North Pole; other Arctic states 
cannot be expected to stay passive. It has to be foreseen 
that steps and measures will be undertaken in one way 
or the other to secure national control. Resource com-
petition can turn nasty indeed. Even among the best 
of friends – remember the “mini war” between Britain 
and Iceland on fishing in the northern waters – conflict 
of interest can become tense.

There can hardly be a better case for creating func-
tioning multilateral procedures and legal institution-
al arrangements – within or outside the framework of 
the United Nations – than the need to deal with issues 
on how to distribute this potential wealth. Other na-
tions besides the Arctic Ocean littoral states will not 
abstain from making their interests felt. To begin with 
Sweden, Finland and Iceland, members of the Arctic 
Council with territory inside the polar circle (making 
them to Arctic states), would like to make their voic-
es heard.

With the prospect of the Arctic becoming accessible 
for navigational economic exploitation, security con-
cerns will be raised. Nowhere else in the world are 
the two major nuclear powers in such a close proxim-
ity to each other.

With the prospect of the Arctic 
becoming accessible for naviga-
tional economic exploitation, se-
curity concerns will be raised. 

A Nuclear Weapon Free Zone

In the rush for resources and capabilities, it should not 
be forgotten that the Arctic and the Arctic Ocean, as 
much as the Antarctic and the High Seas, constitute 
the common heritage of mankind. A nuclearization of 
this part of the world would contradict the contempo-
rary strivings of diminishing the role of nuclear weap-
ons with the aim of finally abolishing them.
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A Nuclear Weapon Free Zone (NFWZ) in the Arc-
tic would be a manifestation of recognition of a spe-
cial security identity for the Arctic. If respected, such 
a zone would encourage the major military powers to 
adjust the planning and disposal of their military re-
sources accordingly. 

Obviously, the establishment of a NFWZ in the Arc-
tic would be a difficult diplomatic and political un-
dertaking. A major complication would be the deline-
ation of a zone that would encompass the territory of 
two nuclear weapon states (NWS). Existing zones do 
not include the territory of a NFWZ. However, it can 
be recalled that during the consideration in the 80’s 
of a potential Nordic NFWZ the Swedish government 
proposed that in addition to the territory of the four 
Nordic States, the zone could include the Baltic Sea 
and part of the Soviet territory, specifically the three 
Baltic Soviet Republics, as well as the Kaliningrad dis-
trict. It goes without saying that the Soviet interest in 
such a zone concept chilled, considering the presence 
of quantities of tactical nuclear weapons and nuclear 
weapons equipped submarines in that part of the So-
viet Union. Furthermore, the probability that the Nor-
dic zone would not cover the nuclear danger at sea 
north of the zone, implied that the Nordic zone con-
cept would not be fully effective in reducing the like-
lihood that the area would be victimized in a nuclear 
war. These considerations contributed to the fact that 
the region’s governments lost interest in the Nordic 
nuclear free weapons zone concept.

With all that in mind, the Arctic zone concept would 
have to geographically cover all the Arctic outside the 
national territorial waters (12 nautical miles from the 
baseline) of the littoral states. Such a zone would in-
fluence naval dispositions as long as the Seabed Trea-
ty is in force and respected, so that nuclear weapons 
are not planted on the Arctic Ocean floor. The feasibil-
ity of disengaging the nuclear naval forces of the nu-
clear weapon states in the Norwegian Sea, Barents Sea 
and the other growing Arctic waters would also be a 
matter of limiting the conduct of strategic anti-subma-
rine warfare. This would inhibit interactions between 
the naval forces of the great powers that could lead to 
use of nuclear weapons in northern waters. A mitigat-
ing element in this context is the US/Soviet (now US/
Russian) bilateral Agreement on the Prevention of In-
cidents at Sea, which has been useful and tested, but is 
far from enough in a strategic situation.

Consequently, we hope strategic arms reduction 
talks will begin between Russia and the US, early after 
a new administration has been installed in Washing-
ton. Limits on strategic anti-submarine warfare have 
to be included in the subjects discussed.

An ingredient in Cold War nuclear strategies was 

the cross-Arctic bombing routes. Though clearly less 
significant today, the strategic bombers are still part 
of the US triad, and correspondingly so of Russian 
nuclear forces. It should be possible to convince the 
US and Russia to discard this tool in their strategic ar-
senals in the context of an Arctic NFWZ. Again, that 
matter should also, at an appropriate moment, be put 
on the agenda of future US/Russia strategic weapons 
negotiations. Thus the concept of a NFWZ should in-
clude the airspace above the zone, in addition to the 
surface and the seabed.

I am sure that all of us are aware that nuclear pow-
ers are somewhat allergic to the comprehensiveness 
of the zone concepts. Therefore I am inclined to warn 
against putting all the eggs in one basket; that is to 
limit the consideration of nuclear security in the Arctic 
Sea region to a zone concept alone. I would argue that 
partial solutions and partial steps included in US/
Russia strategic negotiations could, taken together, 
provide a pattern which constitute a de facto NFWZ.

A Demilitarized Zone
                 

With the accessibility of the Arctic growing due to the 
melting of the polar ice cap, fishery and offshore ex-
ploration of oil and gas will expand; military capabil-
ity will follow. The smaller the space for diplomatic 
process and legal structures is, the greater the pres-
ence of the military will be. A demilitarisation of the 
Arctic is an ideal, but in the world of realpolitik, it 
will at best be a slow process, especially as long as 
the various claims on existing and detected resourc-
es are disputed. 

Therefore, in the meantime, a set of military con-
fidence building measures (CBMs) should be devel-
oped for the Arctic region; this is a tall order. My own 
experience of years in the business of negotiating mil-
itary CBMs for Europe in the early 90s taught me that 
army and air-force interests understand their value. In 
contrast, under any flag, navies are notoriously reluc-
tant to limit their freedom of action. 

Still, the risk of military confrontation is real. The 
prevention response must be to encourage bilateral and 
multilateral initiatives, and to await a new internation-
al comprehensive Arctic treaty, based upon internation-
al customary law and the Law of the Sea Convention.

 Nuclear powers are somewhat al-
lergic to the comprehensiveness of 
the zone concepts. 
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Conclusion

The climate changes of the Arctic region will be ac-
companied by economic and political rivalry in re-
gards to transport, fishery, gas and oil – all property 
of greatest strategic significance, which will inevitably 
have serious security implications. And where securi-
ty appears, military follows.           

Therefore, it is high time to start thinking seriously 
and constructively on how to avoid the possibility that 
changes of the Arctic environment translate into ten-
sions between states.

The first point on that agenda should be to reflect 
upon how to move the nuclear weapons potential out 
of the Arctic region. At the same time, trigger mech-
anisms built into the military dimension of security 
could be dealt with through military CBMs.

The climate changes of the 
Arctic region will be accompa-
nied by economic and political 
rivalry
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Nuclear Weapon Free Zone in the Arctic? 
Jozef Goldblat  
Geneva International Peace Research Institute (GIPRI) 
and United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research
 
Acute shortages of non-renewable sources of energy, 
occurring at a time of global warming, may generate 
acute inter-state conflicts. If the rivalling states hap-
pen to be nuclear-armed, the conflicts may degenerate 
into a wholesale catastrophe. Many influential people 
recommend that measures be taken to prevent these 
dangers from becoming a reality in the Arctic. One 
such measure could be the establishment of a Nucle-
ar Weapon Free Zone (NWFZ). Not only would such a 
zone reduce international tensions in the region and 
facilitate the settlement of political, economic or en-
vironmental disputes to the advantage of all parties, 
it would also reinforce the global nuclear non-prolif-
eration regime. 

Introduction

Efforts to bring about universal nuclear disarmament 
by covering the world with regionally established de-
nuclearized zones began even before the conclusion 
of the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). So far, six in-
ternational treaties have set up such zones in inhab-
ited regions of the world. Four of them are in force: 
the 1967 Treaty of Tlatelolco, regarding Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean, the 1985 Treaty of Rarotonga, 
regarding the South Pacific, the 1992 Declaration on 
the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula (not in 
operation) and the 1995 Treaty of Bangkok, regarding 
South-East Asia. The remaining two treaties, namely, 
the 1996 Treaty of Pelindaba, regarding Africa, and the 
2006 Treaty of Semipalatinsk, regarding Central Asia, 
have been signed, but have not yet entered into force. 
Denuclearization provisions have been also includ-
ed in treaties regarding uninhabited areas, namely, in 
the 1959 Antarctic Treaty, the 1967 Outer Space Trea-
ty, the 1971 Seabed Treaty and the 1979 Moon Agree-
ment. There seems to be interest also in the Arctic. 
Having participated in the drafting of two denucle-
arization treaties, I am prepared to share my experi-
ence with those intending to build an Arctic NWFZ. 
I am, however, aware that given the dissimilar geo-
graphical circumstances, as well as different political, 
economic and strategic considerations of the states 
concerned, there can be no uniform pattern of denu-
clearized zones. The most important differences relate 
to the area subject to denuclearization, the scope of the 
obligations assumed by the parties, the right of tran-
sit, the protection of the environment, the relationship 
with other international agreements, and the exploi-

tation of natural resources. The purpose of this paper 
is to describe the hurdles encountered in the negoti-
ations, and to explain how they were overcome. The 
lessons learned may prove useful. 
 
Area of application 

To delimit a denuclearized zone, some treaties have 
used geographic coordinates and/or a map, as in the 
Treaty of Tlatelolco or the Treaty of Rarotonga. In case 
of territorial disputes among the countries of the zone, 
or disputes over maritime boundaries, it was consid-
ered sufficient to state that the zone covered the land 
territory, all waters, and the air space above the partic-
ipating states. However, the Caspian Sea, which lies in 
Central Asia, could not be included in the Semipala-
tinsk Treaty, because only two out of five littoral states 
(Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan) are covered by the 
zone – nor could the territorial waters of the parties 
become part of the zone. Because the Caspian Sea is a 
landlocked area not subject to the Law of the Sea re-
gime, there is no legally recognized division line there 
between territorial and international waters. It proved 
unavoidable to leave the Caspian Sea, in its entirety, 
outside the geographic scope of the Treaty.

In the Antarctic, seven states claim sovereignty over 
different areas on the basis of discovery, exploration, geo-
graphic proximity or territorial continuity. Certain claims 
overlap, but some 15 per cent of the landmass remains 
unclaimed. The Russian Federation and the United States 
have made no claims of their own, nor have they recog-
nized claims made by others, though the Antarctic Trea-
ty applies to the whole area south of 60 degrees south 
latitude, including the ice shelves. The Treaty introduced 
a moratorium, implying neither renunciation nor recog-
nition of previously asserted rights of, or claims to, ter-
ritorial sovereignty in Antarctica, and prohibiting new 
claims or an extension of the existing ones. The morato-
rium could be terminated 30 years from the date of entry 
into force of the Treaty, but this has not happened. Opin-
ions differed as to what should be considered “high seas” 
in the Antarctic region. For if the territorial claims were 
valid, there would be a territorial sea contiguous to the 
coast, and the high seas, as everywhere else, would be-
gin where the territorial sea ended. If, however, it were 
generally admitted that no state exercised sovereignty in 
Antarctica, there could be no territorial sea there, and the 
high seas would begin at the coast. The latter interpre-
tation could make it permissible for states to deploy na-
val vessels, whether nuclear or conventional, close to the 
shores of the Antarctic continent.

The South-East Asia NWFZ comprises the territories 
of 10 states, as well as their respective continental shelves 
and exclusive economic zones (EEZs). According to the 
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Bangkok Treaty language, the right of states with regard 
to freedom of the high seas is not to be prejudiced. But the 
United States expressed concern that because of the geo-
graphical extent of the Zone, which it considers inconsist-
ent with the Law of the Sea, regular movement of nucle-
ar-armed naval vessels and aircraft through South-East 
Asia would be restricted, and regional security arrange-
ments disturbed. It refuses to provide negative security 
assurances (that is, assurances not to use nuclear weap-
ons), to a zone as large as that prescribed in the Treaty. 
China objects to the geographical scope of the Bangkok 
Treaty, specifically to the inclusion of parts of the South 
China Sea (Spratly and Paracel Islands), to which it and 
some Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
members have conflicting claims. 

The geographic extent of the application of the Trea-
ty of Pelindaba is illustrated by a map that includes the 
island of Diego Garcia (in the Chagos Archipelago), har-
bouring a US military base. The United Kingdom does 
not accept the inclusion of this island in the NWFZ, be-
cause the territory in question is part of the British Indian 
Ocean Territory. The United States noted that the Treaty 
does not apply to the activities on Diego Garcia, of states 
that are not party to the Treaty, and that consequently, 
no change was required in US armed forces operations 
there. Russia stated that as long as a military base of a nu-
clear power was situated on the Chagos Archipelago, the 
territory could not be regarded as meeting the require-
ment of a NWFZ. Outer space and celestial bodies consti-
tute the area of application of the Outer Space Treaty and 
of the Moon Agreement, but none of these accords has 
defined the term “space.” Only recently, in submitting 
to the Conference on Disarmament a draft treaty on the 
prevention of the placement of weapons in outer space, 
the Russian Federation proposed to consider as “outer 
space” the space “beyond the elevation of approximately 
100 km above ocean level of the Earth.” The proposal has 
not been discussed at the Conference.

Under the Seabed Treaty, the denuclearization area 
was defined as lying beyond the outer limit of a sea-
bed zone, coterminous with the 12-mile outer lim-
it of the zone referred to in the 1958 Convention on 
the Territorial Sea and the Contiguous Zone. The Con-
vention was controversial and antiquated already at 

the time the Seabed Treaty was drafted. There was 
no necessity to refer to it. A simple formula, without 
such reference would have served the same purpose. 

Scope of the obligations

As parties to the NPT, the signatories of all NWFZs as-
sumed an obligation to neither manufacture nuclear 
weapons, nor to acquire them by other means. In ad-
dition – and this is the principal contribution of NW-
FZs to the non-proliferation regime – they commit-
ted themselves to not allow the stationing of nuclear 
weapons on their territories (“stationing” is defined 
as implantation, emplacement, stockpiling, storage, 
installation and deployment). In certain treaties, even 
research related to the manufacture of nuclear weap-
ons is explicitly prohibited.

Transit

In nearly all NWFZs, visits and transits of ships and 
aircraft carrying nuclear weapons may be permitted 
by the zonal state. Their frequency and duration are 
not limited by the denuclearization treaty. However, 
the great powers are not likely to request permission, 
because they would have to disclose the whereabouts 
of their nuclear weapons, which – as a matter of poli-
cy – they all refuse to do. In any event, introduction of 
nuclear weapons into the zone, even for a short time, 
whether in time of peace or in time of war, would de-
feat the envisaged goal of total regional denucleariza-
tion. Moreover, nuclear transit through one zonal state 
could endanger the security of another zonal state.

Environmental security

In nearly all Nuclear Weapon 
Free zones, visits and transits of 
ships and aircraft carrying nu-
clear weapons may be permit-
ted by the zonal state. 

It took quite a long time to decide where nuclear waste 
should be allowed to be disposed of. The Treaty of Raro-
tonga bans the dumping of radioactive matter at sea 
within the zone, as does the Treaty of Pelindaba. The 
Treaty of Bangkok contains an undertaking of the par-
ties to dispose radioactive wastes and other radioactive 
material, in accordance with International Atomic Ener-
gy Agency (IAEA) standards and procedures, only on 
land within their territory, or on land within the territory 
of another state consenting to such disposal. Under the 
Treaty of Semipalatinsk, the parties are prohibited from 
the disposal of radioactive waste of other states on their 
territory. The same treaty contains an undertaking of the 
parties to assist the efforts toward the environmental re-
habilitation of territories contaminated as a result of past 
activities related to the development, production or stor-
age of nuclear weapons, as well as to nuclear tests.



43Arctic Security Conference 2008

Other agreements

A serious problem arose regarding the relationship be-
tween the Semipalatinsk Treaty and other treaties. At 
the insistence of the Russian Federation, supported by 
some Central Asian negotiators, the following proviso 
was inserted in the draft of the negotiated text: 

This Treaty (that is, Semipalatinsk Treaty) does 
not prejudice the rights and obligations of the 
Parties under other international treaties, which 
they may have concluded prior to the date of the 
entry into force of this Treaty.” In the talks, refer-
ence was made to the 1992 Tashkent Collective 
Security Treaty concluded within the framework 
of the post-Soviet Commonwealth of Indepen-
dent States. France, the United Kingdom and 
the United States strongly opposed this provi-
so. They argued that by allowing for other agree-
ments to take precedence over the provisions of 
the Semipalatinsk Treaty, the article in question 
undermined the effect of the Treaty as a whole. 
To meet this objection, the Central Asian negoti-
ators added a sentence saying that “the Parties 
shall take all necessary measures for effective im-
plementation of the aims and purposes of this 
Treaty in accordance with the main principles 
contained therein.” 

This addition was found unsatisfactory. Since the Cen-
tral Asian negotiators refused to delete the controver-
sial text altogether, the three mentioned nuclear-weap-
on states voted against the UN General Assembly reso-
lution welcoming the setting-up of a NFWZ in Central 
Asia. They also threatened not to sign the protocol intend-
ed to accompany the Treaty, unless the disputed provi-
sion was appropriately modified. It will be noted, how-
ever, that when a treaty specifies that it is not to be consid-
ered incompatible with an earlier treaty dealing with the 
same subject matter, the earlier treaty applies only to the 
extent that its provisions are compatible with those of the 
later treaty. This is a generally accepted rule of internation-
al law (lex posterior derogat legi priori) embodied in the 1969 
Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties.

Mineral exploitation

tion, a struggle could erupt over national rights to territo-
rial possessions containing these non-renewable resourc-
es. This could be a struggle among the original claimants, 
especially where claims overlapped, or between them 
and non-claimants active in Antarctica, or also with new 
claimants demanding a share, whether party or non-par-
ty to the Antarctic Treaty. To assert their declared rights 
over other contenders, or to guard against infringements 
on their economic activities, nations might resort to the 
use of force. This would bring about a collapse of the or-
der prevailing under the Treaty; Antarctica would be-
come a zone of rivalry and conflict. 

A similar situation could arise in the Arctic. In 1987, 
the Canadian government was planning to acquire a fleet 
of nuclear-powered submarines to assert its sovereignty 
in the disputed areas. Conscious of this danger, as well as 
of possible serious adverse consequences of unregulated 
exploitation of minerals, the Antarctic Treaty consultative 
parties launched negotiations on a minerals regime for 
Antarctica. The negotiations resulted in the adoption in 
Wellington, in 1988, of the Convention on the Regulation 
of Antarctic Mineral Resource Activities (CRAMRA).

The Wellington Convention was to apply to all activ-
ities in question taking place on the continent of Antarc-
tica and all Antarctic islands, including all ice shelves, 
south of 60 degrees south latitude, and in the seabed and 
subsoil of the adjacent offshore areas. CRAMRA would 
have provided an institutional mechanism for assessing 
the possible impact on the environment of Antarctic min-
eral resource activities and for determining their accept-
ability. It stipulated a set of environmental conditions to 
be met by prospective operators. These conditions would 
be enforced through a system of regulations and powers 
vested in a commission and regulatory committees. The 
Convention also provided for inspection of installations 
and stations associated with mineral resource activities.

Thus, instead of dissuading mineral exploration and 
mining, as several states desired, CRAMRA would have 
actually promoted such activities by creating a legal and 
political framework, within which mining rights could 
be obtained. Moreover, despite very strict environmen-
tal requirements, many considered a “mining conven-
tion” to be incompatible with the protection of the fragile 
Antarctic environment. Since several countries, includ-

If exploitation of the Antarc-
tic mineral resources became a 
practical proposition, a struggle 
could erupt over national rights 
to territorial possessions. 

It is known that there are deposits of precious minerals on 
the Antarctic continent. Special attention is devoted to in-
dications that its continental shelf contains large reserves 
of oil and gas. Economic activity is neither expressly per-
mitted nor prohibited by the Antarctic Treaty. It is not con-
sidered contrary to the Treaty’s principles or purposes.

It was, nevertheless, feared that if exploitation of the 
Antarctic mineral resources became a practical proposi-
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pretations of the Law of the Sea Convention’s article on 
the continental shelf. In reality, however, the controver-
sies are about who will take possession of the many bil-
lion tons of hydrocarbons lying buried in the ocean floor, 
but which are becoming accessible because of the rap-
id shrinking of the icecap. The dilemma is how to recon-
cile the requirements of national security with the eco-
nomic needs of the states concerned. One could start by 
formally declaring the entire Arctic area a common lega-
cy of mankind. Small and medium-size countries, espe-
cially those situated in the region, like Canada, seem to 
be in a position to initiate a debate on this subject. The 
interest in creating a new regime in the Arctic would in-
crease, if the denuclearization efforts were made in par-
allel, as well as in conjunction, with the scientific investi-
gations related to climate change. It will be recalled that it 
was the 1957—58 International Geophysical Year, which, 
by establishing and expanding scientific bases, initiated a 
search for an international regime in Antarctica. 
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ing Australia and France, decided not to ratify CRAM-
RA, the Convention did not enter into force. Joint Fran-
co-Australian efforts led to the drafting of a new agree-
ment.

In 1991, the Antarctic consultative parties, meeting in 
Madrid, adopted the Protocol on Environmental Protec-
tion to the Antarctic Treaty. The signatories of the Madrid 
Protocol committed themselves to comprehensive pro-
tection of the Antarctic environment and designated Ant-
arctica as a “natural reserve, devoted to peace and sci-
ence.” The comprehensiveness agreed upon consists in 
setting a uniform standard to assess all human activity 
on the continent. The Committee for Environmental Pro-
tection, established under the Madrid Protocol, is to pro-
vide advice and formulate recommendations to the par-
ties in connection with the implementation of the Proto-
col.

The most striking aspect of the Madrid Protocol is its 
prohibition of “any activity relating to mineral resourc-
es, other than scientific research.” This clause is consid-
ered by many as a moratorium, because 50 years from 
the date of the Protocol’s entry into force, any of the Ant-
arctic Treaty consultative parties may request a confer-
ence to review its operation and to amend it. A modifi-
cation or amendment could enter into force after its rat-
ification by three-fourths of the consultative parties, in-
cluding all those states that were consultative parties 
when the Protocol was adopted. However, as regards the 
clause dealing with Antarctic mineral resource activities, 
the prohibition on such activities would continue even 
after the clause had been modified or amended, unless 
there were in force a legally binding regime, specifying 
agreed means for determining whether mining activities 
were acceptable and what the conditions under which 
they would be permitted were. The proposed modifica-
tion or amendment of the clause in question should in-
clude such a regime. In view of these strict requirements, 
the ban on mining is, for all practical purposes, of indef-
inite duration.

Conclusion

The problems discussed in this paper may arise, in one 
form or another, during the construction of an Arctic 
NWFZ. Ways to settle disputes could be learned from 
the experience acquired in other regions. However, cer-
tain new approaches would be needed to deal with the 
existing situation. Account must be taken of the fact that 
the United States and the Russian Federation – the main 
actors in the planned denuclearization activities – are 
immediate neighbours in the Arctic; that both countries 
front directly on the Arctic basin; and that the Russian 
Federation exerts direct control over a large part of the 
Arctic littoral and claims more. These geopolitical con-
siderations are compounded by divergent legal inter-
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seal hunter at the floe edge near cape dorset - photo by ansgar walk
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S E S S I O N  I I I  :  H U M A N  S E C U R I T Y

Political Climate Change in the Canadian Arctic 
Tony Penikett
Negotiations Inc.
 
This paper describes the aboriginal land and gov-
ernance treaties negotiated by Canada in the three 
northern territories over the last 35 years. The treaties, 
in combination with substantial federal devolution of 
program and resource-management responsibilities 
to the territories, have transformed the constitution-
al landscape and political climate of northern Canada. 
This new political climate has implications for Canadi-
an debates on Arctic security and sovereignty. 

1. The Yukon

The Yukon, Canada’s most western jurisdiction was set-
tled from north to south. The Bluefish Caves, 54 kilo-
meters southwest the Vuntut Gwich’in village of Old 
Crow in northern Yukon, show evidence of human 
presence 25,000 years ago. In the late 19th century, whal-
ers, missionaries and Mounties landed on Herschel Is-
land in the Beaufort Sea. In 1896, a First Nation family 
fished a few nuggets out of the Klondike River and trig-
gered the most celebrated gold rush in history. Amer-
ican miners flooded into the Klondike; Canada sent in 
the Mounties and, in 1898, created a new territory and 
territorial legislature at Dawson City (Yukon legislators 
have since gone on to the House of Commons speak-
er’s chair, the office of the Deputy Prime Minister, and 
to become the first woman leader of a national party). 
In 1942, with Japanese forces threatening the Aleutian 
Islands, the American Army built the Alaska Highway 
across southern Yukon.

Even today, Yukoners live in a complicated rela-
tionship with Alaskans. The two communities contin-
ue to argue about shares of salmon in the Yukon River, 
which flows from southern Yukon lakes west through 
the Alaskan interior to the Bering Sea. Their offshore 
boundary in the Beaufort Sea is still in dispute, yet the 
Port of Skagway on the Panhandle gives the Yukon ac-
cess to Pacific markets. The two jurisdictions have ne-
gotiated numerous intergovernmental agreements on 
colleges, highways, tourism marketing and wildlife – 
most signed without the advice or consent of Ottawa 
or Washington. During the Gold Rush era, neither cap-
ital negotiated treaties with the indigenous peoples of 
the Yukon or Alaska; this failure would echo into the 
next century.

At the beginning of the 18th century, aboriginal peo-
ples were still the majority in North America, but as the 
decades passed, more and more settlers arrived to squat 
on eastern lands. In 1763, Pontiac, the Ottawa Chief, led 
all the indigenous Nations around the western Great 

Lakes in simultaneous attacks on every British fort. All 
but one fell to Pontiac’s warriors. Receiving dispatch-
es of Pontiac’s military genius, British Commander, Sir 
Jeffrey Amherst, briefly contemplated the use of germ 
warfare. Cooler heads prevailed and the British govern-
ment adopted a new policy in The Royal Proclamation of 
1763. 

The Proclamation – Pontiac’s Proclamation – provid-
ed that henceforth, settlers could only obtain land from 
the Crown after the Crown’s representatives had pur-
chased land from First Nations through publicly nego-
tiated treaties. In effect, the British recognized First Na-
tions’ collective ownership of their lands, and the First 
Nations governments that ruled over them. 

In a series of rulings between 1823 and 1831, the US 
Supreme Court endorsed these treaty-making princi-
ples. As a result, the US Government concluded almost 
400 treaties as it won the West. In 1973, the Supreme 
Court of Canada reopened the questions of aboriginal 
land rights for all areas without treaties, such as British 
Columbia (BC), northern Quebec and the northern terri-
tories, when Thomas Berger took up the aboriginal title 
case of the Nisga’a Nation in northwestern BC.

Ever since, whenever industry plans a megaproject: 
hydroelectric dams in Quebec, oil developments in the 
Beaufort Sea, or pipelines through the North, govern-
ment negotiators rush in to negotiate a surrender of ab-
original title. In 1971, following discovery of oil at Prud-
hoe Bay in 1968, the US Congress quickly settled native 
land claims in the state. In the “most generous” treaty 
ever, Alaskan Indians, Inuit and Aleuts received a bil-
lion dollars and title to 178,000 square kilometers of 
land. Because Yukon’s Dene and Tlingit Nations have 
family and tribal links across the border in Alaska, the 
settlement there proved hugely influential. 

When developers sought to build a natural gas pipe-
line down the Alaska Highway, Canadian treaty nego-
tiators finally sat down with Yukon First Nations. Af-
ter 19 years of frustrating negotiations, the territory’s 
aboriginal communities signed agreements recogniz-
ing their collective title to 41,595 square kilometers – an 
area larger than all the Indian reserves created by Can-
ada’s 19th century treaties – $250 million and tribal gov-
ernance of their lands and communities with quasi-pro-
vincial and municipal powers. 15 years later, the Yukon 
still has more aboriginal self-government agreements 
than any other area in Canada. Congress had imposed a 
regime of corporate governance on their Alaskan cous-
ins in their 1971 treaty, but Yukon First Nations firmly 
rejected that model. In 1993, as a hedge against broken 
promises, Parliament attached the Yukon treaty to the 
Canadian Constitution.

Negotiations were lengthy and aboriginal negotia-
tors had to bargain hard, but the treaties amount to a 
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bottom-up constitutional settlement for northern Can-
ada. Encompassing Aboriginal ownership of tens-of-
thousands of square kilometers of land, hundreds-of-
millions of dollars and quasi-provincial powers for trib-
al governments, the treaties negotiated across the Ca-
nadian North in the late twentieth century are huge im-
provements over 19th century treaties, which created 
permanently impoverished Indian reserves. Moreover, 
in 1982, Canada adopted a new constitution that recog-
nized “existing Aboriginal rights,” the first country in 
the world to do so.

Parallel to the treaty negotiations of the last three dec-
ades, the federal government has also devolved most of 
the administrative powers of provinces to the territo-
ries, which have also experienced large-scale devolution 
provincial powers. Since the 1970s, the Yukon Territory 
has achieved responsible government and taken control 
of highways, hospitals, lands, minerals and forests. Per-
haps, as important as these devolved powers, was the 
advent of “formula financing,” in 1985 arrangements 
between Ottawa, Whitehorse and Yellowknife. The ear-
ly years of formula financing enabled the Yukon Terri-
torial Government to spend a quarter of its total budget 
on much-needed infrastructure: roads, schools and col-
leges. The formula’s hidden genius was that it allowed 
territorial governments to build their capacities accord-
ing to their own priorities and their own schedules:

Yukoners were less charmed by federal lan-
guage policies. It was one thing to make Can-
ada officially bilingual; it was quite another 
to impose bilingualism in a region where the 
“two solitudes” were Aboriginal and non-Ab-
original rather than English and French. Af-
ter many years of negotiation, the federal 
and Yukon territorial governments eventual-
ly agreed to practical arrangements by which 
equivalent sums were spent on both Aborigi-
nal – and French – language services.1

2. The Northwest Territories 
 
The Northwest Territories (NWT) once included 
most of Western Canada. Today, the Territory 
covers the area remaining after Manitoba, the 
Yukon, Saskatchewan, Alberta and Nunavut were 
carved out of the region. As this is a  mineral 
rich area, prospectors found oil in 1911, gold 
at Yellowknife in 1935, and diamonds at Point 
Lake in 1991. During World War II, Port Radium 
supplied uranium for the first atomic bombs.

Not until 1967 did Ottawa move the capital city 
north to Yellowknife. Reflecting Dene and Inuit tradi-

tions, the NWT Legislative Assembly operates by con-
sensus rather partisan divisions. In debate, legislators 
may use English, French or any one of nine aboriginal 
tongues. For indigenous Northerners – not least those 
educated in the south – the teaching and honouring of 
indigenous languages in educational and governmen-
tal institutions is a human right.2

Treaty 8 in 1899 and Treaty 11 in 1921 purported to 
settle Dene land claims in the NWT, but Canada had im-
plemented neither. Pierre Trudeau’s government was 
actively supporting the construction of an Arctic Gas 
pipeline down the Mackenzie River Valley until October 
1972 when the NWT elected an indigenous MP opposed 
to the project. A minority government in Ottawa quickly 
appointed Justice Thomas Berger to conduct a public in-
quiry into the proposed pipeline. 

In his report, Berger recommended delaying the pipe-
line until government had settled aboriginal land claims 
along the route.3 In time, Canada signed treaties with 
the Inuvialuit, who retained ownership to 91,000 square 
kilometers of the Western Arctic in 1984; the Gwich’in 
in the Mackenzie Delta (22,332 square kilometers and 
$75 million) in 1992; the Sahtu Dene and Métis (41,437 
square kilometres and $75 million) in 1993; and the Tli-
cho (39,000 square kilometers and $152 million) in 2003. 

As with the Yukon, the NWT government devolution 
pushed the federal government to devolve “provincial” 
programs to the territorial government. But for a territo-
ry emboldened by energy riches and diamonds, negoti-
ations to transfer control of minerals and resource rev-
enues have bogged down over a matter of high princi-
ple... money. 

The recognition of “existing” Aboriginal rights in the 
1982 constitutional amendments had made Northerners 
proud to call themselves Canadians, and the two terri-
torial governments willingly contributed to the work of 
defining those Aboriginal rights. Then, in 1987, just as 
territorial residents began to contemplate their futures as 
provinces and full partnership in Confederation, there 
appeared a rude surprise in the shape of the Meech Lake 
Accord. The Accord required, for the first time, unani-
mous provincial approval for the creation of new prov-
inces. Ever since, the territories’ constitutional future 
seemed cloudy. 

Treaties negotiated across the 
Canadian North in the late 

twentieth century are huge im-
provements over 19th century 
treaties.
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Yet, with the end of the Cold War, there were sud-
denly openings to the east and west. For Northern-
ers who feared being frozen out of Confederation by 
hidden federal and provincial agendas, the prospect 
of warm friendships with circumpolar neighbours of-
fered comforting new relationships. Numerous re-
gional organizations emerged to give expression to 
this interest. 

The Inuit Circumpolar Conference reconnected 
communities in Alaska, Canada, Greenland and Rus-
sia. The Gwich’in in Alaska, NWT and Yukon found 
common cause in protecting the Porcupine Caribou 
herd. A NWT contractor built an entire town in Rus-
sia and Russians taught the NWT how to build bet-
ter ice bridges.4 The Northern Forum convened meet-
ings of regional government leaders from around 
the circumpolar north. Territorial education minis-
ters sat at conference tables in Kiruna and Oslo with 
ministers from the Nordic nations and regional gov-
ernments from the Arctic and sub-arctic forming 
the Northern Forum at Anchorage in 1991. North-
ern colleges created a virtual educational entity, the 
University of the Arctic. Eight nation states creat-
ed the Arctic Council, and for the first time an inter-
national body invited northern Aboriginal organ-
izations to become permanent participants. These 
emerging institutions still seem rich with potential.  

3. Nunavut 
 
Treaties negotiated with aboriginal groups in the 
northern territories over the last three decades rep-
resent significant nation-building achievements for 
Canada, yet they are instruments of imperfect recon-
ciliation for the aboriginal and settler communities 
in the region. To expedite Quebec Hydro’s massive 
hydroelectric power project, it negotiated the James 
Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement in just two 
years. Other northern treaties typically took twen-
ty years of tiring talks. This endless talking led some 
observers to question whether Ottawa’s policy ob-
jective was treaty settlements or just treaty negoti-
ations, reconciliation in final agreements or merely 
constructive engagement. 5

Nevertheless, all northern treaties incorporate 
the value of sustainability and respect for tradition-
al knowledge. Moreover, a treaty can achieve some-
thing quite remarkable. Canada’s accord with the In-
uit who live above the tree line in the eastern Arctic is 
the largest treaty settlement ever made with indige-
nous peoples anywhere. Inspired no doubt by the ad-
vent of home rule for their Greenlandic neighbours 
in 1979, the Inuit used their treaty to establish a new 
jurisdiction, the Nunavut Territory. For the first time 

in the history of the Americas, colonial authorities 
allowed a regional government to be established in 
an area with an indigenous majority. The Inuit, who 
make up 85 per cent of Nunavut’s population, hold ti-
tle to 350,000 square kilometers of land or 20 per cent 
of the territory.

Although the treaty embodies constitutional com-
mitments from the national government to the Inu-
it, Canada has not fully implemented it, and the Inu-
it are suing the government (Fraser 2003).6 The Unit-
ed Nations Special Rapporteur on treaties concluded 
in 1999 that while treaties are honourable instruments 
with a long history, the greatest disappointment for 
the indigenous parties has been the consistent failure 
of settler governments to faithfully implement what 
had been negotiated (Martinez 1999).7 Almost eve-
ry Aboriginal party to the northern treaties has com-
plaints about the federal failure to fairly and fully im-
plement the provisions of their signed agreements. 
The Inuit have attempted to invoke the arbitration 
provision of the Nunavut treaty numerous times but 
have been rebuffed by Ottawa. This failure has impli-
cations for devolution negotiations.

Ironically, arctic warming – caused by the human 
hunger for scarce energy resources – is fueling a new 
southern rush to tap the oil and gas buried beneath 
northern lands and waters. Climate change is open-
ing up previously inaccessible areas for exploita-
tion, at the same time exposing Arctic communities to 
greater risk of environmental degradation. 

In recent summers, more arctic ice has melted than 
the previous winter had frozen. In the summer of 
2007, way ahead of scientific projections, the ice cap 
turned into open water. Northerners saw the effects 
of this climatic change in the behaviour of wildlife 
populations, the undermining of communities and 
the overheated political rhetoric accompanying var-
ious challenges to Canada’s Arctic sovereignty. 

The world’s media have turned their cameras onto 
imperiled polar bears,8 but many in the North wish 
that journalists would focus more on the impacts of 
climate change on the human beings of the area. On 
and off shore both, oil exploration could disrupt cari-
bou migrations and therefore traditional ways of life. 

The greatest disappointment 
for the indigenous parties has 
been the consistent failure of 
settler governments to faithful-
ly implement what had been 
negotiated
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Pacific salmon are appearing in arctic char streams 
like the Firth River. Coastal communities are at seri-
ous risk as warmer waters erode the shore ice that once 
functioned as a natural breakwater against the pound-
ing waves of winter storms. From Alaska to Nunavut, 
ongoing erosion threatens coastal infrastructure, marine 
economy and Inuit cultures. In other locations, melting 
permafrost has destabilized buildings and made long-
standing communities unsustainable. Forced reloca-
tion could turn their inhabitants into “climate refugees” 
(Matthiessen 2007).9

Though they have contributed very little to global 
warming, arctic residents are among the earliest vic-
tims of climate change. Although they may receive 
little in the way of benefits from the extraction of en-
ergy riches from their homelands, faulty public poli-
cy choices could saddle them with a ruined environ-
ment, uprooted communities and extreme cultural al-
ienation. Of the 21 communities in Nunavut, 20 are 
on the coast. The Inuit are a coastal people. They lived 
on and from the sea ice, believe they know best how 
to protect their lands and are the people who are most 
entitled to share in the riches beneath the Arctic ice. 
For both environmental and economic reasons, the 
people of Nunavut naturally seek “provincial” con-
trol of these resources.

Nunavut’s lands and waters hold 10 to 23 per cent 
of Canada’s oil reserves and between 16 and 35 per 
cent of its natural gas reserves. Citing the Geologi-
cal Survey of Canada, the Nunavut Government val-
ues reserves in the Sverdrup Basin at over a trillion 
dollars.10 Inuit management of oil and gas resource 
revenues would spur the development of Nunavut’s 
private sector and give the territory’s children and 
grandchildren access to private sector employment 
and business opportunities. Indeed, this is Nunavut’s 
best hope for prosperity beyond the days of feder-
al transfers and federal dependency. Nunavummiut 
(the citizens of Nunavut) do not want to be clerks of a 
federal storehouse; they want to own the store.

In the interests of economic justice, environmen-
tal sanity and Canadian sovereignty, it would make 
strategic sense to devolve responsibility for miner-
al and energy resources to northern governments. In 
the simplest of terms, Nunavut, NWT and the Yukon 
territories seek the powers that provinces enjoy. They 
want control – jurisdiction and management – of the 
natural resources beneath the lands and waters with-
in their political boundaries. Only this kind of control 
will win them a major share of the revenues that flow 
from their development. 

Before becoming Prime Minister, Stephen Harper 
promised that the northern territories would be the pri-
mary beneficiaries of northern natural resource reve-

nues in any devolution deal with a Conservative gov-
ernment. Inuit note that Denmark has recently conclud-
ed a natural resource-revenue sharing deal with Green-
land.11 Canada has yet to close a deal with the NWT 
and has barely started negotiations in Nunavut.

For Nunavut, the 1993 land claims settlement was 
the first step towards what some Northerners called 
“decolonization.”12 The second step was the creation of 
the territorial government in 1999. Devolution should 
be the third step. Doug McArthur thinks these proc-
esses amount to a bottom-up constitutional settlement 
that is unique to Canada’s territorial north.13 I would 
add only that this settlement was made possible by fog-
bound federal policies (Penikett 2007). 14 

4. Security and sovereignty

Last September, scientists confirmed that Arctic sea 
ice had shrunk to the smallest area ever recorded. At 
least three northern neighbours have recently chal-
lenged Canada’s sovereignty in the Arctic. In pur-
suit of questionable claims to Arctic resource wealth, 
a Russian submarine planted a titanium flag on the 
ocean floor under the North Pole that same summer. 
With the Northwest Passage potentially open to sum-
mer shipping, Canada finds itself unable to even mon-
itor traffic through those straits. Nunavut encom-
passes two-thirds of Canada’s coastline, but it has no 
active harbour. In fact, this country is the only Arctic 
nation without an active deep-water port to access the 
northern seas. 

 Arctic residents might sleep more peacefully were 
Canada to fully exercise its sovereignty and jurisdic-
tion over the waters of the Canadian Arctic Archipela-
go. A key component of that exercise would involve the 
faithful implementation of the Nunavut Land Claims 
Agreement (NLCA). NLCA provisions not yet imple-
mented, such as the Nunavut Marine Council, would 
assure Inuit that muscular environmental and safety 
regimes did apply to ships navigating the Northwest 
Passage. Regional land-use plans required by the Nu-
navut treaty need federal cabinet approval but they 
should influence seasonal shipping regulations.15

When Americans sailed the Polar Sea through the 
Northwest Passage in 1985, the protestors dropped 
leaflets onto the vessel from a chartered aircraft.16 In re-

For Nunavut, the 1993 land 
claims settlement was the first 
step towards what some North-
erners called “decolonization.”
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sponse to the Polar Sea challenge, Canada redrew its 
boundaries in 1986 to enclose the Arctic Archipelago 
and its internal waters.17 

Few Canadians realize how firmly Canada bases its 
Arctic sovereignty claims on thousands of years of In-
uit occupancy and use of Arctic lands, waters and sea 
ice.18 Inuit land and water use studies published in 1977 
documented their continuous utilization of 3.8 million 
square kilometers of land and ocean, including the 
eastern portion of the Northwest Passage – the area the 
United States views as an “international strait” (Fenge 
2007). However, Canada’s Prime Minister has yet to 
discover the wisdom of invoking the Nunavut Land 
Claims Agreement to defend our Arctic sovereignty. 

On behalf of the Nunavut Government’s devolution 
negotiators, Dr. Suzanne Lalonde, Professor of Interna-
tional Law at the Université de Montréal, has studied 
the potential effects that devolution of legislative juris-
diction to the Government of Nunavut over both land 
and marine bed resources within the Territory of Nuna-
vut might have on the international validity to Canada’s 
claim to sovereignty over the Arctic waters. Lalonde 
concludes that the devolution of broad resource-man-
agement responsibilities over both land and marine 
bed resources to the Government of Nunavut would be 
a clear act of effective governance on the part of the na-
tional government. It would allow Canadian entities, in 
conjunction with local institutions, to exercise, manage, 
and most importantly, to be seen to exercise and man-
age sustained jurisdiction throughout the marine are-
as within the Arctic Archipelago. Through devolution 
of legislative jurisdiction over the land and marine bed 
resources within Nunavut boundaries to the Govern-
ment of Nunavut, Canada can strengthen its claim to 
sovereignty:

[D]evolution might not only consolidate Can-
ada’s position but might also strengthen its le-
gal claim. For Inuit participation in the man-
agement and exploitation of land and marine 
bed resources within the Territory of Nunavut 
would reinforce Canada’s claim that its title 
over the Arctic waters enclosed by its straight 
baselines has been consolidated, and more 
importantly, that these waters are historic 
Canadian internal waters(Lalonde 2008).19  

As Mary Simon has said, “Sovereignty begins at 
home.”20 Obviously, Canada has no ability or inclina-
tion to fight wars with the USA over the Northwest 
Passage anymore than we’d invade Denmark over the 
Hans Island contretemps. However, we have good rea-
sons to assert our sovereignty in these waters. Lalonde 

concludes that, over more than a hundred year peri-
od, there have only been 69 transits of the Northwest 
Passage. All of the foreign vessels obtained Canada’s 
prior authorization. The only exception was the Po-
lar Sea in 1985, which sailed through the Passage un-
der an informal agreement to disagree. Therefore, the 
Northwest Passage does not fulfill the criteria that de-
fine an international strait. Still, Canada has to effec-
tively exercise its sovereignty over the waters and pre-
vent non-consensual voyages.

In political terms, the Arctic is in a period of major 
transformation. In the face of ongoing Arctic border 
and resource disputes, promoting Canadian interests 
and values will require interaction with all our north-
ern neighbours. Federal, territorial and Aboriginal co-
operation could help Canada secure an internation-
al treaty to protect the arctic environment – especial-
ly if that treaty guaranteed international acceptance of 
high standards for energy exploration and develop-
ment, along with a mandated role for Arctic commu-
nities in social and environmental impact monitoring 
(Griffiths 2007). 21 Admittedly, this is a big “if.”

A few months back, I was in Old Crow, the most 
northerly of Canada’s First Nation communities, with 
a leading Conservative politician. On hearing that, as 
a result of their Yukon treaty, this village now has mil-
lions invested in an airline and other businesses, the 
politician asked why would Canada underwrite this 
kind of prosperity for a tiny Arctic community. I point-
ed west to Alaska and noted that, just across that bor-
der the US government supported a military presence 
of 24,000 personnel. In the Yukon, there is a permanent 
military establishment of just two soldiers. To the lim-
ited extent that Canada can provide human security 
or protect its sovereignty in the Arctic, perhaps, it will 
be in helping to build viable northern communities.  
 
Tony Penikett is the author of Reconciliation: First Na-
tions Treaty Making, (Douglas & McIntyre, 2006). Pe-
nikett was active in Yukon politics from 1970 until 1995. 
In 1972, he served as campaign manager for Wally Firth, 
the first northern indigenous MP from the NWT. Current-
ly, he is Chief Negotiator for the Nunavut Government in 
oil, gas and mineral devolution negotiations with the feder-
al government. 
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Arctic Sovereignty and the Nunavut Land Claims 
Agreement
Udloriak Hanson
Senior Policy Liaison
Nunavut Tunngavik Inc.

I am participating in this conference and on this pan-
el on behalf of Nunavut Tunngavik Inc. - or NTI - the 
Inuit organization responsible for implementing the 
1993 Nunavut Land Claims Agreement.

I want to thank the organizers for the invitation to be 
here and a big thank you to Tony Penikett – our north-
ern friend. I would also like to recognize Bernie Fun-
ston who, like me, was born “North of 60.” 

Security and sovereignty in the Arctic – the topic of 
this conference – are very important to Inuit. It is not 
difficult to see why. Eighty-five per cent of the people 
who live in Nunavut are Inuit, and if things go wrong, 
we are directly affected. So, I will try to give you a ben-
eficiary’s point of view on Arctic sovereignty and the 
Nunavut Land Claims Agreement, and then answer 
any questions you may have.

As we are talking about sovereignty, I want to be-
gin by saying that Inuit are proud Canadians. We have 
been establishing and asserting Canada’s Arctic sover-
eignty for many years. In the 1950s some Inuit families 
from Nunavik, Northern Quebec, were relocated to the 
High Arctic Islands (Grise Fiord and Resolute Bay). It 
has been debated why this relocation took place, but 
many believe it was to firm up Canada’s Arctic sover-
eignty. Whether or not that was the main purpose, it 
did certainly build Canada’s presence in the High Arc-
tic. 

Prime Minister Harper has toured all three territo-
ries delivering important speeches on Arctic sovereign-
ty and northern energy and mineral development. We 
appreciate his personal attention to our region. 

Many Inuit were surprised – pleasantly surprised – 
when the Arctic featured so prominently in last fall’s 
Speech from the Throne. We applauded the Govern-
ment of Canada’s commitment to asserting Canada’s 
Arctic sovereignty through new ice-strengthened pa-
trol vessels, icebreakers, a deep water port at Nanisivik 
(near Arctic Bay on the north end of Baffin Island), and 
by strengthening the Inuit Rangers. 

Inuit want to help the Government of Canada as-
sert and affirm Canada’s Arctic sovereignty. We are 

not sure, however, whether the Government of Cana-
da wants our help; let me explain.

Following more than 20 years of negotiations, the In-
uit of Nunavut and the Parliament of Canada ratified 
the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement. The rights de-
fined in it are protected by Canada’s constitution. The 
territory of Nunavut and the Government of Nunavut 
were created as a result of this Agreement.

You may be surprised to learn that Arctic sovereign-
ty and the Nunavut Agreement are glued together. In 
1993, Inuit voted to cede to Canada their aboriginal ti-
tle to land and ocean in exchange for defined rights and 
benefits, and here I am going to quote the agreement,  
“...in recognition of the contributions of Inuit to Cana-
da’s history, identity and sovereignty in the Arctic.” 

The parties to the Agreement wanted this language 
included because Inuit had documented historical and 
contemporary use and occupancy of much of Lancaster 
Sound and Barrow Strait; the eastern part of the North-
west Passage that the Americans and the European Un-
ion claim to be an international strait. Inuit trace their 
use and occupancy in this region back thousands of 
years through Thule, Dorset and Pre-Dorset peoples. 

The Nunavut Agreement is long, complex and de-
tailed. The Agreement has many articles that support 
Canada’s Arctic sovereignty. The problem is that the 
Government of Canada is not using them. Let me give 
you two specific examples. 

Article 12 of the Agreement requires government, in 
co-operation with the Nunavut Planning Commission, 
to develop a plan to monitor Nunavut’s natural envi-
ronment. What better tool to assert sovereignty than 
a General Monitoring Plan managed by its respective 
land users and occupants? Yet, more than 15 years af-
ter the Agreement was ratified, this Article remains un-
implemented.

Article 15 provides for the establishment of a Nuna-
vut Marine Council. Essentially this would be an insti-
tution to bring together governments and Inuit organ-
izations to focus on the offshore. It has never been set 
up. By its very existence, the Nunavut Marine Council 
would help demonstrate that the Arctic offshore is part 
and parcel of Canada and is treated as such.

Nunavut Tunngavik Inc. has for years been trying to 
get the Government of Canada to fully implement the 
Nunavut Agreement. Other aboriginal peoples with 
modern treaties covering the North report similar prob-
lems. The Auditor General of Canada has reviewed im-
plementation of the Nunavut, Gwich’in and Inuvialu-
it Agreements and has independently found that these 
agreements are not being fully implemented.

Following years of inconclusive negotiations, dis-
cussions and a conciliation process, NTI launched a 
court case in December 2006 over the Government of 

Good afternoon. My name is Udloriak Hanson. 
I am Inuit, born and raised in Iqaluit, NU. I have 
two undergraduate degrees, one in Business and 
the other in Education, but I have to admit that 
when it comes to climate change – the only thing 
I really understand about it is the human side. 
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Canada’s failure to implement the Nunavut Agree-
ment, including those parts of Articles 12 and 15 that I 
have mentioned. You may have a look at the Statement 
of Claim posted on our web site (www.tunngavik.com/
english/publications.php).

The Nunavut Agreement was negotiated by a sover-
eign state with an Aboriginal people, and by negotiat-
ing it, and defining a land claims settlement area which 
includes both land and marine areas, the Government 
of Canada acted consistently with the sovereign status 
that it asserts. But the Nunavut Agreement is not sim-
ply symbolic. It is not just a demonstration on paper. Its 
provisions must be carried out, and by carrying out, in 
full, the terms of this Agreement, the Government of 
Canada will be acting in a way that is consistent with 
its status as a signatory to this Agreement and demon-
strating in practice, its sovereignty in the North.

Besides fully implementing the Nunavut Agreement, 
there are two ways in which the Government of Cana-
da could effectively move forward in affirming sover-
eignty. First it should engage Inuit. In February 2006 
the President of NTI wrote a six-page letter to the Prime 
Minister inviting him to use the Nunavut Agreement as 
part of a sovereignty assertion strategy and suggesting 
how the Agreement could help. Our initiative does not 
seem to have had much impact.

 In July 2007, the Prime Minister announced his gov-
ernment’s commitment to Arctic patrol ships and a 
deepwater port at Nanisivik. In addition, he said:

Canada has a choice when it comes to defend-
ing our sovereignty over the Arctic. We either 
use it or lose it. And make no mistake; this 
Government intends to use it.

This statement is based on a false assumption: that 
Canada was not or, is not, “using” Arctic land and wa-
ters. This is simply wrong. Inuit have lived and trav-
elled in the Arctic for thousands of years. 

Last year, the Government of Canada voted along 
with only three other states – the US, Australia and 
New Zealand – against the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The new Austral-
ian government has changed its position and indicated 
that it will advise the UN General Assembly of its sup-
port for the Declaration.

Surely, since Inuit use and occupancy are recognized 
in the Nunavut Agreement as supporting Canadian sov-
ereignty, the Government of Canada should promote 
international acceptance and international legal recog-
nition of such rights, including through the UN Decla-
ration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

Second, the Government of Canada is taking a nar-
row view of what sovereignty means and what needs to 
be done to affirm it. The rebuilding and redeployment of 
the military in the North should be one part of the strat-
egy, but not the whole strategy. Asserting Arctic sover-
eignty requires a comprehensive strategy involving var-
ious departments of the Government of Canada. 

Some decisions have been taken by the Government 
of Canada that actually weaken our ability to affirm 
Arctic sovereignty. In 2006, the Government of Canada 
disbanded the Office of the Arctic Ambassador, whose 
mandate was to persuade others to Canada’s view of 
Arctic sovereignty. As well, the Northern Dimension of 
Canada’s Foreign Policy, adopted in 2000 for five years, 
in part to assert Canada’s Arctic sovereignty, has lapsed. 
There is no sign that it is to be renewed.

Mary Simon, the President of Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami 
(ITK), has been travelling the country in recent months 
speaking about Arctic sovereignty and engaging Ca-
nadians on this national issue. She makes the case that 
“sovereignty begins at home.” Investing in people and 
communities, as well as military infrastructure is ulti-
mately the best means of expressing sovereignty. In ear-
ly 2007, ITK submitted to the Government of Canada 
a well thought out Inuit Action Plan, which included 
measures to assert Arctic sovereignty. 

I mentioned earlier the encouraging fall 2007 Speech 
from the Throne. Well, this speech included a commit-
ment to develop an integrated Northern Strategy to in-
clude sovereignty and security. The Government of 
Canada has yet to ask the Inuit of Nunavut to talk about 
the Northern Strategy or to respond to the Inuit Action 
Plan. 

Inuit have been called the flagpoles of the North. It 
is not a flattering term, but the British and later Canadi-
an presence in the Arctic has been built on the fact that 
this region is our homeland. This was documented in 
our land use and occupancy study, published in 1977. 
It was also recognized when the baselines around the 
Arctic Archipelago were drawn in 1986, and is explicit-
ly stated in the Land Claims Agreement.

But recognition of this reality has come piecemeal. It 
is actually to the benefit of Canada to focus on this re-
ality and act in accordance with it on a long-term, con-
sistent basis.

The Arctic has been the Inuit homeland for millen-
nia and will continue to be so long after this debate has 
passed.

Some decisions have been taken 
by the Government of Canada 
that actually weaken our ability 
to affirm Arctic sovereignty. 
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Not That Good a Fit? “Human Security” and the Arctic
Franklyn Griffiths
Professor Emeritus (Political Science) University of Toronto

While at a gathering of the Inuit Circumpolar Confer-
ence in Iqaluit quite a few years ago, I wandered into 
the primary school there and saw samples of fab-
ric stuck on a classroom wall. Among them was a fine 
piece of taffeta. Think about it, taffeta in Iqaluit. Edu-
cation being what it is, we could pronounce in favour 
of instruction in the elements of European couture in 
any school anywhere. Still, this was the Northwest Ter-
ritories, before Nunavut came into existence. Taffeta 
fitted into a curriculum that could only have been de-
vised in a remote southern center of learning. What 
makes sense down south may be quite out of place 
in the Arctic. The question I ask is whether, in meet-
ing the needs of Northerners whom we southerners 
would like to help, the advocacy of “human securi-
ty” might also be misplaced. I am inclined to believe 
it is. In exploring the matter, I first consider the no-
tion of human security, where it comes from, how it 
differs from other conceptions of security, and what 
it draws our attention to. Then we look north, spe-
cifically to Inuit Canada, for a sense of how fruit-
ful its application might be in Arctic circumstances. I 
end with a glance at alternatives to human security. 

Human Security and Its Disabilities

Meanings of the term “security” have long been con-
tested and it’s out of the contest that human security, 
itself contested, began to emerge in Canada in the late 
1990s. Security may be regarded as a condition, a feel-
ing, of being without great fear and danger to the self 
and to things of very considerable value to the self. Se-
curity can also be, and more often is understood to be, 
an objective situation in which the self has the where-
withal to deal with threats of severe deprivation that 
stem principally from the interests and passions of 
others. Not necessarily, but by and large, security is 
selfish. As a way of thinking it is personal, othering, 
and not well suited to the discussion of impersonal 
forces in whose working the self is directly implicat-
ed. It has other attributes as well.

For one thing, and as others have noted, the term 
connotes a state of emergency in which apprehend-
ed threats are such as to require prompt and if nec-
essary, sustained extraordinary action. This is action 
that takes precedence over responses not only to other 
threats, but to wants and desires that, however severe, 
are taken to be chronic. Talk of security therefore ori-
ents us primarily to threats as they present themselves 
here and now. It moves us to consider and act on 

what’s immediately before us. It inhibits transforma-
tive discourses and practices. Nor does it facilitate at-
tention, either to threats with a long time for presen-
tation, or to conditions that might give rise to such 
threats. It keys us to point sources as distinct from 
contexts that produce pointed threats. All the while, 
in societies where many causes compete for public, 
official, and budgetary attention, the “security“ label 
can be a marketing tool of some value. Attaching ur-
gency to a particular set of countermeasures to a par-
ticular threat, those who use the label may well sway 
others to grant priority to a favoured undertaking. 
They may also mislead with exaggerated threat as-
sessments. Security talk is generally to be taken with 
a grain of salt.

In the domain of international affairs and foreign re-
lations, a discourse of security has also privileged the 
state. Other possible “referent objects“ – civil society, 
the family, the individual, religions, cultures, diaspo-
ras, international regions, and so on – were long de-
nied standing in a view that saw the state as both the 
subject and the agent of national, international, and, 
by the turn of the twentieth century, collective securi-
ty. Viewed this way, power was the currency of securi-
ty, and the balancing of power was the way to achieve 
it insofar as preponderance was set aside. Security 
talk thus favoured not only the state, but an opposed-
forces view of interaction among states. As such, it has 
served broadly as a counterpoint to thought and ac-
tion for international cooperation outside of alliance 
relationships. Thus, when the Versailles settlement be-
gan to unravel in the early 1930s, the conversation in 
the League of Nations shifted quickly from negotia-
tions for general and complete disarmament to a re-
newed emphasis on national and international secu-
rity against aggression. It’s a debatable proposition, 
but it seems to me that after 1945, a statist discourse of 
national and collective security stood squarely in the 
way of transnational efforts for disarmament and ab-
olition, if not for arms control as well. In short, the in-
tellectual and policy milieu in which discourses of se-
curity have prevailed is conservative. It may be possi-
ble in principle to take away from the state by substi-
tuting another referent object for it. However, the con-
tinuing need to rely upon the state as the main means 
or agent in ensuring the security of an alternative ref-
erent object, risks making any new security project a 
conservative one in practice. It’s hard to break fully 
free of one’s origins.

Finally, on the matter of background, human secu-
rity arises from a discursive tradition that privileges 
military threats and dangers of physical violence aris-
ing from opposed political interests. To be sure, non-
military foreign threats – relating, for example, to eco-



56 Arctic Security Conference 2008

nomic competition, technological development, or in-
telligence gathering – were “securitized,“ which is to 
say made subjects of security in centuries past. Nor 
should we minimize what might be termed the civ-
il dimensions of security practice after 1945. The So-
viet Union, a Marxian polity, operated with a con-
ception of the world correlation of forces that includ-
ed regime change by the “parliamentary path“. The 
United States, following the launch of Sputnik, secu-
ritized national education and scientific research, stra-
tegic-materials supply, and even the Soviet grain har-
vest. As to Canada, it was proud to take credit for Ar-
ticle 2 of the NATO treaty, which cast the alliance’s se-
curity in economic and social terms. We also champi-
oned civil security causes and fora, for example the 
Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe, 
at which we could have a respected place at the table 
so as to offset US influence on Canada’s world pres-
ence. But still, the discourse of security was heavily 
militarized following World War II. Pride of place was 
given to military capabilities, vigilance, and prepared-
ness in the event of crisis. Consistent with the primacy 
of the state among states as referent object, the threat 
of armed conflict was uppermost in the calculus of na-
tional and international security. It remained so until 
the end of the Cold War.

As the East-West conflict waned, intensified, and 
then came to an abrupt end between 1972 and 1992, 
new conceptions of security were brought into play. 
“Common security,“ articulated in the Palme Com-
mission Report of 1982, was followed by the less in-
fluential notion of “cooperative security,“ present-
ed in a volume by the Brookings Institution in 1994. 
Both common and cooperative security held to a sta-
tist perspective on the dangers of armed conflict, but 
drew attention to opportunities for civil as well as 
military collaboration among actual and potential ad-
versaries. As a new world order beckoned, the door 
was opening to extended conceptions of security. By 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, the opening was wide 
enough to admit cultural, demographic, energy, envi-
ronmental, food, societal, and even ontological securi-
ty. The dimensions of security were very substantially 
extended. Just how these many dimensions might be 
understood in terms of cause and effect remained, and 
remains, an open question. Nor was it clear how they 

might assist in the design of effective collective action. 
Nevertheless, the climate was one that favoured ex-
tended notions of security, which is to say the demil-
itarization of the concept. Different sets of promot-
ers made free use of security rhetoric to advance their 
particular projects. For others, the world was, and is, a 
better place when the number and severity of securi-
ty issues and threats are lessening, not increasing. Still, 
the desire to widen the ambit of security discourse 
prevailed as the 20th century drew to a close. Enter 
human security.

The single contribution of human security talk is to 
add “deepening“ to the extension of security. This it 
does by challenging the state as the prime referent ob-
ject and by privileging the individual and peoples in-
stead. Termed “sustainable human security“ in its first 
statements by Canada’s Foreign Minister, Lloyd Ax-
worthy (in September 1996 to the 51st General Assem-
bly and in an address of April 1997), the new idea was 
presented as follows:

The recent series of UN conferences in New 
York, Rio, Vienna, Cairo, Copenhagen, Beijing 
and Istanbul have served both to define the 
concept of sustainable human security and to 
bring home the growing challenges to the se-
curity of the individual. The road map is clear; 
we do not need to study it any further…. Sus-
tainable human security means providing ba-
sic needs in both economic and political ways; 
it means ensuring quality of life and equity; it 
means protection of fundamental human rights. 
 
The basic premise behind “human security“ 
is that human rights and fundamental free-
doms, the rule of law, good governance and 
social equity, are as important to global peace 
as are arms control and disarmament. In oth-
er words, that security should be measured in 
terms of the ultimate outcome for individuals 
and peoples, rather than in terms of the num-
ber of arms control agreements signed.

Lloyd Axworthy was asking governments and an-
alysts around the globe to see the world anew and to 
focus on the extended security of the individual. This 
was truly a radical move. In due course, however, 
the Canadian government would seem to have back-
tracked. In the view of some, it persists in defence of 
the individual, but now inclines to a restricted view of 
individual security. Embodied in the doctrine of “re-
sponsibility to protect,“ the new view is seen to fo-
cus on situations of fear and to play down the denial 
of wants. Rather than seeking to secure human rights, 

What makes sense down south 
may be quite out of place in the 
Arctic.
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equity and good governance, it is concerned to pro-
tect the individual from state violence and violence 
caused by state failure. If so, human security, a con-
tested practice, is itself being remilitarized in its coun-
try of origin. 

It’s one thing to declare the individual and, some-
times also, populations at large, to be the referent ob-
jects of security. It’s another to show how the individ-
ual can be an effective agent against the threat and 
experience of fear, to say nothing of want. Beyond a 
point that’s quickly reached, security is held in com-
mon or not at all. A discursive practice of human se-
curity must uncover common ground for effective 
action in the space between the individual and the 
state. Otherwise, it does not empower the individual 
it seeks to protect. Instead, it is likely to rely upon the 
state, which intervenes with its own ideas of what’s 
required in Kosovo, Darfur, or Afghanistan. Not only 
is human security inclined to statism when it comes 
to agency, it also risks depriving the referent object of 
a voice in the process of threat assessment and agree-
ment on what constitutes security in the first place. 
When the imperiled individual is incapable of an inde-
pendent analysis of the situation and its requirements 
for collective action, and when a powerful other’s in-
terpretation of human security does not appeal to her, 
she is at the mercy of defenders who know what’s best 
for her. Her would-be defenders may themselves be-
come a threat to her security.

All of which is to suggest that the advocates of hu-
man security may have overshot the mark in counter-
posing the individual to the state as referent object. To 
be sure, “peoples“ are frequently cited as referents in 
human-security discourse. But it’s the individual who 
is to claim our attention. As to the choice between a re-
strictive and an expanded understanding of the con-
cept, exponents of human security might well give 
greater emphasis to the enabling of referent individ-
uals themselves to define what’s happening and what 
needs doing. These things noted, let us look north.   

The Canadian Inuit Arctic

The Arctic is vast, amounting by some calculations 
to roughly eight per cent of the Earth’s surface. It is 
also a mediterranean, six times larger than the Med, 
surrounded by five littoral states – Canada, Den-
mark/Greenland, Norway, the Russian Federation, 
and the United States. Also included as regional states 
not fronting onto the Arctic Ocean are Finland, Swe-
den, and Iceland, this last being the sole Arctic coun-
try without an indigenous population. The region is 
sufficiently far-flung, populous (some four million, 
of which roughly half are in the Russian Federation), 

and varied as to deny all but a poetic comprehension 
at the level of individual understanding. One solution 
is to focus on those in the region who are already most 
at risk, most vulnerable to deprivation, and most ex-
posed to adversity from forces and decisions that come 
in from afar. By this token, we would take the Arctic 
indigenous peoples as our referent object. Even here, 
however, the indigenous peoples of the Arctic are suf-
ficiently diverse in their lands and waters, culture and 
traditions, and well-being that a further tightening of 
focus is required.

I will therefore inquire whether and to what ex-
tent human security might provide a useful window 
onto the situation and the needs of Canada’s Inuit, a 
population of about 45,000, who live for the most part 
above the tree line in small communities extending 
from Labrador on the east to the Mackenzie-Beaufort 
area on the west. Right away we are faced with the 
risk of voice appropriation in that human security is, 
to the best of my knowledge, not something that any-
body is talking about anywhere in the Inuit Arctic of 
Canada. This being so, it is presumptuous for an out-
sider to infer how well a discursive practice of human 
security might meet their essential needs, and indeed, 
their wants as well. And there’s another thing or two.

Human security emerged as a liberal-democrat-
ic reaction to the conservative statist security practice 
of the Cold War. As liberal democracies were experi-
encing few, if any, of the enormities cited in the new 
discourse, it was international and not inner-direct-
ed. The Arctic, however, consists of liberal-democrat-
ic countries, with the exception of the Russian Feder-
ation – an authoritarian democracy in which North-
ern existence is marked by greater deprivation, but no 
greater incidence of violence, than in other parts of the 
region. Accordingly, and as others have pointed out, 
a restrictive understanding of human security cannot 
readily be applied in the Arctic. Instead, we need to 
rely on the extended version. Furthermore, short of 
satisfying ourselves with crafting basic principles of 
good behaviour in the Arctic Council and other inter-
national forums, extended human security must be-
come the goal of national governments in their domes-
tic affairs if it is to mean anything much. 

Human security emerged as a 
liberal-democratic reaction to 
the conservative statist security 
practice of the Cold War.
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As far as I know, notions of human security have 
been applied to the domestic affairs of a liberal democ-
racy only on two occasions. The first was by me in a 
discussion of the disposition of nuclear waste in the 
province of Ontario, this for the Nuclear Waste Man-
agement Organization in 2003. The second was in a 
brief response to my views by Lloyd Axworthy (both 
accessible at http://www.nwmo.ca, by going to “Back-
ground Papers“ and then “Guiding Concepts“). Bring-
ing human security home in southern Canada was a 
new idea. My thoughts on it were necessarily rudi-
mentary. Now we’re considering an application to the 
fears and needs, the life and quality of life, of Canada’s 
Inuit; this is entirely new terrain. I continue at the risk 
of instructing in what’s best for distant others.

As a practice, human security emerged in the midst 
of international campaigning marked by unusual al-
liances between the liberal-democratic state and civil 
society. There was thus a mobilizing quality to collec-
tive action for human security, for example in the in-
ternational movement to ban land mines or to estab-
lish an international criminal court. In these ventures, 
the good offices and certain other resources of the state 
were directed to the purposes of a civil-society coali-
tion, which broadly had the lead in the state-society 
partnership. Security for the individual and for pop-
ulations at large arose from interaction among activist 
nationals on the ground, like-minded members of the 
media, national and international NGOs, and the civ-
il society and state apparatus of the concerned liber-
al democracies. The approach was more “bottom-up“ 
than “top-down“. Those most directly at risk obtained 
a considerably larger voice than usual in the shaping 
of collective action. At the same time, as it originally 
emerged, the practice of human security was heavi-
ly dependent upon the existence of effective cham-
pions within the liberal-democratic state. In their ab-
sence, action for human security would likely be held 
to dogged networking of private citizens acting large-
ly on their own, or of officials in pursuit of intergov-
ernmental cooperation, without benefit of active civ-
il-society participation. The question is, how might all 
or part of this be applied on behalf of Canada’s Inuit, 
insofar as they represent those most at risk in the cir-
cumpolar North as an entirety. To keep things simple, 
let us distinguish between threats to life and to quality 
of life in Canadian Inuit lands.

Threats to life are central to a restrictive view of hu-
man security. They are to be found in Arctic Canada, 
principally in the extraordinarily high rate of suicide 
among young Inuit males in particular. No end of ef-
fort has gone into the understanding and prevention of 
these continuing tragedies. Might Inuit and their well-
wishers elsewhere in Canada now achieve new suc-

cess by mounting a human security campaign to re-
duce the incidence of youth suicide? What would such 
a campaign look like? Beyond a certain point, would 
public campaigning be appropriate in dealing with 
such poignant matters? Maybe so, but my guess is that 
the phenomenon is structural and deeply rooted in the 
clash of tradition and modernity. It may not yield to 
campaigning. Nor may Inuit be ready to address it by 
means of a state-civil society partnership for human se-
curity. I could be quite wrong about this, but given the 
small size and far-flung distribution of the Inuit popu-
lation in Arctic Canada, the very notion of civil society 
may, rather like taffeta, be out of place. If so, a human 
security effort against suicide would be dominated by 
territorial and federal governments. But what insights 
and what tools would a human-security approach give 
them that they do not already have? 

Very real threats to life are also to be had in the con-
sequences of climate change for marine and terres-
trial animals, on which Inuit culture and identity de-
pend. Inuit are all but uniform in their respect and care 
for animals. They are however divided in their under-
standing of, and response to, climate change. The deep 
apprehension of some is offset by widespread belief in 
the necessity and the ability of Inuit to adapt. Still oth-
ers are mainly concerned to maintain a hunting way 
of life against the predations of modern living and see 
climate change as a southern-based distraction. All the 
while, climate change is difficult enough to understand 
without also framing it in the language of human se-
curity. Can Inuit be expected to lead the way in securi-
tizing various species of Arctic wildlife as referent ob-
jects of human security in an era of climate change? Is 
human security the right way for them to frame their 
approach to the polar bear in particular? Actually, it 
might be in that some of the livelihood of small com-
munities may depend significantly on the ability to sell 
hunting rights to southerners. But would Inuit hunters 
opt for a human-security communications strategy in 
making their case for the kill down south? Would their 
appeal be framed instead in terms of indigenous hu-
man rights? Quite out of my depth here, I find it diffi-
cult to predict an enthusiastic response to proposals to 
employ human security as a frame of reference and ac-
tion when it comes to the animals on which the Inuit 
way of life depends.

Threats to life might also be attached to the ru-
moured activity of foreign nuclear submarines in Ca-
nadian Arctic waters, and, beyond this, to the potential 
for a remilitarization of the Arctic as climate change 
renders the region increasingly accessible. Inuit do not 
seem, however, to be greatly exercised by actual and 
potential foreign military activity, which in my limit-
ed experience rarely, if ever, pops up as a lead item in 
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conversation. Taking pride in the contribution of the 
Rangers to Canadian sovereignty and security, Inu-
it may also question Canadian defence spending on 
new Arctic hardware, when monies might better go to 
the maintenance of a vibrant Inuit society and effec-
tive Inuit occupancy of Canada’s high Arctic spaces. 
Irrespective of whether a restrictive interpretation of 
human security is accepted by Inuit in the first place, 
military threats to life seem not to rank high in their 
scheme of things.

As to extended human security, threats to quality 
of life are abundant, and perceived as such. Indeed, 
while nominally concerned with other matters, the 
Arctic Human Development Report (AHDR), issued by 
the Arctic Council in 2004, is replete with human se-
curity issues for the region as a whole, Canada includ-
ed. Rather than confine ourselves to the Arctic of Can-
ada’s Inuit, we might therefore ransack the AHDR for 
human-security material as it relates to quality of life. 
I prefer however, the immediacy of a particular peo-
ple in a particular place. In Canada, the quality of Inu-
it life is seen by Inuit to be threatened by, among oth-
er things, cultural erosion and language loss, circum-
stances making for early dropout from school, climate 
change including its adverse effects on travel and the 
practice of a hunting way of life, long-range transport 
of pollutants into country food, the incursion of foreign 
fishing boats, marine pollution by commercial vessels 
operating with greater frequency in ice-reduced wa-
ters, substance abuse, grossly inadequate housing, 
economic underdevelopment and employment scarci-
ty, and by southern environmental NGOs. There’s ob-
viously far more here than can be commented upon in 
any detail.

The potential does exist for extended human-secu-
rity action in the Inuit situation as perceived by Inuit. 
But, again, why would Inuit frame their wants in terms 
of human security? The adoption of terminology and a 
framing regime that’s new to them would require pri-
or acceptance in the south. No way can Inuit be expect-
ed themselves to introduce and educate the southern 
majority on the merits of human security as a guide to 
collective action within Canada. As well, human secu-
rity thinking would have to be preferred over existing 
ways of making the quality-of-life case to publics, pol-
iticians, and federal finance officials down south. 

Up north as well as down south, many will have to 
stretch their imaginations to consider quality of life as 
a security matter. The stretch is not so great in Cana-
da when Arctic sovereignty is taken to be the frame 
of reference. Although personally, I believe we Cana-
dians should all but stop worrying about a sovereign-
ty that’s actually well in hand; Inuit can and do argue 
for southern support for improved housing and lan-

guage education as sovereignty contributions, as affir-
mations of effective Canadian Arctic occupancy. Mean-
while there are still other ways of framing the human 
needs of Inuit, for example in terms of the honour of 
the Crown in meeting its fiduciary responsibilities and 
land-claims commitments to indigenous peoples.   

In sum, it’s not appropriate to expect Inuit to take 
the lead in introducing a national discourse for human 
security in Arctic Canada. Nor, in my view, is it appro-
priate for others to try to mobilize them on behalf of an 
exogenous understanding of their own security. In any 
event, there is little scope for the application of restrict-
ed human security, and little comparative advantage 
in the application of extended human-security think-
ing by Inuit in the Canadian Arctic. As Canada’s Inu-
it go, so goes the Arctic as a region. Unless I’ve missed 
a lot, the fit between human security and the Arctic is 
not good.

An Indigenous Alternative

It is difficult in the time and space available here 
to do greatly more than touch upon the alternatives. 
But touch we should if the discussion is not to be 
left in the negative. So, if “human security“ is in-
deed wanting, what might the choices be for a more 
effective discursive practice? Some will say that risk 
has replaced security as the governing concept in 
modern life. Others will propose human rights, jus-
tice, equity, survival, sustainable development and, 
for that matter, human development. In my view, 
we are best off in the Arctic if we can minimize our 
reliance on imported intellectual frameworks. Bet-
ter instead to ground thinking and practice in the 
Arctic itself. For this there is no better point of de-
parture than the Arctic Human Development Report, 
which is critical of southern-based notions of hu-
man development. In their concluding remarks the 
lead authors say that:

The term “community” also 
sums up the many and varied 
purposes of collective action for 
the good in Arctic conditions.

…our study has directed attention to a dis-
tinction between two fundamentally different 
perspectives on human development. One ap-
proach – we may call it the western approach 
– starts with the individual and asks how in-
dividuals are faring in terms of any number 
of criteria like life expectancy, education, ma-
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terial well-being, and so forth. An alternative 
approach – reflected in many indigenous cul-
tures – starts with the community or the so-
cial group and views human development 
through the lens of community viability. 

Following suit and going further, I suggest we take 
the referent object for life and quality of life in the Arc-
tic to be neither the state, nor the individual, nor civil 
society, but the community, typically the remote small 
indigenous community which is embedded in the nat-
ural environment. 

Characterizing the referent object, the term “commu-
nity“ also sums up the many and varied purposes of col-
lective action for the good in Arctic conditions. It con-
notes order without law. This is order that’s based on 
shared norms or standards of behaviour that govern hu-
man relations and, especially in an Arctic setting, human 
relations with the world of nature. These are in essence, 
standards of respect and care for the other, be it familiar 
or foreign, human or in a state of nature. Not legislated, 
they arise in society as individuals discover and together 
hold onto what it takes to deal successfully with one an-
other and with the world around. Expressed in southern 
language, which presumably has its indigenous Arctic 
equivalents, these are standards of embedded civility.

Likely to be seen as quaint from a non-Arctic perspec-
tive, the civilities of the circumpolar North have much to 
say to a wider world that’s being superheated by posses-
sive individualism to a point where the human species 
may itself now be threatened. They tell us that it’s not 
the individual but the community, its viability, and its 
representatives that demand our attention down south 
as well as up north. How the small Arctic community is 
to be helped is, to put it mildly, hard to say at this point. 
Surely the best advice will come from the community it-
self. Some of it will focus on self-help, in contrast to help 
from the state. Some of it may assist in a reorientation 
from security to community in thinking and practice 
elsewhere in the world, especially in the requirement for 
civility in human relations with nature. 

Considerations such as these are far removed from 
contemporary discourses of security. They are so far re-
moved that many may leave them to others and contin-
ue carrying security as we’ve known it into the Arctic – 
a pity, because the global village has much to learn from 
as well as give to the small Arctic community.
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Northern Lights at Yellowknife, NWT, Canada - Photo by Xander
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An International Legal Regime for the Arctic
H.P. Rajan
Secretary of the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf
Office of the Legal Adviser
United Nations Headquarters  

Is there a legal regime for the Arctic? Or, is there a le-
gal regime that is applicable to the Arctic, and if so, 
how far does that regime require further strengthen-
ing in view of contemporary developments?

What is important at the outset is to realize that in the 
Arctic, the issue is not with respect to territorial sover-
eignty; it is about exercise of certain sovereign rights 
there. The Arctic Ocean is like any other ocean. The pres-
ent paper attempts to demonstrate that there is an exist-
ing binding legal regime established by the 1982 United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (hereinafter 
referred to as the “Convention”), and explains some of 
the contemporary developments in the implementation 
of the provisions of the Convention. Thereafter, the le-
gal regime that is established for the Antarctic is revisit-
ed with a view to study how far that system is relevant 
to the Arctic, and what useful derivations can be made 
from there. 

The Convention was opened for signature on 10 De-
cember 1982 in Montego Bay (Jamaica), and entered into 
force on 16 November 1994, 12 months after the date of 
deposit of the sixtieth instrument of ratification or ac-
cession. Today, with 154 States Parties to the Conven-
tion, which includes all the Arctic states except the Unit-
ed States, it provides the universal regime for all matters 
relating to ocean affairs and the Law of the Sea. It serves 
as the foundation for the development of regional and 
national ocean policies, as well as the development of 
related regional and international instruments. It is re-
garded as the “Constitution of the Oceans.”

The Convention does not envisage any special re-
gime for the Arctic. Thus in the Arctic ocean too, the ar-
eas beyond the limits of national jurisdiction are high 
seas with all the appurtenant freedoms of the high 
seas, namely navigation, overflight, laying of subma-
rine cables and pipelines, construction of artificial in-
stallations, and conduct of scientific research. Such 
freedoms are already exercised in the Arctic Ocean. 
 
Sovereignty and sovereign rights under the Convention

Under the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea, coastal states are entitled to territorial sea, 
contiguous zone, exclusive economic zone, and conti-
nental shelf, over which they have specific rights and 
jurisdiction. These zones have to be drawn from cer-
tain baselines, which include the low water line along 

the coast (normal baselines) or straight or archipelag-
ic baselines, defined by reference to lists of geographi-
cal coordinates of points. Waters on the landward side 
of the baseline are internal waters of the state or, in the 
case of archipelagic baselines, archipelagic waters.

From the baselines, every state has a right to estab-
lish a territorial sea not exceeding 12 nautical miles.1 

With certain exceptions related to navigation, the 
coastal states exercise complete sovereignty over the 
territorial sea, including its resources.

Coastal states can establish a contiguous zone not 
extending beyond 24 nautical miles beyond the base-
lines from which the territorial sea is measured. The 
rights over the contiguous zone extend to (a) preven-
tion of infringement of customs, fiscal, immigration or 
sanitary laws and regulations within the territory or 
territorial sea and (b) for punishment of infringement 
of the above laws and regulations committed within 
the territory or territorial sea.2 The Convention also 
provides that removal of archaeological and histori-
cal objects from the seabed in the contiguous zone of 
a coastal state, without its approval would result in 
an infringement within its territory or territorial sea of 
the laws and regulations referred to in article 33.3

The exclusive economic zone is a zone not extend-
ing beyond 200 nautical miles beyond the baselines 
from which the breadth of the territorial sea is meas-
ured.4 The exclusive economic zone is subject to a spe-
cific legal regime, according to which the coastal state 
has sovereign rights for the purposes of exploring and 
exploiting, conserving and managing the natural re-
sources, whether living or non-living, of the superja-
cent waters, as well as of the seabed and subsoil. In ad-
dition, the coastal state has jurisdiction with regards to 
the establishment and use of artificial islands, installa-
tions and structures, marine scientific research, pro-
tection and preservation of the marine environment.5 

In the context of the Arctic, mention must be made of 
one important provision: Article 234 of the Conven-
tion grants special regulatory and enforcement rights 
to coastal states in ice-covered areas to reduce and con-
trol vessel source pollution within the limits of the ex-
clusive economic zone. This provision does represent 
an exception to the general rule of flag-state enforce-
ment of the regulations governing vessel-source pol-
lution. Under this Article, coastal states have the right 
to adopt and to enforce non-discriminatory laws and 
regulations for the prevention, reduction, and control 
of marine pollution in their respective exclusive eco-
nomic zones.

Of particular significance are the continental shelf 
and its delineation. The continental shelf of a coast-
al state comprises the seabed and subsoil of the sub-
marine areas that extend beyond its territorial sea 
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throughout the natural prolongation of its land terri-
tory to the outer edge of the continental margin, or 
to a distance of 200 nautical miles from the baselines 
from which the breadth of the territorial sea is meas-
ured where the outer edge of the continental mar-
gin does not extend to that distance.6 The continen-
tal margin comprises the submerged prolongation of 
the landmass of the coastal state. It consists of the sea-
bed and subsoil of the shelf, the slope and the rise,7 
but does not include the deep ocean floor with its oce-
anic ridges or the subsoil thereof. While the geologi-
cal continental shelf may extend up to the outer edge 
of the continental margin, the Convention prescribes 
certain criteria for the establishment of the outer limits 
where it extends beyond 200 nautical miles, and con-
strains it to limit to either 350 nautical miles from the 
baselines from which the territorial sea is measured, 
or to 100 nautical miles from the 2500 metres isobath, 
which is a line connecting the depth of 2500 metres.8 
In other words, where the continental margin extends 
up to 200 nautical miles, or is less, the outer limits of 
the continental shelf coincides with the exclusive eco-
nomic zone. 

The coastal state exercises over the continental shelf 
sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring and ex-
ploiting its natural resources.9 The rights of the coast-
al states in respect of the continental shelf are exclu-
sive; if the coastal state does not explore the continen-
tal shelf or exploit its natural resources, no one else 
may undertake these activities without the express 
consent of the coastal state.10 The rights of the coast-
al state over the continental shelf do not affect the le-
gal status of the superjacent waters, or of the air space 
above those waters.11 

Delineation of the continental shelf beyond 200 
nautical miles: 

the baselines, from which the breadth of the territo-
rial sea is measured, shall be submitted to the Com-
mission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf set up 
under Annex II of the Convention. The information 
referred to in paragraph 8 of Article 76 refers to sup-
porting scientific and technical data.12 After examina-
tion of such scientific and technical data, the Commis-
sion shall make recommendations to coastal states on 
matters related to the establishment of the outer limits 
of the continental shelf. 

In accordance with rule 53 of the rules of proce-
dure, the Commission shall transmit to the Secretari-
at two copies of the recommendations, one to be sub-
mitted to the coastal state, and the other to remain in 
the custody of the Secretary-General. The limits of the 
shelf established by a coastal state on the basis of these 
recommendations shall be final and binding.13

In the context of the Arctic, two Arctic states have 
made submissions to the Commission. The Russian 
Federation was the very first country to make a sub-
mission to the Commission. The Russian submission 
concerned four areas, among them the Central Arc-
tic Ocean. Having examined the data and information 
submitted by the coastal state, the Commission made 
recommendations in respect of the four areas relating 
to the continental shelf extending beyond 200 nauti-
cal miles contained in the submission: the Barents Sea, 
the Bering Sea, the Sea of Okhotsk and the Central 
Arctic Ocean: 14

In the case of the Barents and Bering seas, the Com-
mission recommended to the Russian Federation, upon 
entry into force of the maritime boundary delimitation 
agreements with Norway in the Barents Sea, and with 
the United States of America in the Bering Sea, to trans-
mit to the Commission the charts and coordinates of 
the delimitation lines. These would represent the out-
er limits of the continental shelf of the Russian Feder-
ation, extending beyond 200 nautical miles in the Bar-
ents Sea and the Bering Sea respectively. 

Regarding the Sea of Okhotsk, the Commission 
recommended to the Russian Federation to make a 
well-documented partial submission for its extended 
continental shelf in the northern part of that sea. The 
Commission stated that this partial submission shall 

Where a coastal state intends to establish the outer lim-
its of its continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles, it 
has to do so in accordance with the Article 76(4). This 
Article provides the formula for the delineation of the 
outer limits of the continental shelf where it extends 
beyond 200 nautical miles. There are two formulae 
which reference either the thickness of the sedimenta-
ry rocks from the foot of the slope, the distance of 60 
nautical miles from the foot of the slope. Thereafter, 
Article 76, paragraph 5 determines the cut-off points 
for the delineation, known as constraints. There are 
two constraints, viz. either a distance of 350 nautical 
miles from the baselines from which the breadth of 
the territorial sea is measured, or to a distance of 100 
nautical miles from the 2500 isobath. Article 76, para-
graph 8 provides that the information on the limits of 
the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from 

S E S S I O N  I V  :  N A T I O N A L  S O V E R E I G N T Y  A N D  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  L A W

Coastal states are entitled to 
territorial sea, contiguous zone, 
exclusive economic zone, and 
continental shelf over which 
they have specific rights and ju-
risdiction.
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the question of bilateral delimitations of the continen-
tal shelf between the three states. It was also reiterat-
ed that according to the Convention to which both Ice-
land and Norway are Parties, including Annex II and 
the Rules of Procedure of the Commission, in partic-
ular Annex I thereto, the actions of the Commission 
shall not prejudice matters relating to delimitation of 
boundaries between states with opposite or adjacent 
coasts. 

The Russian Federation19 communicated that the de-
limitation of the continental shelf between the Russian 
Federation and Norway had not yet been settled; that 
the unresolved delimitation issue in the Barents Sea is 
therefore to be considered as a “maritime dispute” for 
the purposes of rule 5(a) of Annex I to the Rules of Proce-
dure of the Commission. Accordingly, any action by the 
Commission shall not prejudice matters relating to the 
delimitation of the continental shelf between Norway 
and the Russian Federation. It was also stated that the 
Commission already considered this issue while exam-
ining the submission made by the Russian Federation, 
and had recommended to the Russian Federation, that 
upon entry into force of the maritime boundary delimi-
tation agreement with Norway, to transmit to the Com-
mission charts and coordinates of the delimitation line, 
as that would represent the outer limits of the continen-
tal shelf of the Russian Federation extending beyond 200 
nautical miles in the Barents Sea. On that understanding, 
the Russian Federation consented to the examination of 
the Norwegian submission to the Commission with re-
gard to an “area under dispute” in the Barents Sea. It 
was also stated that nothing in the Note shall prejudice 
the position of the Russian Federation towards the Spits-
bergen Archipelago and its continental shelf, and that 
the recommendations of the Commission shall be with-
out prejudice to the provisions of the Treaty concerning 
Spitsbergen of 1920 (Paris Treaty),20 and accordingly to 
the regime of maritime areas adjacent to Spitsbergen. 

By Note dated 2 March 2007, Spain notified21 that the 
Paris Treaty “… is the basis for recognition of the sover-
eignty of Norway over Svalbard. Such sovereignty, albe-
it full, nevertheless also entails the obligation by which 
Norway must allow free access, without any discrimi-
nation, under the same conditions of equality, to the ar-
chipelago’s biological and mineral resources to the na-
tionals of all the Contracting Parties, pursuant to Arti-
cles 2,3,7, and 8 of the Treaty.”22 Spain’s position was that 
“principles of liberty of access and non-discrimination 
are applicable to any maritime zone that might be de-
fined from Svalbard, including as appropriate, the conti-
nental shelf, both within and beyond 200 nautical miles 
from the baselines from which the breadth of territorial 
sea is measured.” 23 In as much as the continental shelf 
extension submitted by Norway is intended to be ef-

not prejudice questions relating to the delimitation 
of boundaries between states in the south for which 
a submission might subsequently be made, notwith-
standing the provisions regarding the 10-year time 
limit established by Article 4 of Annex II to the Con-
vention. In order to make this partial submission, the 
Commission also recommended to the Russian Fed-
eration to make its best efforts to effect an agreement 
with Japan, in accordance with paragraph 4 of annex I 
to the Rules of Procedure of the Commission. 

As regards the Central Arctic Ocean, the Com-
mission recommended that the Russian Federation 
make a revised submission respecting its extend-
ed continental shelf in that area, based on the find-
ings contained in the recommendations. At the sev-
enteenth Meeting of States Parties held in June 2007, 
the Russian Federation stated that it intended to sub-
mit to the Commission additional information.15  

Norwegian Submission 

On 27 November 2006, Norway submitted to the 
Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf, in 
accordance with Article 76, paragraph 8 of the Unit-
ed Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, infor-
mation on the limits of the continental shelf beyond 
200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the 
breadth of the territorial sea is measured for three 
separate areas. These include the North-East Atlantic 
and the Arctic; the Loop Hole in the Barents Sea; the 
Western Nansen Basin in the Arctic Ocean; and the 
Banana Hole in the Norwegian Sea. According to the 
submitting state, the submission deals only with the 
outer limits of the continental shelf in those three ar-
eas, and that a further submission may be made in re-
spect of other areas. This submission is presently un-
der consideration by the Commission.

With respect to the Norwegian submission, Den-
mark16 and Iceland,17 referring to the Agreed Min-
utes18, notified the Secretary-General of the United Na-
tions that they do not object to the Commission con-
sidering the documentation and making recommenda-
tions on this basis, without prejudice to the submission 
of documentation by these states at a later stage, or to 

The coastal state exercises over 
the continental shelf sovereign 
rights for the purpose of ex-
ploring and exploiting its natu-
ral resources.
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fected from Svalbard towards the north – in the West-
ern Nansen Basin region – and towards the east in the 
region Loop Hole, Spain considers that the Paris Treaty 
fully applies to those regions and reserves its right con-
cerning the exploitation of the resources located on the 
continental shelf, including the extended area that might 
be defined beyond Svalbard archipelago.24 

Norway, in response to Spain’s Note, stated that the 
opinions expressed in Spain’s Note concern the scope of 
application and interpretation of certain provisions of 
the Treaty of 1920, where there are differences of views. 
“These issues do not affect in any manner the interpreta-
tion or application of the rules contained in Article 76 of 
the Convention, nor its Annex II, and have no bearing on 
the work of the Commission.”25 

Rights over the Continental Shelf beyond 200 nauti-
cal miles: 

The resources of the continental shelf consist of miner-
al and other non-living resources of the seabed and the 
subsoil along with living organisms belonging to sed-
entary species, that is to say, organisms which at the 
harvestable stage either are immobile, or are unable to 
move, except in constant physical contact with the sea-
bed and the subsoil.26 The question of what constitutes 
sedentary organisms assumes importance in areas of 
continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles, since the 
superjacent waters there are high seas and not waters 
of EEZ. The rights of a coastal state over the continen-
tal shelf do not affect the legal status of the superjacent 
waters or of the airspace above those waters. 

Marine scientific research on the continental shelf 
shall be conducted with the consent of the coastal state. 
The Convention does not define the term marine sci-
entific research. In normal circumstances, coastal states 
shall grant their consent for marine scientific projects by 
other states or competent international organizations 
for peaceful purposes, and in order to increase scien-
tific knowledge of the marine environment for the ben-
efit of all mankind. They shall establish rules and pro-
cedures ensuring that such consent will not be delayed 
or denied unreasonably.27 The coastal state may how-
ever, in their discretion withhold their consent to the 
conduct of a marine scientific project of another state or 
competent international organization, if that project:28 

•	 Is of direct significance for the explora-
tion and exploitation of natural resourc-
es, whether living or non-living

•	 Involves drilling into the continental 
shelf, use of explosives or introduction 
of harmful substances into the marine 
environment

•	 Involves the construction, operation or 
use of artificial islands

Another important aspect of the continental shelf 
jurisdiction is that the coastal state is required to make 
payments or contributions in kind in respect of the ex-
ploitation of mineral resources beyond 200 nautical 
miles after the first five years of production at a site. 
Production does not include resources used in connec-
tion with exploitation. The Convention provides that 
for the sixth year, the rate of payment or contribution 
shall be one per cent of the value or volume of produc-
tion at the site. The rate shall increase by one per cent 
each year until the twelfth year and shall remain at 
seven per cent thereafter.29 A developing state which 
is a net importer of a mineral resource produced from 
its continental shelf is exempt from making such pay-
ments or contributions in respect of that mineral re-
source.30 The payments or contributions shall be made 
through the International Seabed Authority, which 
will distribute them to the states that are party to the 
Convention, “on the basis of equitable sharing crite-
ria, taking into account the interests and needs of de-
veloping states, particularly the least developed and 
the landlocked among them.”31

The Convention grants states the sovereign right 
to exploit their natural resources pursuant to their 
environmental policies and in accordance with their 
duty to protect and preserve the marine environ-
ment.32 States must adopt laws and regulations to pre-
vent, reduce and control pollution of the marine en-
vironment arising from, or in connection with sea-
bed activities subject to their jurisdiction and from 
artificial islands, installations and structures under 
their jurisdiction, which must be no less effective 
than the international rules, standards and recom-
mended practices and procedures to be established.33  
 
Antarctic Example: 
 
A question often asked is whether the Antarctic Trea-
ty could serve as a model for organizing a compre-
hensive legal framework for the Arctic. Many schol-
ars have opined against such an approach. However, 
in my view, the Antarctic Treaty System and the man-
ner in which that has developed would neverthe-
less, be useful in any consideration of a regime for 
the Arctic. This is mainly because both the Arc-
tic and the Antarctic have several similar consid-
erations such as ecology and environment, strate-
gy and security, scientific research and more. In that 
context therefore, it would be useful to have a brief 
look at how the Antarctic Treaty System has devel-
oped, and how some useful derivations can be made. 
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The origin of the Antarctic Treaty is generally at-
tributed to the work of the International Geophysical 
Year (IGY). However, international scientific cooper-
ation could be traced back to as early as 1882-3 dur-
ing the first International Polar Year. Fifty years hence 
a second Polar Year was convened and it was decided 
to convene the third Polar year after a lapse of twenty 
five years, which was in 1957-8. The proposal for the 
third Polar Year was placed before a Mixed Commis-
sion on Ionosphere, a body of the International Coun-
cil for Scientific Union. The World Meteorological Or-
ganization, which was invited to participate in the Pre-
paratory Committee, suggested that it would be pref-
erable to convene an International Geophysical Year 
and extend the synoptic observations of the geophysi-
cal phenomena over the whole surface of the earth.34 
Accordingly, a special committee was constituted to 
undertake the preparatory work for the IGY. The Spe-
cial Committee held four meetings and four confer-
ences prior to the start of the IGY and also established 
an Ad hoc Committee in 1957, namely the Standing 
Committee on Antarctic Research. The Standing Com-
mittee on Antarctic Research was renamed as the Sci-
entific Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR) in 
1961.

The work of the IGY focused on scientific cooper-
ation irrespective of political and ideological differ-
ences, or claims relating to territorial sovereignty over 
Antarctica.35 Then it followed the United States’ initia-
tive to propose to other countries interested in Antarc-
tic affairs the formulation of a treaty “designed to pre-
serve the continent as an international laboratory for 
scientific research and ensure that it would be used 
only for peaceful purposes”.36 A formal treaty confer-
ence was opened on 15 October 1959, and a treaty was 
signed within two months on 1 December 1959. Japan 
was the first country to ratify the Antarctic Treaty and 
it entered into force on 23 June 1961. 

The Antarctic Treaty is a remarkable instrument, 
drafted through a unique negotiating process at a 
time when the Cold War was at its peak. The Parties to 
the Treaty recognize “…it is in the interest of all man-
kind that Antarctica shall continue for ever to be used 
exclusively for peaceful purposes and shall not be-
come the scene or object of international discord.” It 
has been particularly successful in keeping Antarcti-
ca free from military activities, prohibiting nuclear ac-
tivities, and disposal of radioactive wastes there. Most 
importantly, it could bring together the seven states 
with territorial claims with five non-claimant states, 
including those with a basis for claims, to put aside 
all such claims, initially for 30 years – an agreement 
which continues today. It is clearly stipulated that no 
act or activities taking place while the Treaty is in force 

shall constitute a basis for asserting, supporting or de-
nying a claim to territorial sovereignty in Antarctica, 
or create any rights of sovereignty in Antarctica. No 
new claim or an enlargement of an existing claim, to 
territorial sovereignty in Antarctica shall be asserted 
while the Treaty is in force. With 12 countries initially, 
now there are 46 States Parties to the Treaty, of which 
28 are Consultative Parties. The Antarctic Treaty Sys-
tem, which has grown up around the original treaty, 
now consists of the following agreements in addition 
to the treaty itself: 

•	 The Convention for the Conservation of 
Antarctic Seals (CCAS), signed in Lon-
don on 1 June 1972

•	 The Convention on the Conservation 
of Antarctic Marine Living Resources 
(CCAMLR), signed in Canberra on 20 
May 1980

•	 The Protocol on Environmental Protec-
tion to the Anarctic Treaty, signed in Ma-
drid on 4 October 1991 

In addition, there are several measures adopted by 
the Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting (ATCM), 
which since 1994 meets annually. The Antarctic Treaty 
System has intrinsic links with other organizations of 
the scientific community, in particular SCAR. It must 
be mentioned here that the geographical area of inter-
est to SCAR extends to the Antarctic convergence, and 
thus includes some of the islands lying north of 60 de-
grees south latitude.37

The Protocol on Environmental Protection to the 
Antarctic Treaty is specifically designed to address the 
issue of protection to the Antarctic environment and to 
designate Antarctica as a natural reserve. It also pro-
vides an interesting mechanism for settlement of dis-
putes through an Arbitral Tribunal, which is com-
posed of three arbitrators from a list maintained by the 
Secretary General of the Permanent Court of Arbitra-
tion. Each State Party to the Protocol is entitled to des-
ignate up to three Arbitrators, at least one of whom 
shall be designated within three months of the entry 
into force of the Protocol to that Party. Each Party shall 
at all times maintain the name of at least one arbitra-
tor on the list. 

An Antarctic Treaty Secretariat has also been estab-
lished, in 2004, in Buenos Aires. The functions of the 
Secretariat are to:

•	 Support the Antarctic Treaty Consulta-
tive Meeting (ATCM) and the Commit-
tee for Environmental Protection (CEP), 
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established by the Protocol on Environ-
mental Protection to the Antarctic Trea-
ty

•	 Promote official information exchange 
between the Parties of the Antarctic 
Treaty

•	 Collect, maintain and publish the re-
cords of the ATCM and the CEP 

•	 Provide information on the Antarctic 
Treaty system

The Antarctic Treaty System serves as an exam-
ple of how practical solutions through an issue-based 
approach have been adopted in a complex setting. 
Some of the most controversial issues have been “fro-
zen.” Functional approach and logistic details are ad-
dressed by the Standing Committee on Antarctic Lo-
gistics and Council of Managers of National Antarc-
tic Programmes. Somewhat based on the Antarctic ex-
ample, and how that has worked in practice, it may be 
possible to develop for the Arctic issue-based regula-
tory mechanisms on specific subjects, most important-
ly on environmental issues, within the overall frame-
work of the existing legal regime. 
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Territorial Claims as an Example of the Geo-Economic 
Shift to the North 
Tapani Vaahtoranta and Lotta Numminen  
The Finnish Institute of International Affairs

Climate change and security

Jayantha Dhanapala asked me to discuss how we – the 
Finns, as a member of the Arctic Council – see the issue 
of the competing territorial claims in the Far North. To 
tell the truth, I do not think that there is yet any single 
Finnish view of the issue. The realization that climate 
change is already taking place and that it will have 
important consequences for the Arctic region is so re-
cent in Finland that we have just begun to analyze the 
issue and to discuss our policy responses. Thus, what 
I say now is more the view of two Finnish researchers 
rather than that of Finland.

The paper is based on the view that the competing 
territorial claims are caused by climate change. The 
Arctic region is warming faster than most other parts 
of the earth and this change is creating new opportu-
nities for economic activities and the development of 
the Arctic region’s natural resources. As a result, the 
five coastal states – Canada, the United States, Nor-
way, Denmark/Greenland and Russia – seem now to 
be engaged in the competition for the hydrocarbons in 
the seabed. Hence the territorial claims. 

Our view is that climate change will pose direct se-
curity threats and can cause violent conflict. We sug-
gest that due to climate change, we may even have to 
rethink our concept of security. During the Cold War, 
security meant the military security of the state. Since 
then the concept has been broadened and we now 
talk about human security. Perhaps we need now to 
broaden our concept of security even further to also 
take into consideration the security of species, such as 
the polar bear.

Climate change and the Arctic region

After the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), there is 
no longer any doubt that climate change is a reality. 
According to the IPCC, there exists a very high confi-
dence that global warming is caused by human activ-
ities. In fact, human-induced climate change has be-
come one of the most important issues on the global 
political agenda.

Climate change impacts the Arctic and what hap-
pens in the Arctic ecosystem has consequences for the 
global ecosystem; the reduction of snow and ice cover 
decreases reflectivity of solar radiation, which warms 

global climate and impacts on the ocean circulation 
patterns and causes changes in ocean temperatures 
and salinity.

The melting sea ice is also leading to a new situation 
in the Arctic itself. The Arctic Climate Impact Assess-
ment Report1 suggests that great changes may emerge 
in the biodiversity of the Arctic ecosystem. The south-
ern species are likely to expand northwards while the 
survival of the existing Arctic species is threatened 
due to prey availability, oil spills, shipping, and re-
treating ice.2 Arctic indigenous peoples are now and 
will be affected by climate change. Serious challeng-
es are expected to occur with their livelihoods, infra-
structure and health.3 

Melting the sea cover of the Arctic Ocean may also 
have other consequences. The seabed is assumed to 
contain large oil and gas reserves, which can become 
accessible. The Northwest Passage opened up for the 
first time last summer as the sea ice of Arctic Ocean 
shrunk. The passage may become an important route 
in the future. In addition, the polar thaw may reveal 
new fishing waters, and the warming waters will at-
tract new fish species.

Based on this view of climate change and its im-
pacts on the Arctic region, we make five observations. 

1. The geo-economic shift to the North

While the melting of the ice cover is a biophysical con-
sequence of climate change, the territorial claims are 
a societal effect of this. We see the territorial claims as 
part of a larger phenomenon, the geo-economic shift 
to the North, which is comparable to the geopolitical 
shift to the East that took place in Europe after the fall 
of the Berlin Wall. 

The post-1989 geopolitical shift was caused by the 
defeat of the Soviet Union in the Cold War and the con-
sequent retreat of Moscow’s influence. Gradually, the 
European Union and NATO enlargements have been 
filling the space that was left by the collapse of the So-
viet Union and its sphere of influence. 

Now climate change is causing the geo-economic 
shift to the North. Warming is causing the ice to re-
treat, and as Scott Borgerson wrote recently,4 it is no 
longer a matter of if, but when the Arctic Ocean will 
open to regular marine transportation and explora-
tion of its natural-resource deposits. While the post-
1989 shift had a political motivation, joining and wid-
ening the West, the shift to the North has an economic 
motivation. All countries seem to be eager to seize the 
opportunities created by climate change in the Arc-
tic region. This does not only apply to the five coast-
al states but also to Finland, where there is a growing 
interest in finding ways to benefit from the develop-
ment of the resources in the Barents Sea, through pro-
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viding, for example, transport routes and selling Finn-
ish technology.

Though the main motive behind the shift to the 
North is the economic one, the shift will have political 
implications. One example is Canada, which is cau-
tiously increasing its military presence in the Arctic. 
The question now is what kind of implications the bi-
ophysical and societal consequences of climate change 
will have for both traditional and environmental secu-
rity. 

 
2. Scramble rather than Blueprints

Much depends on how states react to the changes and 
new opportunities. One way of approaching the ques-
tion of the future security of the Arctic, is to use the 
two scenarios for the future global energy and cli-
mate development that have been created by the Shell 
Group.5

The first scenario is called “Scramble.” In the sce-
nario, nations hasten to secure energy resources for 
themselves promoted by a fear that energy securi-
ty field will create winners and losers. Little effort is 
made to reduce energy consumption until the energy 
reserves are used, and greenhouse gas emissions are 
not limited before serious consequences make politi-
cal reaction necessary. If the Scramble is the descrip-
tion of the future in the North, we are likely to see 
more competition for natural resources, increased po-
litical tension and the adverse impact on the natural 
environment. 

The second Shell scenario is called “Blueprints.” 
It is based on an idea that new coalitions and cross-
border cooperation will be established in order to re-
spond to the challenges of economic development, en-
ergy security, and environmental degradation. New 
technological innovations are developed and govern-
ments will introduce policy instruments to direct de-
velopment in a more pro-environmental direction. 

As concluded by the Shell Group, “governments 
will determine whether we should prepare for bitter 
competition or true team effort.” 

The cooperative approach described in the Blue-
prints scenario would create better opportunities for 
the sustainable use of the Arctic resources. But, unfor-
tunately, it seems to us that so far, the national reac-
tions resemble more the Scramble than the Blueprints 

scenario. The territorial claims are an example of this 
trend.

Russia took a visible step towards defining the 
ownership of the Arctic resources by claiming terri-
tory in the Arctic Ocean from the United Nations in 
2001, and Russian submarines conducted an expedi-
tion to the North Pole in August 2007 to collect scien-
tific evidence from a continental shelf called the Lo-
monosov Ridge. Pavel Baev argues that Russia’s mo-
tivation behind the move in 2007 was not purely eco-
nomic but also geopolitical and that it was part of Rus-
sian identity-building.6

Canada has been strengthening its military pres-
ence in the North. Shortly after the Russian expedition 
last year, Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper, 
announced that Canada would fund new naval patrol 
vessels, a deep-water port, and cold-weather training 
centre in the Canadian Arctic Archipelago. 

Canada has, according to Rob Huebert,7 sovereign-
ty and security issues related to its Arctic region. The 
question of sovereignty is related to the definition of 
the legal status of the Northwest Passage. Security is-
sues are related to increasing traffic in the Arctic wa-
ters; the northern sea routes may attract unwanted ac-
tivities, such as smuggling, illegal migration, and even 
terrorism. In addition, the question of the continental 
shelf with potential resources is relevant for Canada. 

Since the United States has not ratified the Unit-
ed Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, it can-
not assert claims to the Arctic resources beyond its ex-
clusive economic zone. There is, however, hardly any 
doubt that the US has great interest in both the North-
ern sea routes and the resources. 

Norway submitted claims for the UN Commission 
on the Limits of the Continental Shelf for the Arctic re-
sources in 2006, and Denmark arranged an expedition 
in 2007 in order to investigate the continental shelf in 
the waters of the Northeast Greenland and North of 
Canada. 
 
3. Violent conflict is unlikely 
 
State reactions seem to resemble the Scramble sce-
nario, and in the most alarmist visions, even armed 
conflict is seen as possible in the Arctic region as a 
result of the competition for resources and sea routes. 
However, we take a more relaxed view and regard it 
to be rather unlikely that war would be the outcome 
of what we are now seeing taking place in the Arctic. 
One reason for our conclusion is that the UN Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea already provides the 
rules for managing the resource issue. Also, it is very 
difficult to imagine an armed conflict between the 
four coastal states that belong to NATO. Russia, of 

Though the main motive behind 
the shift to the North is the eco-
nomic one, the shift will have 
political implications.
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course, does not belong to NATO and its foreign poli-
cy has become more assertive in the past few years, 
but it is is weak compared to NATO, and it would 
not be in the Russian interest to fight those countries 
that are buying its oil and gas. 

There are two other reasons, based on recent aca-
demic research, that make us conclude that war in the 
Arctic is unlikely. The first one has to do with our cur-
rent understanding of the way climate change may 
cause violent conflict.8 One of the main consequenc-
es of climate change will be the scarcity of resourc-
es, such as fresh water and food. If this happens in a 
country that has bad and weak governance, the state 
may be unwilling and unable to adapt to the conse-
quences of climate change. If this is the case, mass mi-
gration and sub-national armed conflict may be the 
consequence. These factors are not characteristic of 
the Arctic. The retreat of the ice cover is causing an 
abundance rather than scarcity of resources. Besides, 
the Arctic countries have strong states and sub-na-
tional violence is therefore unlikely. If we are to see 
climate wars, they are more likely to take place in Af-
rica than in the Arctic region. 

The second reason is our understanding of the re-
source war. Classic resource wars caused by a struggle 
to grab resources are rare. The most recent example 
is Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and 
even that operation ended in a failure. Local abun-
dance of resources linked to their global scarcity may 
be a cause of armed conflict, as in the case of blood 
diamonds, but even these types of conflicts seem to 
be linked to bad governance, fragile states, civil war 
and external meddling. Again, these factors are not 
present in the Arctic region. Hence our conclusion that 
climate change and the competing territorial claims 
are unlikely to cause armed conflict in the Far North.  

4. The increasing pressure on the Arctic environ-
ment is more likely  
 
In our view, the geopolitical shift to the East has had 
a positive outcome. As a result of the enlargements of 
the European Union and NATO, the zone of democ-
racy has been expanded into Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, and Europe was reunited. The outcome of the 
geo-economic shift to the North may not be as happy, 
even though we do not foresee any armed conflict. 

Our point is that, as the ice retreats, economic activ-
ity in the North will increase. And, industrial fishing, 
commercial shipping and the expansion of oil and gas 
activities will increase the strains on the environment 
and wildlife, which are already impacted by the direct 
biophysical changes caused by rising temperatures. 
Without sufficient attention to the environmental con-

sequences of the economic activities, there is the dan-
ger that unsustainable patterns of development evi-
denced elsewhere on Earth will be extended to the Far 
North. 

The competing interests of the coastal states in the 
continental shelf are, in themselves, an indication of 
this potentially negative trend. The use of fossil fuels 
has been the main cause of climate change since the 
beginning of the industrial era, which in turn is caus-
ing the ice to retreat. The goal of the post-2012 climate 
diplomacy is to prevent a dangerous climate change 
from happening. To do that, the global greenhouse 
gas emissions should be cut at least by 50 per cent by 
2050. With current technology, this will be very dif-
ficult to do if we keep on increasing our energy con-
sumption and the use of fossil fuels. 

The irony of the competing territorial claims is that 
their motivation is competition for the undersea oil 
and gas fields. Even though it is not yet exactly known 
how much oil and gas will be discovered and it may 
take a long time until the reserves can be fully exploit-
ed, oil-and-gas development is already under way in 
the seas north of Alaska and Russia. New steps are 
taken to expand this activity. In March, the mining and 
energy office of Greenland issued permissions to ex-
plore for oil and gas in the western part of Greenland. 
Thus, the common motivation of the coastal states is 
not the prevention of a dangerous climate change, but 
the use of more fossil fuels that would strengthen cli-
mate change and increase the stress on the Arctic en-
vironment. 

Thus, if the traditional resource war seems unlike-
ly, David Victor9 argues that climate change is linked 
to another type of resource war that nobody should 
want to win, mankind’s domination of nature. Ac-
cording to him, the real losers in this resource war will 
be natural ecosystems and species unable, unlike hu-
mans, to look ahead and adapt. The polar bear is the 
symbol of the losers of this war in the Arctic region. 
 
5. A need for Blueprints for the Arctic

There is clearly a need for strengthening governance 
and managing human activities in the Arctic region 
in order to control political tensions, conserve the re-
gion’s living resources, and not to neglect the welfare 
of traditional communities.10

The main forum for Arctic cooperation is the Arctic 
Council, including the five Arctic coastal states, Rus-
sia, Canada, the USA, Norway and Denmark/ Green-
land, along with Finland, Sweden, Iceland, and per-
manent participants of six organizations representing 
indigenous peoples. But the Arctic Council is not able 
to govern effectively the whole Arctic agenda, and to 
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take into consideration all the different aspects of the 
changing conditions. Much depends now on the re-
actions of the Arctic states. Are they willing and able 
to make, use and develop the Arctic Council to man-
age the geo-economic shift to the North? Or, will oth-
er kinds of arrangements be established, such as the 
meeting of the five Arctic coastal states to be held in 
Greenland in May 2008? 

Oran Young,11 for example, emphasizes that it is im-
portant for future Arctic development that the Arctic 
Council be updated and renewed, and used for articu-
lating issues of sustainable development. For the sus-
tainable development of the Arctic, it is vital to inte-
grate specific regimes: pollution, human health, ship-
ping, energy development, fishing, and biodiversity. 

One recent development in this regard has caused 
puzzlement in Helsinki. The reason is the fact that Den-
mark invited the coastal states to a meeting to be held 
in May in Greenland. On the one hand, there is the con-
cern that this may a beginning of a process that mar-
ginalizes the Arctic Council. On the other hand, there 
seems to be little willingness to add more politically 
sensitive issues to the agenda of the Arctic Council so 
as to make the institution more salient, since this might 
obstruct the current cooperation within the Council. 

Since we regard the likelihood of armed conflict 
in the Arctic as low, we find it particularly important 
to develop the system of governance so that the Arc-
tic ecosystem and the species are protected from the 
adverse consequences of climate change and econom-
ic activities. In addition to institutional questions, two 
points are relevant here:

First, the states are not alike when it comes to their 
attitude towards environmental protection. The 2008 
Environmental Performance Index12 ranks states ac-
cording to their success in meeting two main goals: the 
reduction of environmental stresses on human health 
and the promotion of ecosystem vitality and sound nat-
ural resource management. Five Arctic states, Sweden, 
Finland, Norway, Iceland and also Canada, do well in 
this comparison, while Russia, Denmark/Greenland 
and the United States have bigger difficulties in reach-
ing the goals. What this means is that besides insti-
tutions, there is a need for influencing the policies of 
those states that may not pay sufficient attention to en-
vironmental considerations. 

Second, whatever the differences in the environ-
mental performance of states may be, the IPCC pre-
dicts that climate change is likely to cause a massive 
extinction of species. Depending on the temperature 
increase, 20-70 per cent of animal and plant species 
are feared to become extinct due to human-induced 
climate change. Every state is responsible for this ad-
verse environmental consequence of climate change. 

Therefore, we find it important that besides the states, 
and perhaps the European Union, also those non-state 
actors that take care of the interests of the natural en-
vironment are given a role in the management of the 
consequences of consequences of climate change in the 
Far North. 
 

 Endnotes

1 ACIA, Impacts of a Warming Arctic: Climate Impact 
Assessment. Cambridge University Press, 2004. 

2 CBMP, Annual Report 2006. Presented to the Arc-
tic Council Ministers on 24-26 October 2006. 

3 John D. Ford, Barry Smith, Johanna Wandel, 
Vulnerability to climate change in the Arc-
tic: A case study from Arctic Bay, Cana-
da. Global Environmental Change 16, 2006.

4 Arctic Meltdown, Foreign Af-
fairs, March/April 2008.

5 The Shell Group http://www.shell.com/home/
content/aboutshellen/our_strategy/shell_
global_scenarios/two_energy_futures/
two_energy_futures_25012008.html

6 Russia’s Race for the Arctic and the New Geo-
politics of the North, The Jamestown Foun-
dation, Occasional Paper, October 2007

7 Canadian Arctic Maritime Security, Canadi-
an Military Journal, Summer 2007.

8 See, e.g., Nils Petter Gleditsch, Environ-
mental Change, Security, and Con-
flict, in Chester A. Crocker et al., eds, 
Leashing the Dogs of War, 2007.

9 What Resource Wars?, The National In-
terest Online, 12 November, 2007.

10 See, e.g., WWF, A New Sea. The Need for a Re-
gional Agreement on Management and Conser-
vation of the Arctic Marine Environment, 2008. 

11 Oran Young, Presentation on 13 March 
2008 at Carnegie Moscow. 

12 2008 Environmental Performance In-
dex, http://epi.yale.edu.



I-iArctic Security Conference 2008

bering glacier - photo by nasa



I-ii Arctic Security Conference 2008

Rapporteur’s Report1 
PROBLEMS OF ARCTIC SECURITY IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Randy Rydell
Senior Political Affairs Officer 
Office of Disarmament Affairs 
United Nations Headquarters

 
 
 

Summary of Key Themes

•	 The warming of the Arctic climate is having profound effects on the physical, human, and 
natural environment throughout the region.

•	 Knowledge of these effects is incomplete and there are uncertainties in available data.

•	 Indigenous communities have been directly affected – their health, environment, economy, 
and ways of life. They have invaluable contributions to make, both in coping with environ-
mental trends and in helping to establish Canada’s sovereignty over northern territories by 
non-military means.

•	 Climate changes will also bring many opportunities, as navigation becomes easier and ac-
cess to mineral and fishing resources improves.

•	 Territorial disputes persist and may grow with increased access to the Arctic’s resources, 
raising possible future risks of armed conflict, including by accident.

•	 Noting that two Arctic states possess nuclear weapons and others are members of NATO, 
some speakers urged consideration of an Arctic Nuclear Weapon Free Zone. Others instead 
favoured greater attention to nuclear disarmament and meeting immediate concerns of in-
digenous peoples.  

A P P E N D I X  I  -  R A P P O R T E U R ’ S  S U M M A R Y
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Friday, 11 April

9:00 – 9:45 a.m.

OPENING SESSION

Jayantha Dhanapala opened the conference. He 
discussed its key purposes, focusing specifically on 
the need to examine the effects of climate change 
on peace and security in the Arctic, including issues 
relating to human security of indigenous peoples. 
The Conference would consider possible future risks 
of military conflict arising from conflicting territorial 
claims in the region, and assess a proposal to establish 
an Arctic nuclear weapon free zone (NFWZ). He said 
that the meeting was designed as a “Dialogue” to 
provide a forum for engaging key actors – academic, 
indigenous peoples, and government – to promote the 
search for solutions to common problems. 

Michael Stevenson stated that a key goal of Simon 
Fraser University (SFU) was to promote dialogue 
with the community on key problems of the day. 
He emphasized the role of SFU’s new School for 
International Studies in promoting active dialogue 
and engagement in addressing a wide range of issues, 
including justice and human security interest, climate 
change, failed states, non-state actors, and other 
issues. He thanked Jennifer Simons for endowing 
a visiting chair in “international law and human 
security,” noting that Dhanapala is the first to hold 
this position.

Jennifer Simons indicated that she had asked 
Dhanapala to choose the topic for this conference, 
and that he proposed dialogue on problems of Arctic 
security in the 21st century. The issue has new urgency, 
given the rapid pace of warming of the Arctic climate, 
leading to significant environmental, political, 
economic, and security implications throughout 
the region, especially for indigenous populations. 
Increasing efforts to exploit economic resources 
may raise the risk of territorial disputes. We need 
cooperative security, yet are seeing grandstanding 
disputes by various countries, including Russia and 
Canada. We need more cooperation among Arctic rim 
states, to prevent the use of military force to achieve 
economic goals. We need constructive, demilitarized 
common security, she concluded. 

Sergio de Quierez Duarte delivered the Keynote 
Address, in which he sketched the outlines of what 
he termed “an eclectic Arctic security regime” that 
would address threats in the region relating both to 
nuclear and conventional weapons. He discussed 
the applicability of the principles of the UN Charter, 
as well as the possible contributions of other 
multilateral instruments, including the Antarctic 
Treaty of 1959, Seabed Treaty of 1971, and a family 
of treaties establishing NFWZs in other regions. The 
Arctic security regime should provide for confidence-
building measures to prevent the occurrence of armed 
conflicts, address basic human security needs in the 
region, promote the peaceful resolution of disputes, 
encourage cooperation in disaster relief, promote 
scientific research to protect the environment and 
improve living conditions, establish a clearinghouse 
for information, and provide a mechanism to engage 
local communities. He called the general approach, 
“common cooperative security,” stressing the principle 
of building multilateral cooperation upon what has 
already been agreed. 

10:00 – 12:00 p.m.

SESSION I: The Arctic Environment and the Impact 
of Climate Change

Chair: Prof. John Harriss, Director, School for 
International Studies, Simon Fraser University

Ola Johannesseen began by commending the 
interdisciplinary gathering here. He provided some 
additional background on the Norwegian Arctic 
explorer, Fridtjof Nansen (cited in Duarte’s remarks) 
and on Arctic research institutions in Norway. He 
focused largely on changing physical conditions in 
the Arctic (ice, snow, and permafrost). He displayed 
an animated graphic showing the rapid reduction of 
the size of the Arctic ice cap, even in the first 9 months 
of 2007. Some ice is now rebounding, showing natural 
variations. By 2071, there may be no more summer 
ice in Arctic, by recent trends. The climate warming 
trend is more pronounced specifically in the Arctic 
region. He stressed the importance of studying water 
vapour transport trends on a global basis. Fresh 
water is increasing in the Arctic. The Greenland ice 
sheet is melting: if all Greenland melted, there could 
be a 7-meter sea level rise – but, he cautioned, don’t 
exaggerate the Greenland melting effect, which can 
take thousands of years. The Gulf Stream is a pretty 
robust system. There is much natural variability of 
climate system. Much global modelling being done, 
yet there is much uncertainty in these global model 
predictions. Al Gore is “overselling” the issue, leading 
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to a backlash. We need to recognize natural variability, 
recognizing the long-term trend toward warming. 
Satellite remote sensing data show an 8% decrease in 
ice since 1980. There is some correlation between CO2 
concentrations and ice thinning. Statistical projections 
show continuing loss of ice. The Greenland ice sheet is 
actually growing, over 1500 meters, with slightly more 
melting than growing, overall. About 125,000 years 
ago, the temperature was higher in Greenland than 
it is today; the sea level was higher then by several 
meters. We need improved models. Norwegian cod 
are moving north. Economic interests (fishing and oil) 
are growing in the Barents Sea, as it becomes more 
navigable. Some new species will move north for 
fishing. Key challenges include: disappearing Arctic 
ice cover; the impact re CO2 uptake; changes in the 
Greenland ice sheet and sea-level rise; and the overall 
impacts on European/North American climate, 
society, and economy. 

Robie Macdonald also addressed effects of Arctic 
warming, but focused more on biological and 
ecological effects. He stressed the concerns and 
interests of “Northerners” in adapting to such 
changes. Much information comes from satellites and 
we need to collect time-series data from all available 
sources, not just satellites; there is a woeful lack of 
time-series data. The “Northerners” are increasingly 
concerned about security issues, relating to food, 
water, energy, shelter, etc. Long-term time scales show 
various ice ages. Ice is decreasing faster than projected 
models. We’re moving toward an ice-free summer 
in Arctic. We can handle slow change, but there is 
now a fast change problem, due to feedback in the 
hydrological, cryosphere, and organic systems. We 
have passed the Arctic sea-ice tipping point, and are 
facing several time bombs (methane from permafrost, 
rise in contaminants, changes in the Greenland ice 
cap, etc). There are both risks and benefits from these 
changes. We need to study how food webs shift. There 
are many dangers stemming from the introduction of 
other species, and the system is now vulnerable to the 
sub-Arctic species that are moving north. Fishing will 
expand, and will result in a change in the disposition 
of carbon. Ultraviolet radiation is another issue. The 
“system is being hit by a number of things.” We need 
to think of the Arctic as not “up there” but at “the 
centre”. The Mercator projection is misleading in this 
respect. There are many unsettled borders in Arctic; 
Russia is claiming an area extending to the North 
Pole. The point is that the change we are seeing is a lot 
more than loss of ice. Northerners need to engage in 
“adaptation, risks and opportunities”. 

Discussant: Chief Joe Linklater offered a personal 

perspective as a “Northerner” of the Vantut Gwich’in 
First Nation. The Arctic is our home; we have no place 
to go: “Imagine the ground melting underneath you.” 
Northerners live upon the ice and permafrost. We 
live on the land because of our culture, not its value. 
The climate is changing our way of live rapidly. The 
North has an extremely healthy ecosystem. The green 
returns quickly after forest fires. Yet climate change is 
changing the ecosystem quickly: rivers, creeks, tundra 
– water is flowing in different places; change occurs 
almost annually. Elders have stopped trying to predict 
the weather; it is too dangerous to do this; they refuse 
to predict now. The future of young Northerners is 
uncertain; there are problems of drugs and alcohol. 
There is a need to focus now on adaptation. Now 
14 universities doing research on what types of 
adaptation needed. Rapid climate change has led to 
the loss of several lakes; lake community’s identities 
are changing. It also has impacts on animals: 
caribou herds’ migratory routes have changed; food 
consumption patterns are changing and there is now 
more reliance on meat other than caribou meat. We 
are worried about the Porcupine caribou herd, now 
at about 116,000; there are concerns of over-hunting. 
Our identity is at stake. Canadian north is facing large 
infrastructure development costs ahead. Other costs 
include health, justice, etc. Scientific papers provide 
useful information, but we have our own information. 
We have an oral history programme; our story tellers 
are important sources of information; the stories 
are told in indigenous languages, later analyzed. 
Our information is thousands of years old, not fifty. 
Our elders are experts on water, e.g.; on nutrients; 
our knowledge has been handed down generation 
to generation. Hence, there is a need to involve 
indigenous people in assessing Arctic Security issues.

Discussion

Questions and comments were addressed to the 
following issues:

•	 The impact of climate warming upon 
immigration in the Arctic.

•	 The extent that “natural variability” 
might counteract warming trends. 

•	 What can the North alone do about the 
global climate change problem?

•	 How can the complexities of the chang-
es underway be explained to the lay cit-
izen?

•	 The adequacy of the educational system 
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for indigenous peoples.

•	 The current condition of the Aral Sea (in 
Central Asia).

•	 How the south should engage the 
North.

•	 Since Arctic problems have extra-Arc-
tic origins, how can the North alone re-
spond? Is there danger of militarization, 
which also has its own extra-Arctic ori-
gins?

•	 How to maintain wildlife stocks? 

Responses addressed:

•	 The importance of learning from the el-
ders of indigenous peoples. Non-north-
ern scientists haven’t done well in this 
area. There is a need for more frequent 
meetings and trust. In Yukon, tradition-
al knowledge has to be part of every de-
cision. Traditional knowledge must be 
used. Climate change is not new; adapt-
ing will take a long time. We must learn 
to live with climate change.

•	 Uncertainties persist in predictions of 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change. 

•	 On the broader effects of climate change 
– some people will benefit: winters will 
be shorter; heating expenses will drop; 
populations will grow (e.g. in Russia). 
Such issues need further study. Perma-
frost effects present a huge environmen-
tal problem; pipelines and the oil in-
dustry’s infrastructure are also affected. 
Disappearing ice may be good for the oil 
industry, but not the world. 

•	 Climate change is about winners and 
losers; many Third World countries are 
not in a good position to care of them-
selves; we need to think of how to level 
that playing field. 

•	 It is not too late to address climate 
change problems. We can stabilize CO2 
in atmosphere and need to start now. 

•	 How can we engage average person on 
street? The media plays a huge role – 

yet it is a double-edged sword. Scien-
tific debate can confuse the public; the 
media are just interested in controversy; 
scientists are paid to prove themselves 
wrong; we need a responsible news me-
dia. 

•	 There is still a lot of natural variabil-
ity in the system, with a general trend 
of “warmer, wetter, and wilder”. Public 
polling data shows much concern over 
global warming. CO2 sequestration has 
its critics. 

•	 Yes, there will be some benefits from 
warming, but at what local cost? There 
are two UN charters on indigenous hu-
man rights. How relevant are they now? 
What are Canada’s obligations under 
treaty obligations? What will China do? 
These are big unanswered questions. 
India also concerned about climate 
change. 

•	 This conference can help to have impact 
on use of elder’s knowledge: herds; so-
cieties; and change. Traditional knowl-
edge is not written, but oral. Education: 
emphasis on land-based education, not 
classroom based; when children enjoy 
education they retain it better; the North 
is a classroom.

•	 Al Gore has placed an unfortunate em-
phasis on mitigation rather than adap-
tive strategies. Need more emphasis on 
adaptive strategies.

•	 Addressing the contaminants problem 
requires a “no regrets policy”. New low-
energy light bulbs can help. 

•	 It is hard to assess the data on wildlife 
stocks. It is very important to monitor 
fish stocks.

•	 (There was no comment on the condi-
tion of the Aral Sea.)

•	 On demilitarization: how realistic is this, 
e.g., in Murmansk?

Noon: Keynote speaker, Chris Westdal. Key theme: 
Canada/Russian relations. 
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1:30 – 3:30 p.m.

SESSION II: Military Security in the Arctic 

Chair: Jayantha Dhanapala, Simons Visiting Chair in 
Dialogue in International Law and Human Security, 
Simon Fraser University

Mike Wallace approached “Arctic security” from the 
military standpoint, noting that during the Cold War 
the region was highly nuclearized, with submarines, 
aircraft, and nuclear-capable missiles. The end of the 
Cold War led almost to a de facto NFWZ in the Arctic, 
with the easing of superpower rivalry. Where are 
we now going? Toward a de jure zone? Or toward a 
new Cold War? What can Canada do? It should seek 
to make the impossible possible. An Arctic NFWZ 
– proposed by Canada’s Pugwash as well as in articles 
by Ramesh Thakur and Jayantha Dhanapala – is often 
viewed as impossible. Existing zones have focused 
on areas free of nuclear weapons. An Arctic zone 
would have to involve some rolling back of existing 
deployments. It is difficult to roll back in a populated 
area. The case for an Arctic zone rests on the changing 
economic and political activity in the region. Legal 
regimes there are ambiguous and incomplete. There is 
a danger of creating “facts on the ground”. How can 
such a zone be created? Key difficulties include the 
fact that nuclear submarines are still deployed there 
and new plans exist for additional deployments. The 
Russians are seeking to expand their Northern fleet 
and are unwilling to give up this part of their triad. 
A zone be built in stages, step by step – e.g., to clear 
the Northwest Passage from nuclear weapons. The 
US, UK, and others consider the Northwest Passage 
as an international strait. There could be a possible 
compromise on this. Canada’s sovereignty claims are 
sensible, such as the regulation of commercial shipping. 
Yet the submarine issue is more serious. There are not 
many American patrols in Arctic any more involving 
such submarines, but it is hard to tell whether they 
are nuclear or not, as the US neither confirms nor 
denies the issue. The status of submarine transits 
may be worthwhile postponing for later. Canada 
could call for a limited zone applied to non-nuclear-
weapon states in region, covering radars, auxiliary 
facilities, etc. A place to begin could be with parts of 
the nuclear complex: start cooperation among non-
nuclear-weapon states first, and on non-controversial 
(e.g. environmental) issues. Then focus on how to 
expand cooperation further. How can one convince 
Russia in particular to consider such a proposal? The 
zone must be embedded in a larger nuclear weapons 
regime. The US and Russia could agree to a major 
drawdown in their arsenals – globally – in accordance 

with Article VI of the NPT and move on from there. 
The Hoover Plan (offered by George Shultz, William 
Perry, Henry Kissinger, and Sam Nunn) offers an 
agenda for ridding the world of nuclear weapons. The 
non-profit World Security Institute has proposed a 
“draw down” proposal, down to about 500 warheads 
each for the US and Russian nuclear arsenals. Then, 
one can think more seriously about creating an Arctic 
NFWZ. Russia could rely on its land-based Mirved-
Topov missiles and the US could rely on missiles 
based outside the zone. There is no competing reason 
to deploy such weapons in the region. The task could 
later then turn to do decommissioning Russian nuclear 
submarines and bases, a big political challenge in both 
US and Russia. The next US President may be willing 
to consider deeper nuclear reductions. The key is to 
maintain strategic parity, with fewer weapons, and 
not in the Arctic.

Alexander Nikitin noted a shift in focus toward the 
Asia/Pacific region and away from Euro-Atlantic. 
He also noted growing interest in security issues in 
the Arctic, which covers most of Russian territory. 
In the UN, some 50 of its member states have 
territorial claims against each other. Seven countries 
are in dispute in Antarctica. There have been several 
estimates of significant oil gas reserves in the Arctic 
(US Geological Survey, Wood Mackenzie, et al.). The 
US has not yet ratified the Law of the Sea Convention. 
Russia is seeking more of the continental shelf, but 
this has not yet been accepted by the UN due to lack of 
scientific proof. Russia placed its flag on the seabed of 
the North Pole in 2007. Russia has the largest share of 
the Arctic’s population; its biggest cities, with 30 cities 
with over 10,000 citizens and 500,000 in Murmansk, 
compared to the biggest Arctic town in North America, 
Inuvik, with a population of 3,000. The Northwest 
Passage is 4,000 miles shorter in length than the 
passage via the Panama Canal. Some US corporations 
are involved in widening the Panama Canal, some 
other ones interested in the Northwest Passage. About 
$7 billion will be needed for to establish a Eurasian 
Northern Sea Passage. This will require a lot of ice-
breakers, including nuclear ones. Russia can afford 
this investment. Murmansk will play a key role here. 
The Russian “Norilsk Nickel” corporation is building 
its own icebreaker fleet. The logic here is based on 
protecting your economic investments. There is 
definitely strategic competition between US, Canada, 
and Russia. Canada has about 17 icebreakers plus 8 
more to be built (about $7 billion), plus the RadarSat-2 
satellite system, and hundreds of border-guards. The 
US is increasing its military presence in the Arctic; it 
has 24,000 armed forces in Alaska; 3 Army bases, etc.; it 
is spending some US $100 million for icebreakers and 
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investments are rising. Russia has the biggest nuclear 
icebreaker, the “50th Anniversary of Victory.” Its navy 
conducts exercises in Arctic: with air-carrier ships, 
and strategic bombers flying over the North Pole. 
Concerning the NFWZ idea: the Arctic is full of nuclear 
and related activity – including a former nuclear test 
site at Novaya Zemlya; submarines in Murmansk; 
radars in Greenland; a satellite site in Spitzbergen, 
Norway; submarines in northern Canada, and an 
ABM site in Alaska. Yet there is much homework to do 
before establishing an Arctic NFWZ. It took 14 years to 
get a Central Asian zone, which also included formerly 
nuclear states; and covered a nuclear test site. Such a 
zone works only in combination with Comprehensive 
Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty, and IAEA inspections. The 
Central Asian zone (five times the size of France) was 
the first in the northern hemisphere and it addressed 
environmental damage from nuclear activities during 
the Cold War; it is also the only such zone in a region 
that is rich in energy resources. Yet the Central Asian 
zone is not yet finalized due to issues relating to 
security assurances and criticism by the US, UK, and 
France of certain provisions of the relevant treaty. 
There are many questions to answer with the Arctic 
zone proposal, including: What is “development”? 
What will happen to the labs? Must testing sites and 
facilities be destroyed? What is “production”? How 
are nuclear subs to be treated? How would nuclear 
waste depositories be handled? Would there be an 
exemption for transit? Also, no country is fully within 
the zone. Would it have a permanent organization? 
We are now facing a crisis in nuclear disarmament 
– many key treaties are facing difficulties – the ABM 
Treaty has been abrogated, the CTBT has not yet 
entered into force, and the START-I treaty is scheduled 
to expire. Hence new initiatives are timely – I support 
in principle the idea of an Arctic NFWZ, but it needs 
much more work.

Rolf Ekeus reviewed some Cold War history and anti-
submarine warfare concerns. Control of Arctic waters 
was key during the Cold War. Now, much has changed. 
Yet launch-on-warning postures remain. Shipping 
lanes could open up large gains for commerce; yet 
there is some increased economic vulnerability; and 
the principle of freedom of seas in the Law of the Sea 
Convention may come into conflict with interests of 
Arctic rim states. There is the potential for tension 
and incidents. Little is known of what resources are 
accessible. Large areas are not the property of any 
single state. The potential for conflict is obvious, 
resulting from competing claims of interest. There is a 
danger of threats to the common heritage of mankind. 
There has already been one conflict over resources 

in the region, the Iceland/UK “cod war”. Hence 
there is a need for multilateral arrangements within 
or outside framework of UN. As sea lanes open, as 
oil and gas are discovered, a regime will be needed. 
Nuclearization of this region would be contrary to 
nuclear disarmament and the diminished role of such 
weapons. An Arctic zone would have to cover 2 nuclear-
weapon-state territories. Yet pieces of territories are 
not an unprecedented concept, he said, noting the 
old Nordic NFWZ idea. An Arctic zone would have 
to cover all areas outside national territories – waters 
only – and would have mostly a naval meaning and be 
essentially intended to limit competition in strategic 
naval warfare. The “Incidents at Sea Agreement” is 
far from enough as a model. Strategic bombers are 
still part of US and Russian nuclear forces; it should 
eventually be possible to discard these in an Arctic 
zone. The idea should be on the agenda in bilateral 
US/Russian strategic nuclear negotiations, which 
should cover issues relating to the airspace. He urged 
against putting “all your eggs in one basket” – don’t 
go for the Zone concept alone. Partial measures could 
together lead to a de facto NFWZ. Demilitarization in 
one idea, but at best it will be only a slow process; in 
the meantime, there is a need for military confidence-
building measures; this too is a tall order. The Army 
and Air Force understands such measures, but navies 
are notoriously reluctant to agree to them. The risk 
of military confrontation is real; there is a need for 
bilateral confidence-building measures leading to a 
multilateral treaty. 

Jozef Goldblat discussed his experience in drafting 
two NFWZ treaties and addressed broader issues 
relating to the contributions of such zones to peace 
and security. He stressed that such zones go beyond 
the NPT in excluding the stationing of nuclear 
weapons within the zone. Treaties establishing such 
zones (e.g. the Antarctic Treaty) have covered controls 
over mineral resources. The Treaty helped to avoid 
the danger of new competition and rivalries. It was 
needed to avoid conflict, to regulate activities. He 
reviewed the history of the negotiation of the Antarctic 
Treaty, including work on the “Wellington Treaty” 
and “Madrid Protocol”. In much of the discussion of 
Arctic issues, some say, attention should focus only on 
the US and Russia. Yet if a group of countries decide 
to create such a zone, fine, the nuclear powers are not 
necessary – countries do have the right to agree not to 
allow nuclear weapons on their territories. There is of 
course a need to consult nuclear-weapon powers: this 
happened in Central Asia, but the regional states have 
no obligation to follow diktats of the great powers. The 
Central Asian treaty is valid even if nuclear-weapon-
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states do not ratify its protocol. Some say the length 
of negotiations is too long to create such zones. Yes, it 
does take time; the African zone took some 30 years. 
Sure it takes time, so what? They are still worthwhile 
to pursue, even if great powers are opposed. The US 
had opposed test ban, then supported CTBT, then 
opposed it again. Re INF Treaty, the US and Russia 
accepted verification without precedent. What was 
unacceptable became acceptable; verification lasted 
12 years until all INF destroyed. Other advantages of 
a NFWZ exist: they create a different type of relations 
among countries of region; they offer common forums 
and institutions; parties can discuss other matters 
including conventional disarmament; and they 
can advance their common environmental security 
interests.

Discussion

Questions and comments were addressed to the 
following issues:

•	 On weapons issues, what should be Ca-
nadian policy priorities – NATO doc-
trine, or NFWZs? We should focus first 
on changing NATO nuclear doctrine, 
which is impeding progress on disar-
mament. Another participant agreed, 
calling for greater practical coopera-
tion among like-minded Arctic coun-
tries. Another said Canadian Pugwash 
should drop the idea of a nuclear-weap-
on-free Northwest Passage as it would 
“annoy the US navy”. Another speak-
er concurred that it was “not the right 
time” for that proposal. 

•	 Conventional forces are still a problem, 
in terms of access to resources. Why does 
China have the world’s second largest 
ice breaker?

•	 An Arctic NFWZ is farfetched, given 
that the US and Russia haven’t yet re-
nounced the utility of nuclear weapons. 

Responses addressed:

•	 Re the nuclear free Northwest Passage 
and the US Navy, one speaker said the 
US Navy has already taken nuclear 
weapons off its surface ships and has not 
sent any nuclear subs through the pas-
sage for many years. Yet the Navy might 
well be annoyed – it’s best seen as just 
one step to consider, not necessarily a 

first step. The submarine issue will even-
tually have to be addressed. Small pow-
ers can set up their own nuclear-free ar-
eas in the Arctic, without necessarily 
seeking to get nuclear-weapon-states to 
join. Re NATO vs. NFWZs as priorities 
– these are two sides of same coin; yes, 
NATO policy must change and Cana-
da’s rigid adherence to NATO doctrine 
is a problem. Taking an Arctic initiative 
may be a way to attract more public at-
tention in Canada. 

•	 On conventional forces -- we have the 
Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) 
treaty, negotiated via the OSCE [Orga-
nization for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe]. The US and Canada partic-
ipated, yet the Western states never rat-
ifed the CFE amendments. Many other 
conventional force issues are more im-
portant than those in the Arctic. Re the 
Northwest Passage: it is a good idea 
to search for a part of the region for a 
NFWZ. The challenge is to figure out a 
configuration that would be acceptable 
to concerned parties.

•	 It’s hard for small group of states to cre-
ate a NFWZ if they are opposed by the 
great powers. You can’t put aside mili-
tary competition; maybe the Arctic zone 
is a longer term goal. Maybe a better ap-
proach is to begin with a bilateral US/
Russian approach, for example to lim-
it nuclear submarine activity. Keep the 
goal of the zone, but go step by step.

•	 What’s key is the basic goal of seeking 
the withdrawal of nuclear weapons from 
bases on foreign soil. You don’t need a 
treaty for this: just withdraw the tacti-
cal nukes from Europe. Re the need to 
change NATO nuclear doctrine – Den-
mark and Norway have said they would 
not allow nuclear weapons on their ter-
ritories; the same with Spain and Ice-
land; this is not unprecedented. This is 
so, even without a change in NATO doc-
trine.

•	 Proponents of the zone idea need to en-
gage Northerners, the aboriginal gov-
ernments.



I-ixArctic Security Conference 2008

4:00 – 6:00 p.m.

SESSION III – Human Security

Chair John Richards, Professor of Public Policy, Simon 
Fraser University

Tony Penikett described the aboriginal land and 
governance treaties that Canada negotiated with 
three northern territories (The Yukon, Northwest 
Territories, and Nunavut). As a “hedge against broken 
promises,” Parliament attached the Yukon treaty to 
the Canadian Constitution in 1993. These treaties are 
huge improvements over 19th century treaties creating 
Indian “reserves.” The Constitution of Canada has 
recognized aboriginal rights since 1982. There has 
been much devolution of powers in the province, 
including in infrastructure development. Port Radium 
(in the Northwest Territories) was a source of uranium 
for the first atomic bombs. Yet Canada has not fully 
implemented treaties, in particular the Nunavut Land 
Claims Agreement. The citizens of Nunavut “do not 
want to be clerks of a federal storehouse. They want 
to own the store.” It would “make strategic sense 
to devolve responsibility for mineral and energy 
resources to northern governments.” The northern 
territories seek the powers that provinces enjoy. 
Canada bases much of its Arctic claims on thousands 
of years of Inuit occupancy and use of Arctic lands, 
waters and sea ice. At stake is control over resources, 
security, and sovereignty. Devolution of land use and 
management responsibilities can strengthen Canadian 
claims to sovereignty.

Udloriak (Udlu) Hanson described the current status 
of the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement, focusing on 
human side of climate change and the issue of Arctic 
sovereignty. Her organization – Nunavut Tunngavik 
Inc. – is responsible for implementing that agreement. 
Inuit comprise 85 per cent of the people who live in 
Nunavut. They are not simply tenants, but stewards 
of the land. Inuit are proud Canadians and want to 
help the government to assert and affirm Canada’s 
Arctic sovereignty, but they are not sure if the 
government wants their help. The Agreement is long 
and complex. The problem is that the government 
is not implementing many parts of it. In 2006, NTI 
sued the Canadian government on grounds of non-
implementation; for example, it never set up a 
Nunavut Marine Council. Canada has disbanded 
the Office of the Arctic Ambassador. Canada voted 
in UN against the resolution on indigenous peoples. 
Canada should support this resolution. Asserting 
Arctic sovereignty is our common goal. Investing 
in people and infrastructure is best way to promote 

sovereignty. Rebuilding and redeploying the military 
should be “one part of the strategy but not the whole 
strategy.” The government should engage the Inuit 
– “Investing in people and communities as well as 
military infrastructure ultimately is the best means of 
expressing sovereignty.” 

Darcie Matthiessen of the Arctic Athabascan Council 
described the diverse human and environmental 
effects of climate warming in the Yukon Territory. Such 
changes have been detailed in the Fourth Assessment 
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change. Similar conclusions have been reached by 
recent Arctic Climate Change Assessment reports. 
The response must involve both mitigation and 
adaptation. It must involve a partnership between the 
Government of Canada, aboriginal governments, and 
territorial governments. It must involve improvements 
in governance and capacity-building. She described 
the current status of Yukon First Nation land claims, 
which concern rights over resources and land use. 
Current projects in the Yukon address the issues of 
food security and a climate change risk assessment. 
Future projects concern Arctic resiliency and diversity 
and risks from contaminants in the Arctic. There are 
needs – for a northern “comprehensive climate change 
adaptation program”; for a policy of implementing 
the land claims agreements; for community land use 
plans; and for funds for multiyear projects. 

Franklyn Griffiths questioned the usefulness of the 
“human security” concept in the North. What makes 
good sense from the south might not make sense in the 
North. “Human security” is about as appropriate in 
the Arctic as is taffeta cloth in an Inuit primary school. 
He would rather talk about peace and abolition, 
than “security.” Security is a discourse. It has many 
meanings. Usually “security” is raised to underscore 
some urgency or priority. Human security does not 
have a good fit in the Arctic. Security has been used 
as a marketing technique: to sway others. This tends 
to involve exaggeration. We need to take this with a 
grain of salt. Security is a notion that privileges the 
state – the ultimate “referent object.” It’s about power. 
Security-talk is about opposed forces, it doesn’t lend 
itself to cooperation. It has hindered disarmament 
and abolition. It has privileged the military dimension 
of issues. The trend is toward de-militarization of 
security talk – starting in the late 1980s. Notion of 
security has been widened in late 1990s, from the 
state, to the individual. Lloyd Axworthy has spoken 
of the “sustainable human security” idea – focusing 
on the security of the individual; basic political and 
economic needs; the basic promise of the rule of law, 
good governance, as being as important to global 
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peace as disarmament and arms control. Yet the 
Government of Canada is now backtracking, and 
focusing more on fears of individuals, not their wants 
and rights. Human security is now in danger of being 
remilitarized in its country of origin. Human security 
emerged as a result of an alliance between groups in 
civil society and liberal-democratic governments, and 
focused on such goals as outlawing landmines and 
establishing the international criminal court. Threats 
to life in the Arctic include the very high suicide rate 
among young Inuit males. The very notion of “civil 
society” may be “out of place” in Inuit Canada, 
given its small and far-flung population. Inuit do not 
seem to be “greatly exercised by actual and potential 
foreign military activity” in the region. They may also 
question Canadian defence spending, which might 
be better spent on maintaining a vibrant Inuit society 
and effective Inuit occupancy of Canada’s high  
Arctic spaces. Our best referent object in the Arctic is 
the “remote small indigenous community”. We need 
shared norms and standards of behaviour: order 
without law. 

Bernard Funston began by addressing three applicable 
metaphors: homeland; frontier; and wilderness. 
The fourth is a laboratory. The Arctic is exciting for 
scientists. Inuit are being studied ad infinitum. He 
offers a radical proposal: let’s get rid of the “Arctic 
Circle.” It’s a device for ghetto-izing the Arctic people. 
It pushes them to the periphery, politically. Inuit are 
now mainstream, not on the periphery. The Arctic has 
become a global issue. Now that it’s seen as a global 
issue, we’re seeing diverse proposals. Some see the 
Arctic as a “global commons” good for the bottom 
billion on Earth. Some adopt an exclusionary view: 
keep out. Some are for a scientific approach. Some 
(e.g. Hans Corell) argue against a new treaty, but in 
favour of implementing existing treaties better. The 
Arctic Council embodies the shared responsibility 
idea, but has not been good at bringing in observer 
voices. There is a state-competition issue now: a 
Russian flag on the seabed, the idea of an Arctic 
NFWZ, etc. How can we create a balance? What can 
be done about the bottom billion, are the northern 
resources only for us alone? “Governance” solutions 
are not easy or straightforward. Is the Arctic problem 
to be resolved only in the Arctic? No: the contaminants 
problem did not originate in the Arctic. Greenpeace 
misses the point in its call for an Arctic park. Solutions 
in the North are not always in the northern nature. 
Real sustainability problems exist in the big cities, in 
terms of effect of climate change. Don’t be too quick 
to propose solutions to the Arctic: the answers may be 
more closer to home.  

Discussion

Questions and comments were addressed to the 
following issues:

•	 How important is self-government for 
Northerners to Arctic security, since 
most of what is threatening comes from 
the South? 

•	 Some differences exist among the North-
erners, we need to recognize this. Some 
learning needs to be done in the North.

•	 There’s a need to stress the importance 
of partnership: local and federal.

•	 Don’t push self government too hard. 
We’re parts of communities. The key is 
a moral order. How to create such or-
ders? This is more than a matter of “sov-
ereignty”.

•	 Self-government is critically important. 

•	 With respect to moral order: where is 
one’s sense of moral order in face of the 
high rate of suicide among young Inuit 
males?

•	 Suicide is a sensitive subject. We need 
to talk more about it. A Nunavut sui-
cide prevention strategy being thought 
about now. All Nunavut are affected by 
suicide. All have their own reasons. Sui-
cides are a symptom, not a cause. Inu-
it aren’t very vocal; they don’t hold pro-
tests or blockades; suicides are treated 
quietly, without much talk. Inuit form 
a small community. First-nations peo-
ple have been aware of the problem for 
years; the problems are of identity and 
culture.

•	 Is there any case in the North where a 
community has achieved a western stan-
dard of prosperity without experiencing 
a cultural loss? Curing what some see as 
impoverished, can amount to changing 
a culture.

•	 What can the North teach the outside 
world? It can teach ability to adapt – it 
knows how to survive. The Arctic peo-
ple have a greater likelihood to survive 
climate change than the urban rich.
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•	 This Conference should explore a new 
theme: the integrity of the school sys-
tems of the North. Are the schools pro-
viding what the students need? Or is 
there a long way to go? 

Responses addressed:

•	 The educational system is not well serv-
ing students’ needs. Nunavut adopted 
Alberta’s curriculum, then Northwest 
Territories’, and we are now trying our 
own. The system is not reflective of our 
needs. What is “success”? It means dif-
ferent things to the North and south. It 
should be OK for Inuit boys to believe 
they just want to be a hunter, and to re-
spect elders. Yet there is pressure to learn 
English and go to college. Doing this al-
most requires leaving the world behind. 
The educational system should allow 
people to do what they want to do.

•	 Television has led kids to use English 
more rather than their own languages. 
We do not yet have educational systems 
for indigenous cultures; they’re only 
used for assimilation.

•	 The education should focus on the land 
and involve the elders. Education must 
be culturally relevant. 

•	 Scandinavians are also facing the chal-
lenge of getting a practical education.

•	 Expectations of students in the North 
should be as great as anywhere else. 
Language and culture and mores are 
all important. Our environment influ-
ences what we become. Though he had 
received a traditional education, the 
respondent also said he had an oppor-
tunity to continue his education at Har-
vard. This combination of tradition-
al knowledge with knowledge of the 
world together expands one’s horizons. 

Saturday, 12 April, 9:00-11:00 a.m.

SESSION IV: National Sovereignty and International 
Law

Hariharan Pakshi Rajan described the relevance to 
the Arctic of the UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS) – the “Constitution of the oceans” 

– especially in the official determination of territorial 
seas, contiguous zones, exclusive economic zones, 
and the continental shelf. There are now 154 states 
parties, including all Arctic states except the US. He 
described how the various boundaries are calculated 
from territorial baselines. Coastal states exercise 
exclusive sovereign rights over the continental shelf 
for the purpose of exploring and exploiting its natural 
resources. States may extend their rights beyond the 
outer limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 miles, 
but only in accordance with UNCLOS Article 76. Such 
claims shall be submitted to the Commission on the 
Limits of the Continental Shelf, which shall submit its 
recommendations, based on scientific and technical 
data, to the coastal state. In the Arctic, Russia and 
Norway have made submissions to the Commission. 
The is a body of 21 experts; no lawyers; states can 
nominate experts only; it is elected by a meeting 
of states parties; members serve in their personal 
capacity; it is not UN affiliated; the UN provides 
the secretariat of the Commission; the Commission 
does not adjudicate, it only makes recommendations, 
which become binding when state accepts them. 
States can submit charts to UN Secretary-General, 
which are only then made public. The delimitation 
of the continental shelf between Russia and Norway 
has not yet been settled. Various rights to exploit 
resources on the continental shelf were described in 
detail, as well as some of the responsibilities of states 
– for example, in protecting the marine environment. 
Another treaty that has relevance as a possible model 
for organizing a legal framework for the Arctic is the 
Antarctic Treaty, which the presentation describes 
in detail, along with other relevant maritime and 
environmental treaties. 

Tapani Vaahtoranta cited Arctic territorial claims 
as an example of the “geo-economic shift to north.” 
He discussed how Finland (a member of Arctic 
Council) views this issue. Finland is still working out 
its policy in this area, so these are only his personal 
views. The new territorial claims are due to climate 
change. Climate change will affect “Arctic security” 
– this is not an easy concept and we need to be careful 
about whose security we are talking about, and what 
do we mean by “security”? We need to think about 
“consequences of consequences”: societal changes as 
well as new security issues. There was a geopolitical 
shift to the east in Europe after end of Berlin Wall – 
now the retreat of ice in the Arctic is leading to a geo-
economic shift to north (into “empty space”). What 
are the political implications? The Shell group offers 
two scenarios: scramble (competition) vs. blueprints 
(cooperation); there are more signs of a scramble now. 
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Climate change could lead, through steps, to armed 
conflict, but not likely, we believe. UNCLOS provides 
rules for managing resources. Four of the five coastal 
states belong to NATO. He doubts there are risks 
of war with Russia. Various variables will affect the 
risk of armed conflict. Climate change will cause 
scarcities – if a state is weak or undemocratic, it may 
be unable to adapt to climate change; sub-national 
armed conflict is possible. Climate change is causing 
an abundance of resources, not scarcity. Sub-national 
conflicts are unlikely. Climate-change conflicts are 
more likely in Africa (e.g. Darfur). Past resource wars 
(e.g. Saddam in Kuwait) have let to failures. The 
Arctic region has strong states. He is more concerned 
about environmental effects on ecosystems in Arctic 
– the danger is greatest to ecosystems that are unable 
to adjust to climate change. Arctic resource wars 
are unlikely. Ironically, the motivation of competing 
territorial claims – namely to use more fossil fuels – is 
causing even more climate change. Species security 
is a major concern. We need a new way of thinking 
about “security.” Attitudes of states differ on the 
natural environment – Russia, Denmark, and US are 
not doing as well as other Arctic states. Animal and 
plant life are in jeopardy. The key is to manage the 
consequences of climate change; and to protect rights 
and security of indigenous people and environment.

Michael Byers noted that 40 per cent of Canada is 
Arctic. He said he sailed in late 2006 on ice breaker 
in the Northwest Passage and saw no ice. More ice 
has been lost since then. He noted that Macdonald 
said we’ve passed the “tipping point” on Arctic sea 
ice. Canada has not done a good job in protecting the 
Arctic environment. We don’t have a lot of time to 
develop workable, cooperative frameworks, including 
on security issues. We don’t have 20-40 years to draft 
conventions. We may only have five to ten years before 
witnessing a seasonally ice-free Arctic ocean. There is 
a possibility of disputes leading to conflict over the 
delimitation of the sub-surface of maritime zones. We 
should be grateful for the amount of international 
law that is already in place. Article 76 of UNCLOS 
offers a detailed dispute settling mechanism. Alan 
Beasley was a Canadian lawyer who worked on 
this. It’s a good instrument and it applies to Arctic. 
The US is taking steps to ratify UNCLOS; Bush has 
asked Senate to ratify; the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee has recommended ratification; and in all 
likelihood the US will ratify while Bush is still in office. 
Then, five of five coastal states will be in this dispute 
settlement process. Some non-coastal states want an 
ad hoc mechanism instead of UNCLOS. He believes 
UNCLOS applies to all oceans. UNCLOS is a “very 
precious thing.” He is concerned about overlapping 

claims. The Arctic countries need to discuss and 
engage. Yet there are barriers to cooperation, which 
is unreported by media; the media is more interested 
in conflict. It’s crucial to get more reporting on 
cooperation. Conflict reports can be self-fulfilling. In 
at least two Arctic countries, sovereignty touches an 
emotional cord. The Canadian government recently 
blocked the sale of a Canadian satellite company 
as a threat to Arctic sovereignty. Arctic sovereignty 
also resonates in Russia, which planted a titanium 
flag at the North Pole, as a publicity stunt probably 
having more to do with Russia’s presidential election. 
Sovereignty can exist in different degrees. He cautions 
against viewing sovereignty as the problem. Re the 
Northwest Passage: internationalizing it might not be 
in the interest of responsible states; it may contribute 
to a wild west. He is trying to encourage US decision 
makers to re-consider Canada’s claim that passage 
is in Canada’s internal waters. On the Arctic NFWZ 
idea: I endorse the suggestion by Ekeus that Canada, 
Denmark, and Norway should consider formalizing 
their de facto nuclear-weapon-free status.

Discussion

Questions and comments were addressed to the 
following issues:

•	 In the case of the Antarctic Treaty, no-
body owns that territory, so there is no 
territorial sea. If so, how do you mea-
sure boundaries? What are baselines? 
Is there a similar situation in the Arctic? 
Another speaker said the UK is making 
a new claim in the Antarctic, a dubious 
move. All land areas in the Arctic have 
been claimed by nation states. Spitsber-
gen and Hand Island are curious situa-
tions.

•	 Another speaker said that the Antarc-
tic Treaty’s Article 4 does not allow new 
territorial claims in the Antarctic. There 
have been three submissions on territo-
rial claims: by Australia, Norway, and 
Russia. The issue concerns more the lim-
its of the continental shelf. The Com-
mission on the Limits of the Continental 
Shelf has asked the Russians for a re-
vised submission.

•	 Thick ice still exists; the Arctic is still a 
dangerous place to travel. The Arctic is 
actually a desert – it gets little precipi-
tation a year; ponds are drying up com-
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pletely; this is a big change. On Asia/
Europe transportation, carbon credits 
for saving fuel should help local com-
munities. 

•	 Treaties with indigenous people are part 
of Canada’s constitutional fabric. Indig-
enous peoples believe the government is 
not listening. Treaties are based on use/
residency rights. The Nunavut “marine 
council” not yet implemented. He wish-
es the Canadian government would pay 
attention to this.

•	 In US politics now, there is a debate un-
der way on the bindingness of interna-
tional law. Byers is a trifle optimistic 
about prospects for UNCLOS ratification 
in Senate; the right wing is still fighting 
ratification. McCain is wavering. What 
if a state insists on a claim despite Com-
mission view? Where else might coastal 
states submit continental shelf extension 
claims? If rising seas move coastal lines, 
will sea borders change?

•	 The issue of sovereignty is too ideologi-
cal and emotional. If the US joined UN-
CLOS, it would take ten years to estab-
lish a border. Russia is establishing its 
border application sooner. How seri-
ous is this 10-year limitation? What if a 
country misses the deadline?

•	 Why can’t the North Pole stay an inter-
national area, governed through an in-
ternational organization or the UN? Can 
profits be given to developing coun-
tries?

Responses addressed:

•	 The speaker agrees with Penniket on 
Nunavut Land Claims Agreement; yes, 
there is unpredictability. We don’t need 
certainty, only an understanding of risks. 
For a “no regrets” policy. On a new mul-
tilateral treaty, read UNCLOS; it has a 
revenue sharing provision. Developing 
countries insisted on it. We don’t have a 
lot of time: use UNCLOS not a new trea-
ty. Don’t get excited about oil/gas, let’s 
move beyond fossil fuels. 

•	 The speaker is pessimistic about the 

ability to stop climate change; we need 
to prepare to adapt. He is unclear about 
Russian climate policy; the country is a 
major source of greenhouse gas; and is 
getting rich. 

•	 States parties have obligation to abide by 
UNCLOS. The Lomonosov Ridge issues 
will need further delimitation. The area 
beyond national limits is common heri-
tage of mankind; Article 82 – procedure 
based on volume, problematic. Russian 
issue; difficult; 10 year limit does not ap-
ply.  

11:30 – 1:00 p.m.

CLOSED SESSION DISCUSSION 

•	 A speaker reviewed the operation of 
UNCLOS in delimiting rights over the 
continental shelf. At issue here in the 
Arctic are not territorial disputes but 
differences over exploitation of resourc-
es. 

•	 There is important work for Canada to 
do on the extended continental shelf. 
Canada has until 2013 to make a sub-
mission under UNCLOS. We are work-
ing on this now as a high priority. We 
are also cooperating with our neigh-
bours, including Denmark, the US, and 
Russia. Russia ratified UNCLOS earli-
er so its submission is due earlier. Un-
der the treaty, a party has ten years from 
ratification to make a submission. Forty 
countries have 2009 deadlines; there is a 
low likelihood that submissions will be 
on time. There have been Russian and 
Norwegian claims. If there’s an overlap, 
standard international law will apply. 
There is no reason for disputes to lead 
to conflict. The US accepts UNCLOS as 
customary international law. 

•	 Why is the Northwest Passage an issue? 
What is its status under UNCLOS? What 
does international community lose by it 
being Canadian?

•	 A strait linking high seas and used for 
navigation is an international strait (this 
is the US view of the Northwest Pas-
sage); Canada views it as within its in-
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ternal territorial waters. There have only 
been about 100 transits of the Passage, 
about half by Canadian vessels. Does 
this mean this is a transit for internation-
al purposes? Another speaker asked, if 
just a matter of principle, does rest of 
world care? 

•	 Reliable passage through the Northwest 
Passage requires an infrastructure that 
will cost a huge amount of money.

•	 What assurances does the Canadian 
government have that nuclear-armed 
submarines are not transiting through 
Canadian waters? Another participant: 
there have been two announced transits 
by such subs in 1950 and 1960s with par-
ticipation by Canadian officials. Some 
NATO and bilateral agreements exist on 
this, which cannot be further discussed 
in public. 

•	 Will melting ice ease transit or make it 
more complicated? How much traffic 
expected?

•	 Inuit don’t have many opportunities to 
ask questions to federal officials. Why 
is there a hesitation of the government 
to use the Inuit? Prime Minister Harper 
doesn’t even use the term Inuit. Yachts 
containing people calling themselves 
“Vikings” have landed; Inuit fed and 
housed them. Inuit are eyes and ears on 
the ground. Are there any ideas from 
other countries on how to get govern-
ments to engage with indigenous peo-
ples?

•	 It is difficult to navigate the Northwest 
Passage, and is not that interesting for 
a nuclear submarine. This is a touchy 
subject. It would be easier for Canada 
to declare entire territory a NFWZ, not 
just the Passage. The participant sup-
ports cooperating with other non-nucle-
ar-weapon states. 

•	 UNCLOS should be applied to Arc-
tic, we should all agree on that. There 
is nothing unusual about overlapping 
claims; they are resolved by negotia-
tions, or adjudication. UNCLOS refers 
to straits used for international naviga-

tion – yet the Northwest Passage is not 
in fact used as Malacca, Dover, and Gi-
braltar straits. Is it time to resurrect the 
idea of a “coastal archipelago”?

•	 Melting ice can indeed make naviga-
tion more difficult. Icebergs are hard to 
locate (fog and waves, e.g.). Traffic var-
ies with the navigation season. Shipping 
companies are now preparing ships for 
northern seas. There is much traffic out 
of Murmansk. Traffic is increasing in the 
northern sea route.

•	 The Canadian government is happy to 
speak with Inuit. On using Inuit in es-
tablishing Canada’s sovereignty claims, 
we always include Inuit occupancy and 
use issues. We prefer to say that we “ex-
ercise” not “assert” sovereignty. We ex-
pelled Norwegian citizens claiming to 
be Vikings – this was an act of Canadian 
sovereignty; there was no claim by Nor-
way that this was an international strait. 
On the “coastal archipelago”, Bush 
made a statement at Montebello indi-
cating that the US recognizes Canada’s 
claim to territories of Arctic; he made no 
comment on the Northwest Passage.

•	 What is the difference between a coastal 
archipelago and submerged mainland? 
Is this rather like the Lomonosov Ridge 
issue?

•	 On the Viking ship issue – the group was 
arrested and fined in Norway; they were 
crazy people.

•	 There are large Russian economic cen-
tres in the North, but large numbers of 
people moved there, and they are not 
necessarily indigenous. Ethnic groups 
of north were represented in govern-
ment even during the Soviet era. Some 
rich Russian oligarchs have been made 
governors of local northern regions; 
they have the responsibility to improve 
living conditions. Social problems there 
are resolved not by state action but by 
social welfare provided by corporate gi-
ants who moved to the North.

•	 The Arctic Council is moving from sci-
entific to broader activities. Various 
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working groups existed before. After 
1996, Sweden was least involved, as 
with Russia. The early Council agenda 
was set by scientists. The Council has 
produced legacy of cooperation, in oil/
gas assessment, a human development 
report, studies of contaminants, and a 
database on human issues. The science 
agenda is changing in the Council – pol-
icy makers are trying to seize control of 
the agenda; a power struggle is under-
way in the Council (i.e., the science vs. 
the policy people). There is probably not 
a long-term divergence. China is now as 
an observer, along with others. 

•	 Re the disbanding of the Office of Arctic 
Ambassador, is there any appetite in the 
Canadian government to reinstate that 
position?

•	 Closing that office was a political deci-
sion.

•	 What will this conference produce? 
What output?

•	 No joint communiqué. It’s up to partici-
pants to choose the next steps. Our pur-
pose was to stimulate dialogue. There 
will be a publication after conference, 
with a summary of the discussion. We 
want to take the discussion further, to 
search for multilateral cooperation and 
solutions. We want to see a series of con-
ferences in circumpolar countries. 

Noon: Keynote speaker, Thomas Berger, former 
Supreme Court Justice of British Columbia. Key 
theme: land claims issues

2:30 – 5:30 p.m.

CONTINUATION OF CLOSED SESSION 
DISCUSSION 

•	 One speaker elaborated on the merits of 
NFWZs. People who are sceptical about 
their value may not fully grasp the con-
cept of such zones, which are based 
on the basic philosophy that if I know 
that my neighbour doesn’t have nucle-
ar weapons, then I won’t need to have 
them either. The Southern hemisphere is 
almost entirely covered by such zones. 

The two Koreas are talking about estab-
lishing such a zone on the Korean Pen-
insula. The Antarctic Treaty is working 
very well. The situation in the Arctic 
is changing because climate change is 
making it easier to exploit mineral re-
sources there. Since what is good in one 
region might not be good in another, 
it is worthwhile considering how var-
ious types of treaty regimes could be 
achieved. Several issues merit further 
discussion: 

Geography

•	 It’s important to determine the precise 
geographical area of the Arctic region. 
If there is a territorial dispute, then the 
Arctic treaty wouldn’t yet be appropri-
ate. Border conflicts would have to be 
discussed, and the countries in the area 
are reasonable enough.

•	 Certain that parts of the Arctic would 
have to be excluded from demilitariza-
tion. There are also unrecognized terri-
torial claims. Nuclear submarines could 
be close to shore but not violate any trea-
ty.

•	 The Bangkok Treaty [re the Southeast 
Asian NFWZ] not only covers land and 
territorial waters, but also the continen-
tal shelf. However, the rights to explore 
minerals are still not resolved with that 
treaty.

•	 The African zone tried to cover the en-
tire continent, but one British-owned is-
land, Diego Garcia, is now being used 
by the US Air Force as a support base for 
its bombers. There are conflicting claims 
concerning that military base. Russia has 
said that since it does not know what is 
stationed on the island, then it couldn’t 
support the treaty.

Transit

•	 The nuclear powers want to keep their 
right of transit, including for ships car-
rying nuclear weapons, while local gov-
ernments want to preserve their own 
rights over vessels crossing into territo-
rial waters, including the right to give 
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permission for such transits. 

•	 Some wonder, why create such zones 
if the relevant states are already par-
ties to the NPT? The answer is that the 
zones do not allow the stationing of nu-
clear weapons. If a treaty establishing 
such a zone allows the transit of nuclear 
weapons in special circumstances, then 
the treaty does not totally exclude such 
weapons from the zone.

Environment

•	 While the NPT does not address envi-
ronmental issues, the South Pacific trea-
ty has a provision banning the dumping 
of nuclear waste inside the zone. 

•	 The Central Asian zone had to deal with 
the environmental legacy from years of 
testing Soviet nuclear weapons in Ka-
zakhstan. Russia has also opposed ef-
forts to remove an article from the treaty 
that says previous agreements will re-
main in force, a stance that some states 
view as contrasting with the obligations 
of the new zone. 

Mineral Resources

•	 With respect to the Antarctic Treaty, 
when resources were suspected to be 
present, this led states to the question, to 
whom will the resources belong?

•	 The short-lived Wellington Treaty 
opened up a possibility mining in Ant-
arctica. The Madrid Protocol to the Ant-
arctic Treaty, however, attached strict 
environmental conditions for mineral 
exploitation, amounting to a moratori-
um on exploitation.

•	 Similar challenges would probably oc-
cur when negotiating over the Arctic re-
gion. 

General discussion on NFWZs and other 
Arctic security issues

•	 What should be the priority of the Cana-
dian government be in establishing such 
a zone in the Arctic? The fundamental 
goal is to stop the proliferation of nucle-
ar weapons, as well as to implement the 

disarmament obligation under Article 
VI of the NPT. 

•	 Should the priority be focusing on sav-
ing the NPT in 2010, or on establish-
ing the Arctic zone? The government 
of Canada should reaffirm the goal of 
nuclear-free world, including through 
promoting such measures as the Com-
prehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty, a 
fissile materials treaty, de-alerting of nu-
clear weapon, negative security assur-
ances [i.e., promises by nuclear-weapon-
states that they will not use or threaten 
to use nuclear weapons against non-nu-
clear-weapon states], and the reduction 
of nuclear arsenals. 

o	 The fact that a majority of countries 
belong to NFWZs is deceiving, 
since it is also true that – by pop-
ulation – most people live in coun-
tries that possess nuclear weap-
ons. While an Arctic zone would 
certainly be an accomplishment, 
it is not currently viable, since the 
nuclear-weapon states continue to 
maintain nuclear weapons, while 
prohibiting others to acquire them. 
We also shouldn’t be distracted 
from the need to address the chal-
lenges facing the NPT.

•	 All that is needed now for progress in 
establishing an Arctic zone is the polit-
ical will to do so. Mongolia declared its 
nuclear-free status. The Treaty of Tlate-
lolco reaffirmed that only peaceful uses 
of nuclear energy would be done in Lat-
in America and the Caribbean. 

•	 The idea has been discussed of estab-
lishing the Zone of Peace, Freedom, and 
Prosperity in Southeast Asia, as raised 
at the UN General Assembly. While the 
idea is short of a NFWZ, it is still good. 
Maybe this might be a more suitable 
goal for people within the Arctic region. 
Other ideas would be use the model of 
the Antarctica Treaty, or emphasizing 
the need for extra-Arctic cooperation to 
enhance the NPT, by getting the nuclear-
weapon-states to comply with their obli-
gations. 
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•	 An Arctic NFWZ would really only be 
half free. Because from looking at the 
map, half the shoreline belongs to nucle-
ar-weapon states, and they are not yet in 
a position to give them up. It also calls 
for NATO allies to re-examine NATO 
nuclear doctrine. This could be an agen-
da item for the next US Administration. 

•	 It is also important to get Kyoto Treaty 
underway; it is important to the ratio-
nale for an Arctic zone.

•	 Comparing the various possibilities for 
establishing such a zone in the Atlantic 
or the Pacific, an Arctic zone would face 
unique geographical considerations. 

•	 One difficult point concerns secrecy, or 
the absence of transparency. Neither 
Washington nor Moscow ever discloses 
the types or numbers of nuclear weap-
ons in their respective stockpiles. Rus-
sia has greatly reduced the number of 
its nuclear submarines. Yet the task of 
establishing an Arctic zone is not get-
ting easier. At the heart of the matter are 
deeper structural issues relating to arms 
control, the NPT, and applying existing 
treaties to the Arctic.

•	 Any NFWZ should serve the overarch-
ing goal of strengthening the NPT; it 
should not contradict the NPT, espe-
cially its Article VI. Hopefully the US 
and Russia will enter into a dialogue 
concerning the pending expiration of 
START I. They should also be discuss-
ing de-alerting and nuclear challeng-
es in the Arctic region. They are located 
in close proximity, so they should focus 
their discussion on issues including the 
status of nuclear bombers and subma-
rines. While it would be a good thing 
for Canada and other NATO nations to 
change their policies concerning nuclear 
weapons, it remains unlikely absent any 
progress in this bilateral relationship. 

•	 This Conference has two dimensions 
– disarmament and Arctic priorities. 
While important, disarmament may not 
be the top priority on the Arctic agenda. 
Other problems such as climate change, 
human security issue, should also be ad-

dressed. Making another treaty might be 
the wrong approach, rather building re-
gional or sub-regional organizations to 
deal with Arctic concerns. While the two 
dimensions are different in nature, some 
believe they should not be separated. 

•	 The incoming US President should with-
draw nuclear weapons that are stationed 
in Europe. The European would love it, 
while the American public wouldn’t 
care.

•	 Noticing the shared characteristics be-
tween the Arctic and Southeast Asian 
NFWZ ideas, one speaker said that it 
may well be possible to establish such 
a zone in this region. It would help in 
eliminating certain types of weapons, 
and serve as a step towards nuclear-
weapon-free world. However, it is easier 
to declare a de-nuclearized zone than to 
create such a zone where nuclear weap-
ons are already deployed. 

•	 Certain near-term factors must be con-
sidered: the NATO issue; how the Zone 
would fit with the climate change issue 
(would advocacy of the zone distract 
attention from addressing the latter is-
sue?).

•	 The application of the Internation-
al Whaling Commission in the Arctic 
was discussed. The issue had not been 
brought up at the Arctic Council, in rela-
tion to the stock and stock depletion of 
whales. There’s a danger of not heeding 
local knowledge concerning the stock of 
whales, which seems far from depleted. 
Scientific data is telling us things that 
we didn’t know 5 years ago, which con-
firm that the stock has increased. One 
major concern is that whales have been 
exposed to mercury. The issue of mercu-
ry is a threat to the whole world. 

•	 India and China are building new coal 
power plants. The effects are global.

•	 Will climate change make the use of nu-
clear power safer or more risky? Will 
the Arctic region, with the impact of cli-
mate change, emerge as a marine region 
– with more pollution? Are we ready to 
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deal with the inevitable pollution? Will 
there be terrorist threats to address? The 
International Maritime Organization is 
looking at oil platform security, though 
IMO is being unresponsive in address-
ing Arctic issues.

•	 With respect to Nunavut and the “ad-
jacency principle” (relating to fish-
ing quotas), while the Maritime Prov-
inces receive a fishing quota of 80 per 
cent, Nunavut received only 20 per cent. 
The ratio is discriminatory. The region 
should receive a larger quota, and as-
sistance in infrastructure development. 
There is also no fishing harbour in Nun-
avut. 

•	 Inuit live in Alaska, Canada, Russia, and 
Greenland. There is a potential for a re-
gional non-governmental forum to bring 
together indigenous people from cir-
cumpolar regions.

•	 The issue of NFWZ is not being dis-
cussed in Finland. Rather, it is seen as 
a proposal under discussion in Canada. 
The Finland debate focuses on the effect 
to the Arctic from climate change and its 
security implications.
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A P P E N D I X  I I  -  C O N C E P T  P A P E R

Problems of Arctic Security in the Twenty-First Century: A Proposal for a Dialogue 
Wosk Centre for Dialogue, Simon Fraser University 
April 11-12 2008

Extensive and multi-faceted changes are taking place in the Arctic, and the region’s significance in the politics 
of international relations, in regard to security questions – in both the narrow sense and in that of wider human 
security – and in regard to the human rights of its indigenous peoples, is perhaps greater than ever before. Cli-
mate change is bringing about a shrinking of the ice-cap and a reduction in the area of sea-ice, which may al-
low navigation through Arctic waters and will make for easier access to seabed resources. This, in turn, is already 
leading to the mobilization of competing claims to sovereignty, and in the absence of a clear and comprehen-
sive legal regime, the countries of the region, like Canada, are seeking to increase their military presence there. 
A further factor here is that of the recent stepping up of tensions between the United States and Russia, which 
have historically confronted each other across the Arctic. Environmental change will also have a profound ef-
fect on the livelihoods of indigenous peoples, both directly and through its implications for the militarization 
of the region. 

The purpose of the proposed Dialogue is to provide a forum in which senior officials from the circumpolar 
countries will be able to engage with each other, with representatives of the indigenous peoples, with scientists 
working on the Arctic environment, and with legal and security experts from the academic world, in discussion 
of the new problems of Arctic security. Through this means, it is intended to strengthen the search for coopera-
tive security solutions, in the interests of environmental protection, demilitarization (particularly with regard to 
nuclear weapons and the establishment of a Nuclear Weapon Free Zone (NFWZ)) and the livelihoods and hu-
man rights of Arctic peoples. Whilst it is intended to bring the best scholarship to bear, the purpose of the Dia-
logue is not to contribute to the academic literature but rather to inform policy making and to promote the es-
tablishment of an appropriate, clear and comprehensive legal regime for the regulation of human activity, and 
international relations in the Arctic.  

The Dialogue will be co-convened by The Simons Foundation and Simon Fraser University, under the auspic-
es of the Simons Visiting Chair in International Law and Human Security, of the School for International Stud-
ies at SFU, and will be chaired by the first Chairholder, Ambassador Jayantha Dhanapala, former United Na-
tions Under-Secretary-General for Disarmament Affairs, former Ambassador for Sri Lanka and current Presi-
dent of International Pugwash.

Organization:

The way in which it is proposed to go about the Dialogue, is that it should be in two parts. The first part, in 
which we expect there to be about 30 principals, will be open to the public and intended as a contribution to 
public information and public discussion on problems which are probably not as yet very well understood. The 
principals will include the heads of the national Pugwash organizations in each of the eight circumpolar coun-
tries, or their nominees, representatives from each of the six organizations representing Arctic indigenous peo-
ples that are Permanent Participants of the Arctic Council, five or six independent academic specialists from dif-
ferent Arctic countries and a similar number of interested persons (both academics and politicians) from with-
in Canada, as well as official representatives from departments of Foreign Affairs of the circumpolar countries. 
The second part of the Dialogue will be a closed-door session, under Chatham House rules, for the officials, 
representatives of the Arctic indigenous peoples and Pugwash members, with a small number of invited inde-
pendent academics.

John Harriss 
Director 
School for International Studies 
Simon Fraser University

Jennifer Allen Simons 
President 
The Simons Foundation
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Program for Dialogue Conference

Problems of Arctic Security in the 21st Century
Friday, April 11 – Saturday April 12, 2008

Co-convened by The Simons Foundation and the School for International Studies, Simon Fraser University, at 
the Morris J Wosk Centre for Dialogue, 580 West Hastings St, Vancouver, BC.

Thursday April 10: Arrival of participants at conference hotel: Delta Vancouver Suites, 
550 West Hastings St, Vancouver, BC Tel: 604 689 8188

Friday April 11: 	

9:00 – 9:45am:	     Opening of Conference 

			   Chair: Mr. Jayantha Dhanapala, 
 			   Simons Visiting Chair in Dialogue in International Law and Human Security 

			   Welcoming Addresses: 

		  	 Dr. Michael Stevenson,  
			   President, Simon Fraser University 

			   Dr. Jennifer Allen Simons,  
			   President, The Simons Foundation 

			   Keynote Address:  

	 	 Ambassador Sergio de Queiroz Duarte,  
	 UN High Representative for Disarmament Affairs and Undersecretary	General 
 

10:00am – 12pm:    SESSION I – The Arctic Environment and the Impact of Climate Change

		  Chair: Professor John Harriss,  
			   Director, School for International Studies, SFU	 	

		  Presentations: 

		  Professor Ola Johannessen,  
			   Founding Director, Nansen Environmental and Remote Sensing Center, Bergen, Norway

      			   Dr. Robie Macdonald,  
			   Senior Research Scientist, Fisheries and Oceans Canada
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			   Discussant: 

			   Chief Joe Linklater,  
			   Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation, Yukon 

               

12noon – 1:30pm:   Lunch (for invited participants)

		  Keynote Speaker: Mr. Chris Westdal, 
	 Former Canadian Ambassador

1:30 – 3:30pm: 	     SESSION II – Military Security in the Arctic

			   Chair: Mr. Jayantha Dhanapala,  
			   Simons Visiting Chair in Dialogue in International Law and Human Security

			   Presentations: 

	 		  Professor Mike Wallace,  
			   Political Science, University of British Columbia

                  	 Ambassador Rolf Ekeus,  
		  Chairman, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute  

		  	 Discussant: Dr. Jozef Goldblat,  
			   UN Institute of Disarmament Research

4:00 – 6:00pm:      SESSION III – Human Security

		  Chair: Dr. John Richards, Professor of Public Policy, SFU  

		  Presentations: 

	 	 Mr. Tony Penikett,  
			   Author, Reconciliation: First Nations Treaty Making, Douglas & McIntyre, 2006

			   Ms. Udloriak (Udlu) Hanson,  
			   Senior Policy Liaison, Nunavut Tunngavik Inc.

 			   Miss Darcie Matthiessen,  
			   Climate Change Coordinator, Circumpolar Relations Dept., Council of Yukon First Nations

			   Dr. Franklyn Griffiths,  
			   Professor Emeritus (Political Science), University of Toronto 

			   Discussant: Mr. Bernard Funston,  
		  President, Northern Canada Consulting
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7:00pm: 		  The Simons Foundation Award Dinner (by invitation only)

 

Saturday April 12

9:00 – 11:00am: 	    SESSION IV – National Sovereignty and International Law

			   Chair: Dr. Adele Buckley,  
		  physicist, engineer, environmental scientist, member Pugwash Council

			   Presentations: 

			   Mr. Hariharan Pakshi Rajan,  
			   Secretary of the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf, UN

			   Dr. Tapani Vaahtoranta,  
			   Director, The Finnish Institute of International Affairs 
 
 
			   Discussant: Professor Michael Byers,  
			   Canadian Research Chair in International Law and Politics, Dept. of Political Science, UBC

11:30am – 1:00pm:   Closed Door Discussions

		  Chair: Mr. Jayantha Dhanapala,  
			   Simons Visiting Chair in Dialogue in International Law and Human Security

1:00 – 2:30pm: 	     Lunch (for invited participants) 
 
			   Keynote Speaker: Former Supreme Court of BC Justice Thomas 

		  Berger

2:30 – 5:30pm: 	     Continuation of Closed Door Discussions

	 	 	 Reports of Sessions by Conference Rapporteur, Dr. Randy Rydell,  
			   Office of Disarmament Affairs, UN, assisted by SFU student volunteers.

	 		  Closing Remarks: 

			   Professor John Harriss,  
			   Director, School for International Studies, SFU
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Let’s keep the Arctic free of nukes 
By Jayantha Dhanapala 

Friday, March 21, 2008 
VANCOUVER, Canada: 

The region believed to have once been the land bridge across which the earliest human migration took 
place from Eurasia to the Americas promises today, as a result of climate change, to become a maritime con-
duit of increased global exchanges.

This has the potential of bringing nations together for peace and development. It also has the potential for 
disputes and conflict. At this point, we have an opportunity to make a choice.

We are all stakeholders in what happens in the Arctic - environmentally, politically, militarily and in every 
other way - as the ice cover melts.

Before the modern “gold rush” for oil, gas, diamonds and minerals begins to cause tensions among the 
eight circumpolar countries - Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United 
States - a global regime should be established over the Arctic to mitigate the effects of climate change and for 
the equitable use of its resources.

In terms of military security, a choice can be made between returning to the rivalries of the Cold War or a 
cooperative arrangement like the 1959 Antarctic Treaty, which has preserved the area around that opposite 
pole “exclusively for peaceful purposes.”

Already the eight countries are bound by the 1971 Seabed Treaty not to place weapons of mass destruction 
on the seabed beyond 12 miles off their coast.

Seven of the eight countries are also bound by the provisions of the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, 
which can settle disputes over territorial claims in this mineral-rich area (the United States has yet to ratify 
the convention). Already, too, the eight countries have worked reasonably well for over a decade in the Arc-
tic Council, especially on environmental issues, together with the permanent participants from indigenous 
peoples’ organizations.

Yet as icebreakers begin the explorations and mapping of the Arctic seabed, there are ominous signs of the 
resumption of military activities with nuclear-armed submarines, aircraft patrols and heightened surveil-
lance. It is timely therefore to raise the proposal of an Antarctic-type treaty for the Arctic.

There have been proposals before. At an early stage, the indigenous peoples themselves proposed a nucle-
ar-weapon-free-zone in the Arctic. In 1958, the Soviet Union proposed a zone in Northern Europe free from 
“atomic and hydrogen bombs.” In October 1987, Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev called in Murmansk for 
an Arctic “zone of peace,” directing his appeal especially to the Nordic countries. A Nordic Nuclear Weapon-
free zone has also been discussed, mainly in academic circles, without ever becoming the subject of intergov-
ernmental negotiations.

In August 2007, as a sequel to the flurry of claims and counter-claims in the Arctic, the Canadian group of 
the Pugwash Conferences on Science and World Affairs, an international organization that seeks to reduce the 
danger of armed conflicts, issued a paper calling for an Arctic Nuclear Weapon-free zone.

Advocating multilateral confidence-building measures to retard the pace of militarization while awaiting 
the strengthening of the Arctic legal regime, the group called for a nuclear-free zone in the territory and wa-
ters north of the Arctic Circle, beginning with the disputed waters of the Northwest Passage.

The Canadians drew special attention to the Antarctic Treaty of 1959. The paper noted the expiry of the 
START treaty in 2009 as an opportunity for negotiations to begin on the Arctic between the US and Russia. 
The NATO alliance, which regards nuclear deterrence as a key part of its military doctrine, was identified as 
another obstacle - and was probably why the proposal received a cold reception from the Canadian govern-
ment.

Based on the provisions of the 1968 Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty, existing nuclear-weapon-free-zone 
treaties cover some 113 countries and leave most of the Southern Hemisphere and Central Asia free of nuclear 
weapons. Achieving such an agreement in a region that includes two countries that together own 95 per cent 
of the world’s 26,000 nuclear weapons, as well as NATO countries, would be very difficult.

But if the non-nuclear countries around the Arctic, together with the indigenous people, join with interna-
tional civil society, pressure could be exerted on the United States and Russia to agree to an Arctic nuclear-
weapon-free zone, primarily as an environmental measure to safeguard the Arctic.
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As the Canadians proposed, an agreement could also be placed in the context of the negotiations that must 
begin now to replace the US-Russian START treaty and the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty, known as 
the Treaty of Moscow, which expires in 2012.

The model of the Antarctic Treaty, of course, is there. While ensuring the usual prohibitions - such as those 
against stationing nuclear weapons or dumping nuclear waste in the Arctic area - an agreement could guar-
antee the right of transit to nuclear-weapon state, as the 1985 Treaty of Rarotonga does in the South Pacific.

Another possibility is to convert the current agreement between the United States and Russia on the pre-
vention of incidents at sea into a multilateral treaty. Like other confidence-building measures, the agreement 
does not directly affect the size, weaponry, or force structure of the parties. Rather, it serves to reduce the 
possibility of conflict by accident, miscalculation or the failure of communication and to increase stability in 
times of both calm and crisis.

In short, the means are many, but the time is now.
 

Jayantha Dhanapala, former United Nations under-secretary general for disarmament affairs, is chairman of the UN 
University Council, president of the Pugwash Conferences on Science and World Affairs and visiting chair at Simon 
Fraser University in Vancouver.
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