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In February, the European Union’s chargé 
d’affaires in Ottawa flew to Iqaluit to meet 
with Nunavut government officials and 
members of the Legislative Assembly, 

and to speak to high school students. 
This month, the managing director for the 

Americas of the European External Action 
Service will undertake a similar mission to 
meet Nunavut Premier Eva Aariak.

Maria Damanaki, member of the European 
Commission, participated in a recent confer-
ence on the Arctic and met with Arctic Council 
Minister Leona Aglukkaq in Trömsö, Norway. 

What is all this EU business up North, you 
may wonder?

The European Union’s territory reaches far 
into the Arctic. Parts of Sweden and Finland 
are situated well above the polar circle. 

Denmark, another EU member state, is 
responsible for the foreign affairs and secu-
rity of Greenland. Although this autonomous 
territory itself is not part of the EU, its 
education system benefits from funding of 
about 25 million euros annually under the 
EU-Greenland Partnership Agreement.

Iceland is negotiating accession to the EU and 
Norway regularly adopts union legislation under 
the provisions of the European Economic Area. 

All these countries, including their Arctic terri-
tories, are subject to EU legislation or are directly 
affected by it. They also benefit from EU invest-
ment in the regional economic development and 
cooperation (at 1.14 billion euros, 2007-13). 

The same is true for some 450,000 EU citi-
zens who live north of 60, among them the 
Saami, the only indigenous people in the EU. 

Saami communities are not limited to the EU 
though: significant numbers also live across 
the borders in Norway and Russia. 

Together with the Inuit and four other 
indigenous peoples of the North, Saami rep-
resentatives enjoy a special status as per-
manent participants on the Arctic Council.

The EU is a supportive and transparent 
partner in the Arctic region. EU lawmakers are 
aware of their special responsibility with regard 
to the region and its people. In an ongoing pro-
cess the European Commission, the European 
Parliament and the European Council are shap-
ing a comprehensive EU policy towards the 
Arctic region in dialogue with its Arctic partners.  

But the EU also co-operates with Arctic 
stakeholders beyond its borders. Since 1999, the 
EU has led, together with Russia, Iceland and 
Norway, the Northern Dimension, a policy frame-
work focusing on co-operation and economic 
development, primarily in northern Europe. 

Until recently, Canada contributed as an 
active observer to the Northern Dimension 
Partnership on Health and Social Well-Being. 
The EU wants to engage more with Arctic 
partners to increase its awareness of their 

concerns and to address 
common challenges in a 
collaborative manner.

The EU contributes 
significantly to polar 
research, both in the 
Arctic and in Antarctica, 
among them numer-
ous projects for the 
International Polar Year. 
Renowned European 
research institutes, such 
as the British Antarctic 
Survey, the French 
Institut Paul-Emil Victor, 
and the Alfred-Wegener-
Institut für Polar und 
Meeresforschung 
(Germany), contribute 
profoundly to the knowl-

edge of the changing polar regions. 
Here again, international collaboration is 

the key rule—and always open to Canadian 
researchers.

The European Union and its member 
states are at the forefront of the fight against 
climate change. European legislation adopted 
in 2009, the so-called climate package, will 
reduce CO2 emissions by 2020 by 20 per cent 
as compared to 1990 levels. The EU also com-
mitted to the long-term target of 80 to 95 per 
cent reduction of its emissions by 2050. 

Climate change is affecting Arctic peoples 
and wildlife at a much faster pace than the rest 
of the world. An EU-funded assessment of its 
own current and future Arctic footprint shows 
a significant socio-economic and environmental 
impact. Thawing permafrost and retreating 
multi-annual sea ice are but the tip of the pro-
verbial iceberg. Urgent action is required and 
the EU is ready to contribute with a specific 
regard to circumpolar co-operation.

An example of the need for co-operation 
relates to the protection of polar bears. At the 
recent conference of the CITES convention in 
Bangkok, member states discussed a proposal 

to list polar bears as an endangered species 
and therefore banning the international trade 
in polar bear products. 

The EU sees increasing risks for polar bears 
from loss of habitat due to climate change rath-
er than from trade. Consequently, the EU, like 
Canada, did not support the motion to uplist 
polar bears under CITES, which, therefore, did 
not get a majority.

Together with others, the EU presented 
alternative measures instead. While sup-
ported by many, some argued that existing 
national management measures were suffi-
cient. Here, a chance for closer co-operation 
was missed. But there are other fora.

The most important international forum 
for co-operation on Arctic issues is the 
Arctic Council. The EU applied for perma-
nent observer status in 2008. This status, as 
defined by the Arctic Council, would allow the 
EU to intensify co-operation, align its Arctic 
activities and continue to make a positive con-
tribution to the work of the council on issues 
such as maritime safety, oil spills, climate 
change adaptation, and black carbon. 

The next ministerial meeting takes place in 
May, following which Canada will assume the 
chair of the group. At the meeting, ministers will 
also have to decide about the EU’s application. 
Support from all members of the Arctic Council 
and the permanent participants would send a 
strong signal to the international community that 
a co-operative approach is the method of choice 
to ensure a sustainable development of the Arctic 
region, its peoples and wildlife. Canada, a strate-
gic partner of the EU, will play a decisive role.

The journeys up North by EU officials have a 
dual purpose: to listen to the people of the region 
and to explain EU policy. There are myths to be 
dispelled and a lack of information to be rectified. 
But, as it turns out, this is the case on both sides.
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As anticipated by Svante Arrhenius 
in 1895, Earth’s climate is changing 
rapidly and nowhere on the planet 
is warming as intense as in the cold 

expanses of the Arctic. 
A shrinking summer sea ice threatens the 

ecosystems of the Arctic Ocean and opens new 
seaways to untapped oil and gas reserves and 
remote mineral deposits. Melting permafrost 
transforms the tundra and destabilizes roads, 
airstrips and houses. Travel to traditional fish-
ing and hunting grounds is increasingly difficult 
for Inuit who are ever more dependent on 
southern goods and industrial food. 

Industrialization and modernization pro-
vide economic opportunities but pressure 
the environment, health, education system, 
and culture of Northerners. 

On the eve of Canada assuming the chair-
manship of the eight-nation Arctic Council, 
an increasing number of international 
experts—scientists, policy makers, NGOs, 
and industry representatives—are re-empha-
sizing the need for scientific knowledge and 
co-operation across sectors to prepare for 
the impacts of a changing Arctic. 

Thanks to its unique Network of Centres 
of Excellence program, Canada is breaking 
new ground in addressing the many strate-
gic issues raised by the ongoing transforma-
tion of the Arctic world.

Funded in 2004, the ArcticNet NCE has 
transformed Arctic research in Canada by 
bringing together over 150 of the best Arctic 
specialists in the natural, social and health 
sciences and their international collabora-
tors to inform policies and decisions related 
to the North. 

Inuit, private-sector partners and policy 
makers have been engaged at all stages in 
the research process and contribute direct-
ly to steering the research program. The 
network has helped push Arctic issues to 
the very front of the national political agen-
da, and has actively contributed to shaping 
Canada’s Northern Strategy.

ArcticNet’s central objective is to move 
from knowledge to action, translating our 
growing understanding of the changing Arctic 
into impact assessments, national policies, 
and adaptation strategies.

For example, through the Integrated 
Regional Impact Study framework, ArcticNet 
scientists work directly with Inuit, the pri-
vate sector, and policymakers to formulate 
assessments of the impacts and socio-eco-
nomic costs of ongoing and future changes 
in four regions of the Canadian Arctic. 

The first of these regional assessments, From 
Science to Policy in Nunavik and Nunatsiavut 
(arcticnet.ulaval.ca/media/iris_reports.php) was 
released in November 2012.

By openly sharing knowledge, ArcticNet 
strives to ensure that the work done by its 
researchers has a direct impact on issues 
and practices. The ocean of new data and 
findings generated through the network’s 55 
scientific projects is archived in the Polar 
Data Catalogue, a publicly available, geo-
referenced system designed for scientists, 
policy-makers, and Inuit stakeholders. The 
requirement to make data public extends 
to private-sector agreements as well, such 
as the multi-million dollar research part-

nerships focused on marine ecosystems in 
anticipation of potential oil exploration in 
the Beaufort Sea and hydroelectric develop-
ments in southern Hudson Bay. 

ArcticNet’s approach, bridging science 
and policy while working closely with all 
relevant stakeholders, has made the network 
a major, respected voice on Arctic changes. 
Its continued studies clearly show that the 
impacts of climate change and moderniza-
tion are already severe and are amplifying. 
The network’s greatest legacy may be how it 
has demonstrated through its initiatives that 
co-operation among the natural, health and 
social sciences can help inform policy in an 
integrated, inclusive and useful way. 

For the thousands of researchers, students, 
and stakeholders that share the ArcticNet 
adventure, it is imperative that this trans-sector 
and international co-operative approach be per-
petuated as a trademark of Canadian leadership 
in Arctic science. 

Arctic issues transcend international bound-
aries, and the need for research will only grow. 
The management of Arctic issues will remain 
harmonious only if the Arctic states converse 
openly on all regional matters, addressing both 
challenges and opportunities. Knowledge will 
contribute greatly to that open dialogue and 
harmonious conversation. 

Canadian Arctic science is poised to con-
tinue thriving and to take leadership in the 
stewardship of the Arctic. It is time for Canada 
to consolidate its international leadership in 
the form of a true Arctic Science Policy and 
pan-Canadian Arctic Research Institute. 

Louis Fortier is the scientific director of the 
ArcticNet Network of Centres of Excellence. 
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International Arctic collaboration is key

Canada’s new leadership 
in Arctic sciences
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Nunavut Premier Eva Aariak and EU chargé d’affaires Manfred Auster.
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