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Abstract 

The Arctic Council (AC), since it arose out of the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS) in 

1996, can still be seen as mainly concerned with environmental matters. The Council is increasingly 

in the spotlight as the Arctic undergoes large-scale environmental changes through increased human 

activity in the area and the wider impacts of climate change. The Council not only provides a 

discussion platform for the Arctic states, but has also been widely commended on its thorough 

inclusion of Indigenous Peoples (IPs), through the Permanent Participants (PPs), as the institution 

works to produce knowledge to inform environmental decision-making in the region. The Permanent 

Participants have been involved with the Council since its conception, holding full consultation rights 

in decisions and prior discussions. Arctic state officials, experts and indigenous representatives 

discuss and collaborate to research key issues, which may proceed to inform the national policy of 

the Arctic states. The exact role and impact of the PPs in this process is however not easy to observe, 

partly because the Council is a typical inter-governmental organisation where discussions often take 

place behind closed doors, and personal relationships can be crucial. To ascertain the role of IPs in 

the ACs decision-making process, interviews were carried out with those holding specialist 

knowledge in the Arctic Council - including Permanent Participant leaders and Working Group chairs 

- to ascertain by what means, and to what extent, the indigenous peoples influence decisions of the 

Arctic Council and potential subsequent policy developments in the nation-states. Findings show 

that the PPs' influence in environmental decision-making in the Council falls short of full 

participation, despite the ambitions of the Council to provide just this. The PPs' primary motivation is 

to protect the ability of IPs to live in a subsistence fashion. However, they can influence discussions 

on this matter only in part, as they must maneuver within the limits set for them by the stronger 

nation-states, who are likely to have different motivations from the IPs concerning the environment. 

The PPs themselves are not working from the same platform due to their different set-ups, historical 

relationships and geographical location, causing disparities in their ability to be heard.  Additionally, 

although the AC has great potential to enable the PPs to create projects, their lack of capacity goes 

to increase potential for political interference. This study can only offer a provisional diagnosis on 

the core issues that inhibit the IPs’ participation and impact in the AC: further critical discussions are 

needed on the structure of the AC, to enable the institutional reforms needed to fully support the 

PPs' ambitions, thus ultimately enabling the PPs to play a larger role in environmental decision-

making.  
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1. Introduction 

This project looks at the role and contribution of the indigenous peoples (IPs) of the Arctic, 

through their representatives as, Permanent Participants (PPs) in the Arctic Council (AC), to the work 

and final outputs of the AC as it grapples with current challenges of Arctic climate change, 

management and governance.  The extent of their influence will be identified and measured by 

looking for changes that the involvement of the IPs may bring about in AC outputs through a 

qualitative interview process, designed to access information from those who are competent to 

articulate well-informed views on the IPs’ influence in environmental decision-making in the AC. 

Environmental changes in the Arctic are a widely studied and debated topic. Coupled with 

political and business competition, the regime that is being, or should be, set in place to govern the 

Arctic in the face of such change is also being scrutinised.1  Solutions are being sought to enable the 

continuation of political stability in the Arctic region that also allow for economic activity to increase, 

whilst minimising negative effects on the environment. The AC, a regional organisation dating back 

to 1996 and combining eight Member States (Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, 

Sweden, and the US) with other stakeholders such as the IPs, is widely seen as providing the best 

platform for such a new, peaceful and collaborative form of Arctic governance.2 

IPs have lived in the Arctic for thousands of years, seemingly managing local resources 

sustainably and adapting quickly to environmental changes. 3  Not only are IPs today seen 

ideologically as protectors of the Arctic region, and as knowledge holders who could shed new light 

and provide valuable skill-sets for environmental protection measures, but IPs live on front lines 

where they will be most affected by environmental changes.4 A number of studies have been 

undertaken assessing the potential contribution that IPs can make to environmental governance in 

the Arctic region. Some describe Indigenous People as potential saviours for the Arctic, whilst others 

claim Indigenous People hold an obsolete form of knowledge that is inhibiting positive growth in the 

                                                
1Stokke, Olav Schram, and Geir Hønneland. International Cooperation and Arctic Governance: Regime Effectiveness and Northern Region 

Building. Abingdon, UK and New York: Routledge, 2006.;  Berkman, Paul Arthur, and Oran R. Young. “Governance and Environmental 

Change in the Arctic Ocean.” Science, Vol 324, 2009: 339-340.;  Koivurova, Timo. Environmental Impact Assessment in the Arctic: A Study of 

International Legal Norms. Saarbrücken: Lap Lambert Academic Publishing, 2010. 

2Stokke, Olav Schram. “Asian Stakes and Arctic Governance.” Strategic Analysis, Vol 38, No 6, 2014: 770-783. 

3Young, Oran R., and Níels Einarsson. “Arctic Human Development Report.” November 2004. 

4Nuttall, Mark, and Terry Callaghan. Arctic: Environment, People, Policy. Amsterdam: Harwood , 2000. 
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region.5 Pragmatically, the AC stated in its Founding Declaration the importance of consulting with 

IPs.6 It invites them to take part in all levels of its work, including the specialised Working Groups 

that prepare the bulk of its business. There is therefore prima facie reason to suppose that effective 

involvement of IPs is important for the quality of the AC’s work and its results, as well as for the 

peoples themselves.  No detailed studies, however, have previously been undertaken to trace and 

assess what is actually happening in this regard. There has been a recent surge in the creation of 

interdisciplinary studies where mixed methodologies and disciplines are applied to solve problems, 

and given the complex structural ecosystem involved with Arctic management, the Arctic is highly 

suited to be an arena for further academic experiments in that mode. 

1.1. Research Questions 

Against this background, the primary research question for this thesis is: 

 ‘What roles do the Permanent Participants representing Indigenous Peoples play in Arctic 

Council decision-making and the related outputs on environmental issues?’ 

To understand the definitions and assumptions implicit in this question, it will be necessary to 

look further into what is implied by environmental decision-making in general and in the Arctic 

context; who are the Indigenous Peoples; what are their actual and potential roles including the 

contribution of Traditional Knowledge (TK); and what openings does the AC itself provide for them 

to contribute, given its agenda, competences and procedures. To provide more specific and practical 

answers to the main question, the study explores sub-questions such as what goals the PPs set 

themselves in relation to the AC; what are the influencing factors; and what methods they use and in 

which precise procedural contexts. 

1.2. Methodology 

The research is qualitative and carried out through interviews with those who have expert 

knowledge in the Arctic Council concerning the research question. The study has an interdisciplinary 

aspect in that it will include a broad literature review from many disciplines of the natural and social 

                                                
5Snively, Gloria, and John  Corsiglia. “Discovering indigenous science: Implications for science education.” Science Education, Volume 85, 

Issue 1, 2001: 6-34.;  Lindroth, Marjo, and Heidi Sinevaara-Niskanen. “At the Crossroads of Autonomy and Essentialism: Indigenous 

Peoples in International Environmental Politics.” International Political Sociology 7, no. 3 (2013): 275-293. 

6Arctic Council. “Declaration on Establishment of The Arctic Council.” Joint Communique on the Governments of the Arctic Countries on 

the Establishment of the Arctic Council. Ottawa, 19 September 1996. 
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sciences; however, given that it addresses roles played by political actors within an institutional 

process, its foundations lie within the political sciences. Due to the wide array of disciplines covered 

within an interdisciplinary study such as this, a large number of secondary academic, governmental 

and media sources have been looked at as well as primary Arctic Council documents such as reports 

and declarations. 

In total ten informants who either represent or work alongside IPs were interviewed using a 

semi-structured interview guide such as Hennink et al. (2010).7 Five informants were currently in, or 

had previously been in, a leadership position in a PP. In addition one expert affiliated with the PPs 

was interviewed, and one high-level member of the Arctic Council Secretariat, as well as three 

experts in a leadership position in the Council’s Working Groups. Three interviewees were of 

indigenous descent. The interviewees were selected using AC resources to target potential 

knowledge holders. Quite often, an expert would suggest somebody else knowledgeable on the 

subject and they were subsequently contacted. Every attempt was made to select individuals from 

the full geographical area of the Arctic and to represent a number of opinions within the AC 

structure (but also see 1.3 below). A narrative interview (NI) format was used within the semi-

structured process, whereby the interviewer refrains from guiding the conversation as much as 

possible, encouraging the expert to tell the story in their own way.8 Given the politically sensitive 

nature of some topics, every effort has been made to protect those involved. Interviews were 

analysed using a simple coding method in which a series of themes were selected from the 

background information. From this, phrases were selected from all the interviews that related to the 

key themes and analysed. 9 

  

                                                
7Hennink, Monique, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey. Qualitative Research Methods. London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2010. 

8Bauer, Martin. “The Narrative Interview: Comments on a technique for qualitative data collection.” Papers in Social Research Methods, 

Qualitative Series no 1. London: London School of Economics and Political Science Methodology Institute, October 1996. 

9Bauer, Martin. “The Narrative Interview: Comments on a technique for qualitative data collection.” Papers in Social Research Methods, 

Qualitative Series no 1. London: London School of Economics and Political Science Methodology Institute, October 1996. 
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Table 1. Individuals Interviewed 

Name of 

Interviewee 

Position Country Length 

(hh.mm) 

Date  of Interview 

Chief Gary 

Harrison 

Alaska Chair of Arctic 

Athabaskan Council. 

Alaska 0.40 20th April, 2015 

Chief Michael 

Stickman 

International Chair and 

President of Arctic 

Athabaskan Council. 

Alaska 1.10 6th April, 2015 

Dmitry Berezhkov Former Vice President of 

RAIPON. 

Russia 1.30 20th February, 

2015 

Dr. Terry Fenge Known for his long-standing 

knowledge of the AC, Terry is 

an Ottawa-based consultant. 

Canada 1.0 30th March, 2015 

James Gamble Executive Director for AIA. Alaska 2.10 15th March, 2015 

James Scotts President and ICC Chair of 

ICC Alaska. 

Alaska 1.20 18th March, 2015 

Jutta Wark International Chair, Arctic 

Council Sustainable 

Development Working 

Group. 

Canada 

 

 

0.50 

 

13th April, 2015 

 

Lars-Otto 

Reiersen 

Executive Secretary of the 

Arctic Monitoring and 

Assessment Program. 

Norway 0.40 29th April, 2015 

Magnus 

Johannesson 

 

Director of the AC 

Secretariat, former Secretary 

General for the Ministry for 

the Environment and Natural 

Resources in Iceland. 

Iceland 0.25 29th April, 2015 

Tom Barry Executive Secretary, 

Conservation of Arctic Flora 

and Fauna International 

Secretariat. 

Iceland 0.30 10th April, 2015 
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1.3. Limitations 

There were some individuals known to hold specialist knowledge that it was not possible to 

contact within the time-frame. No Gwich’in or Sámi representatives took part in the study. The 

largest number of interviews were thus conducted with individuals in North America. Only one 

individual was interviewed from Fennoscandinavia and only one from Russia. It was very difficult to 

secure interviews with the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON), despite 

great effort, and therefore an individual was interviewed who used to be involved with RAIPON 

before the organisation was closed down and re-launched (described in 4.3 below). Challenges 

encountered while using the NI methodology included the fact that often the interviewees would go 

in very different directions in their narrations making analysis challenging. Interviews were either 

conducted in person or on Skype. Those interviews conducted through Skype were often fragmented 

due to technological difficulties. 

1.4. Outline 

Chapter 2 provides a summary of key theories in International Relations, non-state actors and 

Environmental Management. Key concepts of Indigenous Rights and Traditional Knowledge are then 

presented, followed a summary of the rationale behind Indigenous Peoples being given the 

responsibility to impact environmental decision-making. Chapter 3 provides background information 

on the Arctic environment, the Indigenous Peoples who reside there and the governance structures 

in place. Chapter 4 introduces the Arctic Council, provides an overview of its structure and general 

information on the Permanent Participants (PPs) and other actors, and explains the prima facie ways 

in which the PPs may engage in environmental decision-making in the Council. Chapter 5 presents 

the results of the original research carried out for this study, starting with findings related to the 

aims and motivations of the PPs, and moving on to explore how their relations with the home state 

and their structural set-up may influence their engagement, before examining how they influence 

the environmental outputs of the AC in different procedural contexts. The overall findings and 

conclusions are in Chapter 6. 
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2. Theoretical background 

Due to the multi-dimensional nature of the research question, a number of core theories are 

summarised for a basic understanding of the subject. Section 2.1 presents an introduction to 

International Relations to help frame the international political system in which the PPs must 

operate in, and briefly introduces key theories such as Realism, Institutionalism, Constructivism and 

Post-Colonial Theory which may provide a framework of understanding for the research findings. 

Section 2.2 presents an introduction to non-state actors, of which the PPs provide an example. 

Section 2.3 gives an overview of key principals of environmental management and governance in 

order to provide some framework for assessing the AC’s environmental outputs. Section 2.4 

presents an introduction to Indigenous rights relevant to environmental questions raised in the 

Arctic, such as who owns the natural resources, and rights to the continuation of traditional uses of 

the environment.  The Chapter then continues, at Section 2.5, with an analysis of Traditional 

Knowledge which is a fundamental rationale for the inclusion of IPs in environmental decision-

making, and which the AC expressedly seeks to integrate in its environmental outputs. The Chapter 

ends at Section 2.6 with a discussion of how IPs are understood as environmental actors in order to 

help ascertain the roles of IPs in the AC environmental decision-making process.  

2.1. Introduction to International Relations 

As the core discipline of this thesis, it is important to be aware of fundamental International 

Relations theories in order to understand how the PPs interact in the international system through, 

or perhaps externally to, the AC. The discipline of International Relations (IR) attempts to explain the 

interactions, or behaviours, of states in a global system, and, increasingly, also considers the roles of 

other actors, such as multilateral institutions, and non-state actors, such as Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs) and Indigenous Peoples (as discussed further in Section 2.2), in these 

interactions. The inspiration for clarification of the IR system can come from a broad number of 

academic disciplines.10   

Political Realism considers states as self-interested entities that compete in an anarchistic 

environment, where there is no overriding control, for power and security. States must enhance 

their power in order to flourish, or just survive, in the global system. The theory considers human 

                                                
10Slaughter, Anne Marie, Andrew S Tulumello, and Stepan Wood. “International Law and International Relations Theory: A New 

Generation of Interdisciplinary Scholarship.” American Journal of International Law, 1998: 367-397. 
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beings as egoistic and therefore sees no place for morality in politics.11 From the perspective of 

Realism, there would be no point in states’ protecting the environment or the rights and culture of 

indigenous people unless there was some sort of gain or equalising force to be derived against other 

states. Institutionalism shares some of Realism’s core ideas: the belief in an anarchistic system, and 

the notion that states act as self-interested, rational actors. However, Institutionalists move away 

from Realist theory as they take into account game theory to conclude that states can benefit – not 

necessarily in a zero-sum way - from following a defined set of rules, norms, decision-making and 

cooperation practices. The more recently developed theory of Constructivism, looks at the human 

and subjective realities behind IR, holding that identity, values and culture also have large influence 

on state behaviour.12 Constructivists are attentive to the role of social norms in shaping identity and 

note that both international institutions and domestic politics play a key role in IR.13  Post-Colonial 

theory has generated a diverse body of literature, with a focus on identity, which explores the 

influence of colonialism on the oppressed civilisation. The concept of identity can be looked at from 

multiple dimensions including from the individual, societal, or state or from the perspective of 

ethnicity.14   

2.2. Introduction to Non-State Actors 

The role of the PPs in the Arctic Council is an example of a topic that requires exploring the 

strengths, weaknesses, actions and effects of a group of non-state actors joining in what is 

essentially a state-to-state (inter-governmental) institutional process. Non-state actors can be 

understood as entities that are able to exert power (including, economic, social, political power) at a 

national or international level. Non-state actors can include Non-Governmental Organisations 

(NGOs) and multinational corporations amongst others. NGOs are organisations that represent a 

broad number of interests but are unified in their private organisational status. Multinational 

corporations are enterprises that undertake business in two or more countries. 15  All non-state 

                                                
11Korab-Karpowicz. “Political Realism in International Relations.” 2013. http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/realism-intl-relations/ (accessed 

January 3, 2015). 

12Snyder, Jack. “One World, Rival Theories.” Foreign Policy 145 (2004): 53-62. 

13Slaughter, Anne Marie. “International Relations: Principal Theories.” 2011. 

http://www.princeton.edu/~slaughtr/Articles/722_IntlRelPrincipalTheories_Slaughter_20110509zG.pdf (accessed 10th June 2013). 

14Fearon, James D. “What is identity (as we now use the word)?” Stanford University. 3 November 1999. 

https://web.stanford.edu/group/fearon-research/cgi-bin/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/What-is-Identity-as-we-now-use-the-

word-.pdf (accessed April 10, 2014). 

15National Intelligence Council. “Nonstate Actors: Impact on International Relations and Implications for the United States.” Office of the 

Director of National Intelligence. 23 August 2007. http://www.dni.gov/files/documents/nonstate_actors_2007.pdf (accessed August 28, 

2015). 
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actors whose activities affect public governance pose challenges of understanding and management, 

since older political theories and models are not designed to accommodate them. Some types of 

non-state action such as terrorism, crime and sabotage are commonly classed as threats, whilst 

others can be seen as challenging an established society’s sovereign control, way of being and 

culture. 16 Some studies suggest that the degradation of the environment will put pressure on the 

governance systems in place as people become increasingly unhappy with their lifestyle, placing 

more power in the hands of non-state actors who have the capacity to directly influence 

developments and/or to represent these bottom-up views. 17 

2.3. Introduction to Environmental Management 

As the central theme of the thesis is to ascertain how Indigenous actors influence environmental 

decision-making, it is important to spend some time exploring key thematic areas within 

environmental governance and the more local question of environmental management. A core 

debate, since the early 20th century, has been whether environmental management should take one 

of two major courses: Conservation or Preservation. Conservation involves the utilising of a natural 

area for human purposes whilst safeguarding the natural environment. Preservation, on the other 

hand, aims at leaving a natural area in a state of wilderness.18   

In this and other fields of public policy, Governance includes the values, policies, laws and 

institutions by which sets of issues are addressed. Management is the process by which human and 

material resources are utilised to achieve a known goal within an institutional structure. Governance 

therefore sets the stage for management. 19   Environmental management includes complex 

interactions between stakeholders including businesses, individuals, politicians and academics.20  A 

key principle of environmental management is the necessity for an Environmental Management 

                                                
16Bailes, Alyson JK. “What role for the private sector in ‘societal security’?” EPC Issue Paper No.56. European Policy Centre. October 2008. 

http://www.epc.eu/documents/uploads/725649730_EPC%20Issue%20Paper%2056%20What%20role%20for%20private%20sector%20in%

20societal%20security.pdf (accessed August 27, 2015). 

17European Council of the European Union. “Climate Change and International Security.” Paper from the High Representative and the 

European Commission to the European Council. 14 March 2008. 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/reports/99387.pdf (accessed August 27, 2015). 

18Caldicott, J. Baird. “The Wilderness Idea Revisited (1991).” In The Great New Wilderness Debate. 1998. 

19Sutinen, John G, Stephen B Olsen, Lawrence Juda, Timothy M Hennessey, and Thomas A Grigalunas. A Handbook on Governance and 

Socioeconomics of Large Marine Ecosystems. Rhode Island: University of Rhode Island, 2006. 

20Barrow, C. J. Environmental Management: Principles and Practice. London and New York: Routledge, 1999. 
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System (EMS) which must include monitoring of results and a commitment to continued 

improvement by those responsible.21   

Nation-states have accepted an increasing level of responsibility for the environment, today 

recognising a need for global cooperation on issues such as climate change and pollutants that 

transcend national borders.22  Intergovernmental Organisations (IGOs) are structures created by 

nation states in order to enhance cooperation and communication. The decision-making of IGOs lies 

with the representatives of member governments and the decision-making system is often used by 

member states in order to - for example - create norms and rules, resolve conflicts, and collect, 

analyse and dissect information.23  Science is, of course, inexorably linked to how states undertake 

environmental decision-making. Science is often used as the justification for activity; however the 

facts selected may well be chosen selectively, depending upon the interests of the decision making-

body.24 

Environmental policy often involves little input from ordinary citizens and discussions are often 

dominated by elite groups of policy makers. The process of deliberation is thus often confined within 

traditional power relations.25 There has, however, been a global trend towards the inclusion of 

Indigenous Peoples – as non-state actors - in environmental decision-making since the Rio Earth 

Summit in 1992, where professional scientists endorsed the role that IPs can play in environmental 

protection. Since then, numerous activities have developed this notion and, at the Rio+20 United 

Nations conference in June 2012, it was noted that Traditional Knowledge (introduced in the next 

section) has now gained such recognition as to become an essential building block for sustainable 

development.26 Today, most major intergovernmental organisations that focus on environmental 

management include IPs in their strategies and implementation (Table 2). 

  

                                                
21Thomas, Ian G. Environmental management processes and practices for Australia. Federation Press, 2005. 

22 Vig, Norman J, and Regina S (eds) Axelrod. The global environment. Institutions, law and policy. London: Earthscan, 1999. 

23Hooghe, Liesbet, and Gary Marks. “Unravelling the Central State, but How? Types of Multi-level Governance.” American Political Science 

Review 97, no. 2 (2003): 233-243. 

24Litfin, Karen. Ozone Discourses: Science and Politics in Global Environmental Cooperation. New York: Colimbia University Press, 1994. 

25Holmes, Tim, and Ian Scoones. “Participatory environmental policy processes: experiences from North and South.” PLA Notes (IIED) 40 

(2001): 76-78. 

26Michie, Michael. “Science Curricula and Indigenous Knowledge.” In Encyclopaedia of Science Education, edited by Richard Gunstone, 1-7. 

Netherlands: Springer, 2014. 
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Table 2. Inclusion of IPs in Environmental Decision-Making. 

Arctic Council (AC)27 Indigenous representatives attend the Arctic Council meetings 
predominantly through the PPs and sit at the table together with 
the Member state and Working Group and task force delegates. 

Global Environment 
Facility (GEF)28 

Policies and programs are in place in the attempt to ensure that 
IPs are included into environmental projects without putting 
them at risk. 

International Union for 
the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN)29 

Several IUCN resolutions emphasise indigenous peoples' rights 
to lands, territories, and natural resources on which they have 
traditionally subsisted. 

United Nations 
Environment Program 
(UNEP)30 

In-depth environmental management systems should include 
and strengthen the role of IPs in environmental protection 
through work plans, projects and policy advice to states. 

 

2.4. Introduction to Indigenous Rights 

An additional area to be explored in this thesis surrounds the rights of Indigenous Peoples to live 

in the Arctic and engage in environmental decision-making. There is no single accepted definition of 

indigenous rights,31 but the concept can be traced back through the period of decolonisation; from 

one perspective, the term indigenous can only be utilised when the original society has been 

colonised by another.32 A current definition of indigenous peoples can be found in Article 1b of the 

International Labour Organisations’ Convention concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (ILO No. 

169): 

“….people in independent countries who are regarded as indigenous on account of their descent 

from the populations which inhabited the country, or a geographical region to which the country 

belongs, at the time of conquest or colonisation or the establishment of present State boundaries and 

                                                
27Arctic Council. History of the Arctic Council Permanent Participants. 2012. http://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/environment-

and-people/arctic-peoples/indigenous-peoples-today/568-history-of-the-arctic-council-permanent-participants (accessed March 4, 2015). 

28Global Environment Facility. “Principles and Guidelines for Engagement with Indigenous Peoples.” 2014. 

http://www.thegef.org/gef/sites/thegef.org/files/publication/GEF%20IP%20Part%201%20Guidelines_r7.pdf (accessed March 4, 2015).]. 

29International Union for Conservation of Nature. "Indigenous and Traditional Peoples." IUCN. July 21, 2010. 

https://www.iucn.org/about/work/programmes/social_policy/sp_themes_ip/ (accessed March 4, 2015). 

30United Nations Environment Programme. Recognising and Strengthening the Role of Indigenous Peoples in their Communities. 

http://www.unep.org/documents.multilingual/default.asp?DocumentID=52&ArticleID=74&l=en (accessed March 4, 2015). 

31Dykes, Christopher C. “Research Guide on Indigenous Peoples International Law.” August 2009. 

http://www.nyulawglobal.org/globalex/researching_indigenous_peoples_international_law.htm (accessed July 28, 2014). 

32Hannum, Hurst. “New developments in Indigenous Rights.” Virginia Journal of International Law 28 (1988): 649-678. 
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who, irrespective of their legal status, retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and 

political institutions” (ILO, 1989, Article 1).33 

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) adopts a three-faceted approach to this inter-

relationship between human and environmental rights. Firstly, it states that a healthy environment 

is a prerequisite to the enjoyment of human rights. Secondly the UNEP argues that human rights 

must be implemented for good environmental decision-making, including the creation of 

participatory decision-making processes. The third facet is that the right to a safe and healthy living 

environment is a human right in itself.34 

Sovereignty is a complex term that is strongly intertwined with Indigenous Rights. The Inuit 

Circumpolar Council defines sovereignty as: 

 “A term that has often been used to refer to the absolute and independent authority of a 

community or nation both internally and externally. Sovereignty is a contested concept, however, 

and does not have a fixed meaning. Old ideas of sovereignty are breaking down as governance 

models, such as the European Union, evolve. Sovereignties overlap and are frequently divided within 

federations in creative ways to recognize the rights of peoples” (ICC, 2009, 2.1).35 

The principle of sovereignty over natural resources arose from pressure from Indigenous Peoples 

to reclaim sovereignty over the natural resources they historically utilised before colonialisation.  

The underlying principle is that peoples should have the authority to control their own natural 

resources and by doing this, gain benefits from their own efforts for development and conservation. 

The United Nations has adopted more than 80 resolutions relating to permanent sovereignty over 

natural resources but to date, no AC outputs have focused on this issue. 36 

                                                
33International Labour Organisation. “C169 - Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169): Convention concerning Indigenous 

and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries.” 5 September 1991. 

http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C169 (accessed March 4, 2015). 

34United Nations Environment Programme. “High Level Expert Meeting on the future of Human Rights and Environment: Moving the 

Global Agenda Forward.” November 2009. 

http://www.unep.org/environmentalgovernance/Events/HumanRightsandEnvironment/tabid/2046/Default.aspx (accessed March 4, 

2015). 

35Inuit Circumpolar Council. “Circumpolar Declaration on Sovereignty in the Arctic.” April 2009. 

https://www.itk.ca/publication/circumpolar-declaration-sovereignty-arctic (accessed March 12, 2015). 

36 Daes, Erica-Irena. Final report of the Special Rapporteur on Indigenous peoples’ permanent sovereignty over natural resources. 

E/CN.4/Sub.2/2004/30, Geneva: UNHCR, 2004.; Cambou, Dorothée, and Stefaan Smis. “Permanent Sovereignty Over Natural Resources 

from a Human Rights Perspective: Natural Resources Exploitation and Indigenous Peoples' Rights in the Arctic.” Dorothée Cambou and 

Stefaan Smis, Permanent Sovereignty over Natural Resources from a Human Rights Perspective: Natural Resources Exploitation and 

Indigenous Peoples' Rights in the Arctic 22, 2013. 
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2.5. Introduction to Traditional Knowledge 

An understanding of Traditional Knowledge (TK) is paramount for understanding the rationale for 

including IPs in environmental decision-making.  Modernity, which first must be explained in order 

to understand TK, can be understood as a whole epoch in human history, which is separable from 

ancient eras,37 or as a complex web of intertwined understandings that cannot be distinguished from 

the traditional.38 Modernity may have brought great benefits to many in the Arctic, such as improved 

access to health care, but it has also reduced the quality of life for some residents and notably for 

local IPs,39 as for seen for instance in the contemporary challenges faced by Greenland and other 

circumpolar communities with suicide and alcoholism.40  Today Traditional Knowledge (TK) is 

increasingly seen as a strategy for development and environmental protection where modern 

knowledge has failed.41 TK can be simply understood as a dynamic knowledge system that is holistic 

and includes a multi-causality framework. Traditional knowledge can be characterised as: 

“Claims of those who have a lifetime of observation and experience of a particular 

environment…but who are untouched in the conventional scientific paradigm”  (Haverkort and 

Reijntjes, 2010, P. 3). 42 

TK can be summarised as different from modern knowledge in its methods of knowledge 

generation, transmission, and the principles and values attached. 43 The values surrounding TK are 

thought to advocate a respectful and reciprocal relationship with natural resources, learned over 

generations, and the embedding of knowledge in ritual and practice.44  Some however, argue that TK 

                                                
37Whittock, Trevor. “Cinema and Modernity.” British Journal of Aesthetics 35, no. 2 (1995): 184-185. 

38Agrawal, Arun. “Dismantling the Divide Between Indigenous and Scientific Knowledge.” Development and Change 26, no. 3 (1995): 413-

439. 

39Spein, A R, H Sexton, and S E Kvernmo. “Longitudinal drinking patterns in indigenous Sami and non-indigenous youth in northern 

Norway.” Journal of Ethnicity in Substance Abuse 5, no. 3 (2006): 103-117. 

40Madsen, M H, M Grønbaek, P Bjerregaard, and U Becker. “Urbanization, migration and alcohol use in a population of Greenland Inuit.” 

International Journal of Circumpolar Health 64, no. 3 (2005): 234-245.; Bjerregaard, P, and I Lynge. “Suicide--a challenge in modern 

Greenland.” Archives of Suicide Research 10, no. 2 (2006): 209-220. 

41Agrawal, Arun. “Dismantling the Divide Between Indigenous and Scientific Knowledge.” Development and Change 26, no. 3 (1995): 413-

439. 

42Haverkort, Bertus, and Coen Reijntjes. “Diversities of knowledge communities, their worldviews and sciences: On the challenges of their 

co-evolution.” In Traditional knowledge in policy and practice: Approaches to development and human well-being, edited by Suneetha M 

Subramanian and Balakrishna Pisupati, 12-30. Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2010. 

43Berkes, Fikret. Sacred Ecology. New York: Routledge, 2012. 

44Battiste, Marie. Indigenous knowledge and pedagogy in First Nations education: A literature review with recommendations. Ottowa: 

Apamuwek Institute, 2002. 
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consists of nothing more than “spiritual teachings” used by IPs to promote their political agenda.45  It 

is important to note here that an individual in today’s world does not have to exist fully in any one 

knowledge system.46  The vast majority of indigenous children live in a modern world, and children 

of the modern world will likely have some knowledge of traditional understandings of the world, so 

that the relation of TK to modern science cannot be categorised simply as two distinct entities.47 

There is also a more general debate over whether these dichotomous lines of enquiry (Modern vs. 

Traditional) are valid. It has been suggested that to create distinctions between Modern and 

Traditional Knowledge is “potentially ridiculous” and that it makes more sense to talk about logic 

arising from within multiple domains.48 

There are a number of problems with the inclusion of TK in environmental decision-making. IPs 

with such specialisations as hydrology, chemistry etc. are rare and therefore in many instances non-

indigenous experts are hired for environment-related research as well as management. There are 

issues with language barriers especially when specific scientific issues have no direct translation such 

as ‘watershed management’ for example. In addition, TK is metaphor-and story-based and this can 

be difficult to fit into the modern scientific method. For this and other reasons, TK is often valued 

less than other scientific inputs.49 

2.6. Understanding Indigenous Peoples as Environmental Actors 

The theory that IPs have been placed in a position of responsibility for the environment and given 

a degree of power in decision-making should not go without careful analysis. The traditional 

lifestyles of Indigenous Peoples require a healthy ecosystem in order to maintain their living 

activities, and therefore survival.50 In this sense, it is understandable why the protection of the 

environment and the protection of IPs are inherently linked. AC literature often cites IPs’ “close 

                                                
45Brundtland, Gru, et al. “Our Common Future (’Brundtland report’).” USA: Oxford University Press, 1987. 

46Haverkort, Bertus, and Coen Reijntjes. “Diversities of knowledge communities, their worldviews and sciences: On the challenges of their 

co-evolution.” In Traditional knowledge in policy and practice: Approaches to development and human well-being, edited by Suneetha M 

Subramanian and Balakrishna Pisupati, 12-30. Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2010. 

47Battiste, Marie. Indigenous knowledge and pedagogy in First Nations education: A literature review with recommendations. Ottowa: 

Apamuwek Institute, 2002. 

48Agrawal, Arun. “Dismantling the Divide Between Indigenous and Scientific Knowledge.” Development and Change 26, no. 3 (1995): 413-

439. 

49Ellis, Stephen C. "Meaningful consideration? A review of traditional knowledge in environmental decision making." Arctic (2005): 66-77. 

50Berkes, Fikret. Sacred Ecology. New York: Routledge, 2012. 
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relationship to nature”,51 but this closeness should not automatically be assumed to translate into 

environmentally friendly behavior. 

The concept that IPs possess a great ability to adapt to changes in the environment, social and 

economic situations is also often cited in the AC literature: 

“Arctic societies and cultures – especially those of indigenous peoples – have a long history of 

resilience based on their ability to adapt quickly to changes in the ecosystems on which they depend 

and even to profit from changing biophysical and social conditions to improve their circumstances” 

(Young & Einarsson, 2004, P. 230).52 

Adaptation terminology has been suggested to provide a framework for managing environmental 

risk, by placing responsibility on the citizens both to protect the environment and to accommodate 

to global changes.53 

Historically, especially during the colonial era, the idea of human beings having qualities that are 

close to nature was a derogatory one, interpreted as a lower order of being and in opposition to 

rational and objective thought.54 Arguably, there is room to suggest that a colonial mentality is being 

once more imposed on the IPs of the Arctic in terms of the restrictive and objectifying way in which 

they, and their potential roles, are viewed.    

A number of studies have looked at Foucault’s ideas on rights and decisions relating to IPs,55 and 

this work related to studies of Traditional Knowledge.56 There is a duality in the power relations of 

individuals in the work of Foucault. Firstly individuals are objects of power relations, as they are 

attached to an expected identity by the state, and secondly they are able to act as ‘subjects’ who can 

impact activities of the state. This analysis might imply that IPs would need to conform to the 

                                                
51Lindroth, Marjo, and Heidi Sinevaara-Niskanen. “At the Crossroads of Autonomy and Essentialism: Indigenous Peoples in International 

Environmental Politics.” International Political Sociology 7, no. 3 (2013): 275-293. 

52Young, Oran R., and Níels Einarsson. "Arctic Human Development Report." Stefansson Arctic Institute. November 2004. 

http://www.svs.is/images/pdf_files/ahdr/English_version/AHDR_chp_1.pdf (accessed January 1, 2015). 

53Sinevaara-Niskanen, Heidi. “Vocabularies for human development: Arctic politics and the power of knowledge.” Polar Record 51, no. 2 

(2015): 191-200. 

54Armstrong, Luanne. “Connecting the Circles: Race, Gender, Nature.” Canadian Woman Studies 13, no. 3 (1993). 

55Moreton-Robinson, Aileen. “Towards a new research agenda? Foucault, Whiteness and Indigenous sovereignty.” Journal of Sociology 42, 

no. 4 (2006): 383-395.; Lindroth, Marjo, and Heidi Sinevaara-Niskanen. “At the Crossroads of Autonomy and Essentialism: Indigenous 

Peoples in International Environmental Politics.” International Political Sociology 7, no. 3 (2013): 275-293. 

56Townley, Barbara. “Foucault, Power/Knowledge, and Its Relevance for Human Resource Management.” Academy of Management 18, no. 

3 (1993): 518-545.; Hall, Stuart. “Foucault: Power, knowledge and discourse.” Discourse theory and practice: A reader 72, no. 81 (2001). 
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knowledge requirements of the state, for example the utilisation of the scientific method or a focus 

on economic capital gain, in order to achieve outputs in environmental decision-making. A practical 

illustration can be seen in the Arctic as IPs engage themselves in modern scientific methods to 

forward the advancement of TK. By conforming, further, they are placed into a position of power 

where they are able to influence the environmental decision-making of states.57 The attribution of 

environmental understanding to IPs, whether it is an objective or subjective association, has put IPs 

in a unique position to act as protectors of the environment. Importantly, an environmentally aware 

identity has been associated with IPs in the belief they have knowledge that can help the Arctic 

environment through the work of the AC and beyond. This identity allows IPs to influence 

environmental decision-making, but it also means they must, in a Foucaultian sense, define 

themselves accordingly. 

  

                                                
57Lindroth, Marjo, and Heidi Sinevaara-Niskanen. “At the Crossroads of Autonomy and Essentialism: Indigenous Peoples in International 

Environmental Politics.” International Political Sociology 7, no. 3 (2013): 275-293. 



25 
 

3. Introducing the Arctic 

Considerable amounts of literature, from many viewpoints and for many purposes, have been 

produced concerning the Arctic. This Chapter provides background for understanding the geography, 

history and society of the Arctic. Section 3.1 presents some definitions of the Arctic; Section 3.2 

provides basic information on the Arctic natural environment, whilst Section 3.2 goes on to provide a 

primary understanding on the Indigenous Peoples who live in the region. Section 3.4 explains the 

impact of key environmental challenges on IPs. The Chapter finishes at Section 3.5 with background 

on the governance approaches taken towards IPs by the AC member states.  

3.1. Defining the Arctic 

The Arctic is one of the world’s largest regions in the world with a landmass exceeding 25 million 

square kilometres.58 There are many different definitions for the Arctic area as a result of varying 

geographical, biological and political interpretations, whilst the method of demarcation intuitively 

changes depending upon the geopolitical convention of the state concerned.  The Arctic Human 

Development Report published in 2004, using baseline data from the Arctic Monitoring and 

Assessment Program (AMAP), concludes that the region encompasses all of Alaska, Canada north of 

60°N as well as northern Quebec and Labrador, all of Greenland, the Faroe Islands, Iceland, the 

northernmost counties of Norway, Sweden and Finland, and some areas of northern Russia (Figure 

1).59 

                                                
58Nowlan, Linda. Arctic legal regime for environmental protection. No. 44. IUCN, 2001. 

59Young, Oran R., and Níels Einarsson. "Arctic Human Development Report." Stefansson Arctic Institute. November 2004. 

http://www.svs.is/images/pdf_files/ahdr/English_version/AHDR_chp_1.pdf (accessed January 1, 2015). 
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Figure 1. Defining the Arctic. 60 

 

3.2. The Arctic Natural Environment 

The Arctic, despite the harsh climate, holds abundant resources including oil and gas reserves as 

well as nickel, copper, coal, gold, uranium, tungsten and diamonds of great economic importance 

(Figure 2). 61 It is thought that the Arctic could hold as much as 30% of the world’s undiscovered gas 

reserves and 13% of undiscovered oil reserves.62  In addition, the Arctic is home to living biological 

resources including fish species such as cod and salmon as well as mammals such as reindeer and 

caribou.63 

 

                                                
60Young, Oran R., and Níels Einarsson. “Arctic Human Development Report.” Stefansson Arctic Institute. November 2004. 

61Russian Geographical Society. Natural Resources. 2015. http://arctic.ru/natural-resources (accessed March 12, 2015). 

62Bird, Kenneth J, et al. Circum-Arctic resource appraisal: Estimates of undiscovered oil and gas north of the Arctic Circle. No. 2008-3049. 

Geological Survey (US), 2008. 

63Russian Geographical Society. Natural Resources. 2015. http://arctic.ru/natural-resources (accessed March 12, 2015). 
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Figure 2. Oil, Gas and Mining in the Arctic. 64 

 

                                                
64 Roto, Johanna, and José Sterling. “Nordregio Maps Resources fin the Arctic.” Nordic Centre for Spatial Development. 28 July 2011. 

http://www.nordregio.se/Maps--Graphs/05-Environment-and-energy/Resources-in-the-Arctic/ (accessed September 03, 2015). 
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The Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA), published in 2004, is the major study on climatic 

changes in the Arctic. Key trends caused by these changes include rising temperatures, declining 

snow and ice cover and a rising sea level.65 Heavy metals, radioactivity, persistent organic pollutants 

(POPs) and acidifying pollutants pose a severe threat to the Arctic environment. The Arctic 

Monitoring Assessment Programs (AMAPs) assessments illuminate key issues in relation to pollution 

in the Arctic such as health risks to humans and animals as well as a reduction in general 

biodiversity.66 Resource exploitation in the Arctic, both in terms of biological and geological 

materials, poses a number of key environmental risks notably from infrastructure development, 

increased marine traffic and oil spills (Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Example of Risks in the Arctic due to oil and gas infrastructure and marine traffic. 

Infrastructure Development from Oil and Gas Increased Marine Traffic 

Changes to fish and mammal lifecycle and 
migration patters 

Pollution from discharges and dumping of 
hazardous effecting ecosystem. 

Loss of habitat Overfishing. 

Noise from activities influencing mammal 
populations 

Risk to large marine pinnipeds, whales and 
cetaceans associated with ship noise, light and 
entanglement in nets etc. 

Oil spills Disruption of sea-bird colonies and other 
species utilising the area for migration of 
nesting.   

Contribution to climate change Contribution to climate change. 

Changes to land use including creation of 
urban areas 

Disturbance from icebreakers (noise and ice 
breakup). 

 

3.3. Indigenous People in the Arctic 

Indigenous Peoples have existed in the Arctic for thousands of years and are diverse in culture.67  

In Alaska, Indigenous Peoples include the Aleuts, Athabaskans and Inupiat, in Scandinavia the IPs are 

Sámis, in Canada and Greenland, they are the Inuit and in Siberia they include the Chuckchi, Evenk 

                                                
65Arctic Climate Impact Assessment. Impacts of a Warming Arctic-Arctic Climate Impact Assessment." Impacts of a Warming Arctic-Arctic 

Climate Impact Assessment, by Arctic Climate Impact Assessment, pp. 144. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004. 

66Arctic Council: AMAP. AMAP Assessment 2006: Acidifying pollutants, arctic haze, and acidification in the Arctic. Assessment Report, 

AMAP, 2006. 

67Csonka, Yvon, and Peter Schweitzer. “Societies and cultures: change and persistence.” Arctic human development report, 2004: 45-68. 
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and Itlemen.68  The proportion of Indigenous population to non-Indigenous population varies 

considerably amongst the states, with Greenland having the highest proportion of IPs within the 

state compared to non-IPs, whilst Iceland and the Faroe Islands have no Indigenous Peoples (Table 

4). 

Table 4. IP Population in Relevant Regions of the Arctic States69 

Arctic Region  
or Country 

Date Population 

(in 1000s) 

IP Population  
(in 1000s) 

Share of IP % 

USA (Alaska) 2000 
(Census) 

627 119 19.0 

Canada:  
Arctic Region 

2001 
(Census) 

130 66 50.8 

Greenland 2003 57 50 88.1 

Iceland 2003 288 NA 0.0 

Norway:  
Arctic Region 

2003 463 50  
(Sámi) 

-5.0 

Sweden:  
Arctic Region 

2003 254 

Finland:  
Arctic Region 

2003 188 

Russia:  
Arctic Region 

2003 1982 90 >4.0 

 

3.4. Environmental Changes and Ingenious Peoples 

Indigenous peoples traditionally rely heavily on hunting, fishing, herding and gathering for their 

survival, occupations that, as well as providing dietary nutrition, hold significant cultural and social 

importance.70  Environmental changes are likely to make this traditional lifestyle more challenging. 

Weather changes, for example, such as extreme winds and storms, coupled with the thinning of sea 

ice are likely to make hunting more dangerous, forcing hunters who continue subsistence practices 

                                                
68Nuttall, M. and T.V. Callaghan (eds.), 2000.The Arctic: Environment, People, Policy. Harwood Academic Publishers, xxxviii + 647pp. 

69Koivurova, Timo, Henna Tervo, and Adam Stepien. “Background Paper: Indigenous Peoples in the Arctic.” Arctic Transform, 2008. 

70Armitage, Derek R, et al. “Adaptive co-management for social-ecological complexity.” Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment, 2008: 

95-102. 
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to adapt their hunting methods and apparatus whilst many may seek employment in other sectors.71 

Furthermore, climate change will impact the Arctic ecosystem, threatening keystone species, such as 

polar bears and whales, which the Indigenous communities traditionally rely upon. The loss of these 

species may have a cascade effect on other food sources such as berries and fish, reducing the 

primary productivity of the marine and terrestrial ecosystem.72  The behaviour of species used as 

food resources is also likely to change in order to adapt to environmental change, forcing IPs to 

reconsider their traditional hunting practices.73  The AC’s Arctic Human Development Report (AHDR) 

has shown a trend of urbanisation, where rural communities migrate to urban centres, suggesting 

that the effects of environmental changes may already be making a subsistence lifestyle too 

challenging to continue for many individuals.  

Environmental policy also plays a large role in adding to the challenges of subsistence living, as 

restrictions on total hunting and fishing quotas are often imposed,74 ultimately going further to 

threaten to redefine subsistence lifestyles and the traditional relationship of IPs to the 

environment.75 Climate change cannot be looked at in isolation and environmental changes will have 

a direct effect on the culture, society and economic situation of the traditional communities and vice 

versa.76  Pollutants pose a number of risks to human health. As IPs traditionally rely heavily on 

subsistence hunting, the impact of these pollutants will be more strongly felt due to the process of 

bioaccumulation where a substance gets concentrated as it moves up the food-chain, 77 and due to 

the type of species an indigenous diet traditionally consists of.78  Given the climatic conditions and 

remoteness of the region, finding substitute nutrients from other food sources may prove 

challenging. 

                                                
71Salick, Jan, and Anja Byg. "Indigenous peoples and climate change." Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, Oxford (2007). 

72Lindroth, Marjo, and Heidi Sinevaara-Niskanen. “At the Crossroads of Autonomy and Essentialism: Indigenous Peoples in International 

Environmental Politics.” International Political Sociology 7, no. 3 (2013): 275-293. 

73Forbes, Bruce C, and Florian Stammler. “Arctic climate change discourse: the contrasting politics of research agendas in the West and 

Russia.” Polar Research, 2009: 28-42. 

74Freeman, Milton MR. “Issues affecting subsistence security in arctic societies.” Arctic anthropology, 1997: 7-17. 

75Lindroth, Marjo, and Heidi Sinevaara-Niskanen. “At the Crossroads of Autonomy and Essentialism: Indigenous Peoples in International 

Environmental Politics.” International Political Sociology 7, no. 3 (2013): 275-293. 

76Lindroth, Marjo, and Heidi Sinevaara-Niskanen. “At the Crossroads of Autonomy and Essentialism: Indigenous Peoples in International 

Environmental Politics.” International Political Sociology 7, no. 3 (2013): 275-293. 

77Cooper, Lee W, I L Larsen, Todd M O'Hara, Scott Dolvin, Victoria Woshner, and Glenn F Cota. “Radionuclide contaminant burdens in 

arctic marine mammals harvested during subsistence hunting.” Arctic, 2000: 174-182.; Carroll, JoLynn, Hans Wolkers, Magnus Andersen, 

and Kristina Rissanen. “Bioaccumulation of radiocaesium in Arctic seals.” Marine pollution bulletin, 2002: 1366-1371. 

78Dudarev, Alexey A. “Dietary exposure to persistent organic pollutants and metals among Inuit and Chukchi in Russian Arctic Chukotka.” 

International journal of circumpolar health 71 (2012).. 
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In addition to posing pollution risks, increased activities in the Arctic, such as resource 

exploitation and infrastructure development, bring the potential of increased immigration to the 

area. New lifestyles, culture, educational systems, technology, food and diseases will continue to be 

introduced into the area. Among the main challenges of social changes are permanent settlement 

(with the development of modern housing), relocation (e.g. of migrant workers to the area or 

indigenous peoples away from proposed development sites), urbanization and concentration, as 

well as the Northward advancement of agriculture and development of a ‘modern’ infrastructure 

system and resource exploitation culture.79  IPs do not historically exist in an agrarian society and 

movement from a subsistence lifestyle has already led to changes in family structure to become 

more ‘nuclear’, in some instances leading to domestic violence, suicide and alcoholism.80  In 

addition, Western-style education systems have become popular. This has been shown through 

qualitative data to have influences that reduce the child’s sense of self and type of retained 

knowledge.81  Language has suffered greatly from these processes, when combined with out-

migration in the Arctic from indigenous communities, and many of the indigenous languages are 

threatened.82  All of these factors have led to what could be considered as a mass loss of identity, 

accompanied by a loss of Traditional Knowledge through cultural fragmentation. This could further 

unbalance the indigenous peoples’ ability to adapt,83 if it has not done so already. It should be 

stressed, however, that not all challenges that Indigenous Peoples will face in the future Arctic will 

be uniform. In some areas, for example, there may be improvements in quality of life, e.g. where 

climate change is not at its greatest or where the effects of resource exploitation trickle down 

efficiently into the local economy.84 

3.5. Governance Concerning Indigenous Peoples in the Arctic 

Although it is a complicated matter, our research question demands at least a basic 

understanding of the historical and current governance position of IPs in the Arctic states. The Cold 

War, starting in the late 1940s, brought increased international presence to the circumpolar area, 

and resulted in some breakdown of cooperation amongst the Arctic states. Since then, through 

                                                
79Nuttall, Mark. Protecting the Arctic: Indigenous peoples and cultural survival. Vol. 3. Taylor & Francis, 1998. 

80Slezkine, Yuri. Arctic mirrors: Russia and the small peoples of the North. Cornell University Press, 1994. 

81Snively, Gloria, and John Corsiglia. "Discovering indigenous science: Implications for science education." (1998). 

82Whall, H. (2004). Indigenous Peoples’ Rights in the Commonwealth‐with a focus on Indigenous Women. Gender and Human Rights in the 

Commonwealth: Some Critical Issues for Action in the Decade 2005-2015, 239. 

83Lindroth, Marjo, and Heidi Sinevaara-Niskanen. “At the Crossroads of Autonomy and Essentialism: Indigenous Peoples in International 

Environmental Politics.” International Political Sociology 7, no. 3 (2013): 275-293. 

84Koivurova, Timo, Henna Tervo, and Adam Stepien. “Background Paper: Indigenous Peoples in the Arctic.” Arctic Transform, 2008. 
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region-building initiatives, and through efforts i.e. for environmental protection, Indigenous affairs 

and science programs, there has been on average exponential growth in cooperation amongst the 

Arctic states.85 The specifically Arctic governance regime – as typified by the AC to be discussed 

shortly - is thus marked today by a combination of collaborative politics and the participation of 

actors who have distinct values from the nation-state.86 However, the strength of Arctic cooperation 

is currently being called in question in view of the breakdown in relations between Russia and the 

West triggered by President Putin’s actions on Ukraine. 87  There are mixed reports on how this is 

influencing Arctic cooperation and some of the areas most strongly affected (e.g. new gas projects) 

are outside the competence of the AC. Nevertheless some effects have been seen in the latter frame 

including a reduction in the Russian delegation at the recent Yellowknife and Whitehouse SAO 

Meetings, and the fact that Russia’s Foreign Minister did not attend the 2015 AC Ministerial in Iqaluit 

(replaced by the Environment Minister).88   

The Arctic political system consists of five littoral, or Arctic Ocean states, Russia, USA, Canada, 

Norway, and Denmark (Greenland), in addition to Iceland, which lies just below the Arctic Circle, and 

two other states with no Arctic oceanic border (Finland and Sweden). The Arctic Council, a forum of 

the states listed above, can be understood as a ‘neighbourhood group’ in which states have formed 

a community based on geographic proximity despite their differing interests and, sometimes, 

philosophies. AC member states are also part of other regional groups and institutions and can all be 

seen as part of the larger Euro-Atlantic grouping.89 The regional characteristics of the Arctic form a 

unique complex of layered regional, wider institutional, and global structures, meaning that the 

Arctic exists as both a region and a sub-region, with local states addressing its issues through both 

primary (Arctic) and secondary (other) institutions. Given the isolated geography of the Arctic 

coupled with the collaborative forum provided by the Arctic Council, the Arctic can be seen as a 

system in its own right, which is both part of and separate from global politics.90 
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As for other regional institutions, the Barents Euro-Arctic Council provides another means 

whereby the IPs can have access to the Arctic states through a Working Group of Indigenous Peoples 

(WGIP) who consult with the Barents Council (foreign ministers) and the Regional Council (county 

governors). The Northern Forum for sub-state regions91 is a further medium for collaborative politics 

in the Arctic, including members from outside regions such as Mongolia and Korea: but in contrast to 

the AC, representation of IPs in the Northern Forum has been found to be weak.92  As noted, all the 

eight Arctic states also belong to other bodies, such as the United Nations, that focus much of their 

activity on environmental and Indigenous issues. The attitudes and beliefs of states are shaped, not 

least by the organisations they belong to but also their views on which available structures could 

best be used to further their interest.93 The AC remains, however, the only organisation to give seats 

to IPs at the highest decision-making level.94 

Although originally viewed as a ‘frozen wasteland” by many,95  the Arctic region has a rich history 

of social, cultural, and trade relations between Indigenous societies and other settlements long 

before national borders existed. All Arctic states, except Iceland, were re-colonised by settlers after 

original settlement by IPs thousands of years previously. Imperial and colonial practices caused 

tensions between Indigenous Peoples and the oppressors. 96  Today, states have varying governance 

strategies for IPs, albeit with some regional similarities between the North American and the Nordic 

countries, respectively. The Arctic Human Development Report (AHDR) notes that the political 

systems of Arctic states should be seen in terms of ‘nation building’. Nation building can be 

understood as a process by which patchy societies are unified under state rule, leading to the 

formation of new states, the closer integration of the state with its population and in some cases - 

such as the Sámi - a degree of autonomy for IPs. Each Arctic state has a different historical narrative 

of colonial rule over the IPs consisting mainly of assimilation, segregation and/or neglect through 

paternalistic political strategies.97 The Arctic states have issued a number of general statements 
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stressing their desire to increase protection of Indigenous rights across the whole region. However, 

there have been few, if any, concrete steps taken at multilateral level, due to the nation-states’ 

reluctance to interfere in the internal affairs of the others.98   

In Russia, legislation, federally recognised as ‘the Legal Status of Indigenous Peoples of Russia’, 

established in 1995, is applied asymmetrically depending upon region.99  Governance arrangements 

include autonomous regions, national regions and townships.100  Federal law on public associations 

states that IPs’ organisations such as the Russian Association for Indigenous Peoples of the North 

(RAIPON) may not engage in political activities. Due to a focus on economic development, 

governance remains discriminatory with IPs’ participation in decision-making discouraged.101  In 

Alaska, IPs are governed on the basis of the ‘Alaska Native Land Claims Settlement Act’ (ANCSA), 

established in 1971 which was then added to by the ‘Indian Self-Determination and Education 

Assistance Act’ (ISDEAA), established in 1975.102 The Alaskan Native Claims Settlement Act and the 

Self-determination Act gave IPs a level of economic and political authority, allowing them some 

degree of self-determination by utilising the Alaska Native Corporations established by the Act.103  

These Acts have however been seen as a ‘vision unfulfilled’ despite giving IPs in Alaska some shares 

in the environment.104  Native tribal governments are set up in parallel with self-government 

systems established in two tiers: in communities IPs can use tribal councils relating to day-to-day 

affairs, and at a higher level IPs can utilise the twelve regional non-profit Native Associations. The 

Tribal Consultation and Coordination Policy of the U.S. Department of Commerce means that 

departments executing policy in regards to IPs should follow the consultation system set out in this 

policy, including with the ANCs.105  IP autonomy varies according to region. 
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In Canada, governance derives from the ‘Indian Act’ of 1876, and today, modern self-government 

agreements have been set out so that IPs can govern their internal affairs whilst not utilising a one-

model-fits-all strategy.106  In Yukon, self-government arrangements include law-making powers as 

well as the power and authority to make decisions.107  The Canadian land claims agreements, 

including the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement (1975), the Inuvialuit Final Agreement 

(1984), and the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement (1993), basically follow the Alaskan model with 

some additional compensation rights. There are 90 negotiation tables in Canada regarding land 

claims and self-governance.108 

Greenland is an autonomous country within the Danish Kingdom governed under home rule. It is 

governed by a democratically elected national government in all fields except defence, foreign 

affairs and finance. Nearly 90% of inhabitants are defined, as indigenous Greenlanders and 

Greenlandic is the sole official language. Denmark is generally seen to be phasing out colonial rule in 

Greenland as the degree of constitutionally defined self-government for the nation has widened, 

and the current agreement leaves it to the Greenlanders to seek full independence in future if 

wished. However, diplomatic and defence matters are still reserved to Copenhagen and Greenland is 

heavily dependent on Danish subsidies, requiring extensive negotiation and compromise over 

matters that are relevant to both states.109 

The Nordic states all have Sámi Parliaments: The Sámi Parliament in Norway is an independent 

political body established in the Sámi Act in 1987, under the Norwegian Constitution, with the 

mandate to create conditions necessary for the Sámi to protect and develop their language, their 

culture and their society. The constitution refers to Sámi rights and interests. Sámi representatives 

have also been elected to municipal councils, county councils and the Norwegian Parliament. In 

addition, government representatives have been elected into the Sámi parliament.110  The Finnish 

Constitution states that the Sámi have a right to use their native language when submitting inquiries 

to the authorities. In 1995 the Finnish Parliament adopted an Act on the Sámi Parliament, which 
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gives the Sámi consultation rights in political decisions that affect their cultural status as IPs. In 

Sweden, the Sámis’ status as IPs has not yet been codified into law. In 1992 Sweden adopted a Sámi 

Assembly Act, stating that the parliament should be seen as a governmental administrative body. 

The Ministry of Agriculture serves as the ministry responsible for Sámi issues. The constitution does 

not refer to Sámi rights explicitly but does refer to their interest in reindeer herding. After creation 

of the Sámi Parliament the Sámi organisations established their own Sámi parties, and several of 

these have gained seats in municipal elections. The Government appoints a chairman for the Sámi 

Parliament.111   

The formal basis for the governance of IPs may be found both in states' national, and in 

international, laws. There are two main approaches to IPs’ rights in International law. The first is 

based on general principles of equity, and the second uses international instruments specifically 

designed to protect the rights of IPs. The UN’s International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(1966) and the International Labour Organisation Convention (ILO 169) (1991) concerning 

Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries are the two major international conventions 

(Table 5), although there are others applicable to the Arctic.112   

Table 5. Arctic Countries’ Ratification of Major Declarations on Indigenous Peoples. 113 

 UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous People 

ILO Convention nr 169 on 
Indigenous and Tribal 
Peoples 

America ✗ ✗ 

Canada ✓ ✗ 

Denmark ✓ ✗ 

Finland ✓ ✗ 

Norway ✓ ✓ 

Russia ✗ ✗ 

Sweden ✓ ✗ 
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The ILO Convention 169, for example, states the importance of IPs’ participation in decision-

making in addition to land rights issues and the control of development.114  Globally, academics have 

noted a trend towards a more democratic and human rights-based legal system, in which more 

pressure is placed upon states to integrate international law into domestic law. However, Arctic 

states do not have homogenous legal systems and the degree of power that the governments give to 

regions and municipalities varies. 115   The specifically Arctic legal regime for environmental 

governance consists of a series of soft law agreements commencing with the 1991 Declaration on 

the Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment and the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy 

(AEPS), which later became the AC.116  It has been suggested that the only substantial change 

between AEPS and the AC was an improvement in the membership rights of IPs.117 
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4. The Arctic Council’s Decision-Making System and Permanent 

Participants’ Ostensible Role 

To further address the research question, some understanding of the history, structure and workings 

of the Arctic Council (AC) is required and is provided in this chapter of the thesis. This chapter begins 

by providing a basic introduction to the AC, with a focus on the role of the PPs. Section 4.2 presents 

information on the structural setup and procedures of the AC, with the PPs as the centre of the 

process. Section 4.3 introduces the PPs and other AC members. Section 4.4 looks in specific detail at 

the PPs’ decision-making system and presents a Unified Modeling Language (UML) Sequence 

Diagram for clear understanding of the avenues a PP may take to bring a project to fruition. 

4.1. Introducing the Arctic Council  

The AC is the leading organisation for international co-operation in the region, and its specific 

mandates include promoting environmental protection and sustainable development whilst 

enhancing collaboration amongst the Arctic Council states.118 The AC is a decision-shaping, not 

decision-making organisation. One analysis compares the Council to the hub of a wheel, in which the 

Arctic states, the IP associations (the PPs) and the observers create the spokes.119  The AC can be 

defined as an “Arctic voice and a decision-shaping body in global environmental politics.”.120  For the 

IPs and other non-state actors, the AC provides both a physical space of participation and an 

ideological space for exerting influence.  Although most of the outputs of the Council have been 

‘soft’ in nature, in its ‘Kiruna Vision’ document published in 2013 the desire is voiced to change its 

emphasis from policy shaping to policy making.121 There have been two legally binding agreements 

to come out of the AC (the Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and 

Rescue in the Arctic (SAR), 2011, and the Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution 

Preparedness and Response in the Arctic, 2013): however these agreements were agreed ad hoc by 

the member states. The Council also interacts in various ways with the wider international 

environment, but as it is a relatively young institution with comparatively limited membership, 
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research suggests that the AC can only narrowly impact upon other international activities.122  In 

addition, there are specific issues that are excluded from the Council’s competence according to the 

establishment documents. Security matters are explicitly stated to be not a concern of the Council. 

Historically, fisheries management has also been a topic left off the table due to the political 

sensitivities between member states in regard to control of this natural resource.123 

The Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS) sets the framework for the structure of the 

Arctic Council, which was inaugurated in its present form in 1996.124 From AEPS, the AC adopted a 

broader field of work and moved to include sustainable development of the Arctic within its 

mandate, which was made a focus under the Canadian Chairmanship (2013-2015) and will be 

continued by the American Chairmanship (2015-2017).125 Indigenous Peoples (IPs) were 

instrumental in the development of AEPS and their importance was noted from the beginning. At the 

first AEPS meeting in Rovaniemi, 1989, IPs were present and it was established that: 

 “Indigenous peoples should be involved in the future work, since they bear the burdens of 

environmental degradation directly.” (Barlund, 1989, 6).126 

Over subsequent meetings, the language referring to IPs and including them in AEPS work was 

formalised, and states worked to include IPs in the formal process.127 At a Yellowknife preparatory 

meeting for AEPS in 1990 which included representatives from the Inuit Circumpolar Conference 

(ICC) and the Sámi Council, the inclusion of IPs was solidified as an Inuit representative suggested an: 
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“Effective cooperative process that would ensure the direct involvement of indigenous peoples” 

(ICC, 1990, 2).128 

The Declaration on the Establishment of the Arctic Council (1996) stated that the AC was 

established as a high level forum to: 

“Provide a means for promoting cooperation, coordination and interaction among the Arctic 

States, with the involvement of the Arctic indigenous communities and other Arctic inhabitants on 

common Arctic issues: in particular issues of sustainable development and environmental protection 

in the Arctic.“ (Arctic Council, 1996, P.1).129 

Three Arctic IP associations who were “Permanent Observers” in the AEPS later became 

“Permanent Participants” in the AC process: the Inuit Circumpolar Conference, the Sámi Council and 

the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North. There has been a shift in language used 

about the IPs’ role during the development of the AC: the Council’s description of them as 

“participants” rather than observers can be seen as reflecting an aim to include the IP associations 

more thoroughly in decision-making.130 The realisation of IP’s potential political power grew within 

the Council after this language shift, as IPs were seen to be influencing environmental decision-

making in the global arena in their capacity as individuals engaged in various international and 

national environmental negotiations.131 

4.2. Structure and Procedures of the Arctic Council 

In the current format, the AC is a typical intergovernmental institution in the sense that it acts in 

the style of old-fashioned diplomacy,132 with no central decision-making authority; decisions must be 

reached by consensus and do not in themselves have legal force.133  Any translation of these 

decisions into law and regulation must be done within or between the individual member states, or 
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through other international institutions (like the International Maritime Organisation) that possess 

the necessary competence.134  It follows that much of AC decision-making is built upon long-standing 

informal cooperation, enduring friendships and an open, practical dialogue. Communication 

processes have been criticised for taking place too much behind closed doors.135 

At the highest level of the AC is the Chairmanship. The Chairmanship rotates biannually between 

the Arctic states. An AC Secretariat, inaugurated January 2014, provides the Chair with 

administrative and organisational support. The Chair presides over the Council Ministers who in turn 

oversee the Senior Arctic Officials (SAOs). The Working Groups, Task Forces and other subsidiary 

bodies act under the guidance of the SAOs.136  SAOs, who are generally officials from Ministries of 

Foreign Affairs, have the responsibility to oversee projects and make recommendations to the 

Ministers, and they make the detailed preparations for the Ministerial meeting held at the end of 

each Chairmanship period. The PPs consult with all elements of the institution (Figure 3). For the 

highest level of AC management, the biannual rotation of the Chair means that every state has the 

opportunity to participate equally, but until 2013 the AC created no central Secretariat to look after 

coherence and good follow-up between Chairs.137  Each Chairmanship of the AC defines its own set 

of priorities. Up to April 2015 the Chair was held by Canada, which placed a focus on sustainable 

development. The Chair then rotated to the US which has identified three focus areas:  Improving 

Economic and Living Conditions for Arctic Communities, Arctic Ocean Safety, Security and 

Stewardship, and Addressing the Impacts of Climate Change.138 An AC Secretariat (ACS) is in place to 

support the Chair of the Council. 139 
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Figure 3. Arctic Council Structure during the Canadian Chairmanship. 140 
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An Indigenous Peoples Secretariat (IPS) was created under AEPS in 1994 to facilitate engagement 

of the PPs by providing them with support.141 Both the AC Secretariat and the IPS have been 

criticised as been less effective than they could be due to lack of funding. Some have called for a 

merging of the IP Secretariat and PP Secretariat,142 although this has proved a politically sensitive 

issue with a number of states raising points.  A decision was reached this year (2015) to move the IPS 

to Tromsø to be closer to the AC Secretariat.143 

AC projects are funded voluntarily, and primarily by the participating states, which has been 

argued to potentially make them susceptible to political interference: there is no stable funding 

mechanism for the AC as a whole.144  PPs are funded through the Arctic states, through their own 

source revenues, or through third party funding. When it comes to action at the Arctic level, all PPs 

are competing for the same funding and the same goes for WGs, a point that has been heavily 

criticised.145  Since the creation of the AC, the states have, however expressed public support for the 

funding of PPs. During the Icelandic Chairmanship (2002-2004) the SAOs directed the PPs to 

articulate their funding needs, which led to the creation of Proposal for Creating an Arctic Council 

Permanent Participants’ Core Fund (2004). This proposal was, however, not adopted and up to the 

present, the lack of funding continues to limit the ability of the PPs to operate in the Council.146  The 

Canadian Chairmanship (2013-2015) placed emphasis on increasing the role of the PPs, resulting in 

three deliverables: a Scoping Report identifying avenues to enhance PP capacity, the development of 

an action plan, and endorsement of various recommendations for institutional reform including the 

development of a core fund for PPs and a mechanism for project support. 147 The Scoping Paper, 

‘Building Capacity Among the Permanent Participants’, published in 2013, found that PPs have not 

been given the financial support to keep up with the increasing workload of the AC and that “simply 
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attending SAO and Ministerial meetings is difficult”. For the authors of this report, this means that 

the “full contribution” laid out in the Declaration Establishing the Arctic Council has not been 

fulfilled. As summarised in the report: 

“Ten years ago, with the support of Canada’s senior Arctic official and the Icelandic Arctic Council 

chair, we developed a proposal that would have provided financial support for the permanent 

participants in an ongoing way. It wasn't much money, but unfortunately the rhetoric of support, 

which is often effusive, wasn’t matched by any commitment” (Foreign Affairs Committee, 2013, 

11.05am) .148 

The reasons for these funding difficulties have been blamed on the states for not being 

consistent, but also on the PPs themselves for not being able to mobilise a sufficient level of funding 

from their home countries.149 This is reiterated in the AC’s Capacity Building Strategy and Pilot 

Project, where it is stated that PPs lack: 

 “the organizational and technical abilities that enable an organization or community to mobilize 

and direct resources to achieve their objectives in accordance with their values.” (Walter and Duncan 

Gordon Foundation, 2013, P.4).150 

Some studies have detected a lack of guidance by the SAOs and have judged the overall structure 

out of date; they recommend a more inclusive guidance system.151 

A final structural consideration is how Traditional Knowledge (TK) is integrated into the outputs 

of the AC. The ‘Traditional Knowledge in the Arctic Council Workshop´, led by the Sustainable 

Development Working Group (SDWG) and, held in Reykjavik, 2014, brought together all the PPs to 

address issues of the inclusion of TK in the AC. The meeting aimed to provide a common 

understanding on the challenges experienced so far, whilst creating consensus amongst the AC 

members on principles for applying TK in future, and adopting a policy document confirming the 
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importance of TK to the AC and a vision for moving forward. 152 The main output from this meeting 

was a set of recommendations for the integration of TK and Traditional Local Knowledge (TLK) into 

the work of the AC, stating among other things that the member states should develop consensus 

based-guidelines for more systematic inclusion of TK into the AC's scientific outputs; terminology 

should be used consistently throughout the AC;  TK should be included at the outset of a project and 

fully integrated into WG templates; information on how TK should be integrated into the final 

project should be relayed to SAOs at the start of a project; and IPs should receive credit for their 

participation at the end. 153 Although clearly beneficial, these recommendations only went part of 

the way to meet the aims of the SDWG at the outset of this project.  

4.3. Introduction to the Permanent Participants and Other Council Members 

In total there are currently six Indigenous Organisations in the AC known as the Permanent 

Participants (PPs): the Sámi Council, Inuit Circumpolar Council, Russian Association of Indigenous 

Peoples of the North, Aleut International Association, Gwich'in Council International and the Arctic 

Athabaskan Council (Figure 4).  The Sámi Council (SC) is one of the oldest IP organisations in the AC 

as it was established in 1956 and operates in four countries (Norway, Sweden, Russia and Finland) 

representing about 60-100,000 people.154  The Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC), formerly the Inuit 

Circumpolar Conference, was established in 1977 and represents about 160,000 Inuk living in Alaska, 

Canada, Greenland, and Chukotka (Russia).155  The ICC’s activities are divided regionally and there is 

an office in each of the states where the ICC is active. The ICC operates under a Charter which sets 

out shared priorities amongst the Circumpolar Inuit, and holds meetings at a General Assembly for 

certain matters of business. 156  The ICCs´ former International Chair, Sheila Watt-Cloutier, is 

recognised for being instrumental in the creation of the international Stockholm Convention on 

Persistent Organic Pollutants, in 2001.157 The Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the 
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North, Siberia and the Far East (RAIPON), founded in 1990, is an umbrella organisation for about 41 

indigenous peoples, organised into 34 regional and ethic associations all within the state of Russia, 

and representing approximately 250,000 individuals.158 Funding for RAIPON has been found to be 

problematic.159 As noted in the Introduction, RAIPON was recently shut down and reopened and 

there is some criticism that it may now be a puppet organisation, with those in charge selected to 

approve the government’s decisions.160 There have also been some widely reported instances where 

individuals engaged in indigenous rights have been hindered in their travel to international 

conferences.161 RAIPON has been seen as disturbing for the Russian government when it speaks 

internationally about indigenous rights issues in Russia. Russia is geographically the largest country 

in the world, and from a realist standpoint is anxious to retain its influence within and external to its 

borders.162 Russia has received substantial criticism of human rights abuses in recent years, including 

the problems of representation and participation of groups such as the IPs in decision-making.163 The 

Aleut International Association (AIA) was formed especially for work in the AC in 1998 and 

represents both Russian and Alaskan Aleuts numbering approximately 12,000 people. It has one 

office in Alaska where the operation is based. The board is composed of 4 Russians and 4 Alaskans, 

whose posts rotate.164  The Gwich'in Council International (GCI) was formed in 1999 and represents 

the Gwich'in in Alaska (USA) and the Northwest Territories and the Yukon (Canada).165 The Arctic 

Athabaskan Council was established in 2000 and represents 45,000 Athabaskans.166 

Whilst the PPs represent different peoples and should not be viewed as having identical wishes or 

needs, the recent Canadian Chairmanship sought a unified approach towards protecting the 

traditional way of life of all Indigenous communities. Its outputs included a compendium of best 
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practices, a video, and a communications and advocacy plan to instruct those who may have little 

understanding of traditional living about the topic.167 

 

 

Figure 4. Permanent Participant Regional Coverage. 168 

                                                
167 Arctic Council. “Senior Arctic Officials' Report to Ministers: Iqaluit, Canada.” Arctic Council: Document Archive. 24 April 2015. 
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According to the AC Rules of Procedure, the position of PPs was created: 

 “to provide for active participation and full consultation with the Arctic indigenous 

representatives within the Arctic Council” (Arctic Council, 1996, P.3).169 

PP status is available to any majority Arctic indigenous constituency, representing: 

A single indigenous people resident in more than one arctic State; or 

More than one Arctic indigenous people resident in a single Arctic State.170 

All of the PPs except RAIPON operate in multiple countries and under the rules of several 

jurisdictions. In terms of PP contributions to the Council, this means that the Arctic states do not 

have equal responsibilities towards a given PP or towards the PPs in general.171 The Founding 

Declaration of the AC also determines that the number of PPs must be one less than the number of 

member states.172 

The areas covered by the PPs are vast and often remote in nature, which has implications in the 

day-to-day running of activities for the organisations. No distinction is made in the AC between the 

older and the newer organisations. This will have implications for the capabilities of the PPs, as the 

older PPs will have built capacity over a longer period of time. The older organisations tend to have 

more financial resources and personnel available. Among other actors, however, there is a tendency 

to group the PPs into one entity, failing to “recognise important distinctions in the structure, 

interests, agendas and processes of each Permanent Participant”. It has been argued that since the 

Arctic states do not express the same views, it should not be expected that the PPs would always do 

so.173 It is also important to note that the organisations the PPs can turn to for support will be 

different in different geographic areas.174 
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Working Groups 

The Arctic Council’s scientific work is undertaken through the WGs and task forces as well as 

expert groups that operate according to specific mandates. WG Reports have been described as the 

interface of science and policy and are often considered to represent the most effective work of the 

AC. The process undertaken for project completion is shown in Figure 5.  In addition to the WGs a 

number of Task Forces have been set up. Task Forces are generally appointed at the Ministerial level 

to work on specific issues and operate for only a short amount of time. Expert Groups also work in a 

similar way, but whereas Task Forces but are generally set up to negotiate the terms of a specific 

action, Expert Groups are predominantly scientific in nature.175 As time has gone on since the 

creation of the Council, the WGs have come to hold an increasing number of meetings. This has 

placed heavy demands on the PPs, as it is not uncommon to hold several meetings in several 

continents within a week, at all of which the PP representative is expected to attend.176 The AC 

currently uses a ´Tracking Tool´, Amarok, to coordinate the many projects the WGs undertake and to 

help project planning within each WG itself. The 2016-2017 work goals of the Council include the 

improvement of this system to provide better service for the AC members, observers and the public, 

to better understand the projects that are being undertaken, and to improve the tracking of 

progress made.177  

                                                
175Parliament of the U.K. “Select Committee on the Arctic - Report of Session 2014–15.” www.parliament.uk. n.d. 
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Observers 

Twelve non-Arctic states, eleven NGOs and nine intergovernmental and inter-parliamentary 

organisations have been admitted to the Council as observers. The EU has been given Ad Hoc status 

as an observer pending agreement on its admission, which was held up for several years due to 

disagreement with Canada over EU policies on trading in seal products. Canada has recently 

removed its objections and the question of the EU’s observer status is now tied up with its 

relationship with Russia. Greenpeace has also applied for observer status but has not been approved 

yet, along with a number of other NGOs, and it has now been agreed to postpone all observer 

applications until at least 2017.178  The categorisation of membership in the AC has also received 

some criticism. The observer states for a long time had little information about their expected roles, 

which may have led to their not being utilised effectively for example in terms of scientific 

expertise.179  There has been found to be little opportunity for the inclusion of businesses and other 

potential stakeholders, which has only lately been a focus of AC work.180  The Arctic Council Observer 

Manual for Subsidiary Bodies, published in 2011, states that observers should support the work of 

the PPs and observers may propose a project through the PPs.181 
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Figure 5. Development from Idea to Evaluation in the WGs. 182 
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4.4. Environmental Decision-Making System of the PPs 

After introducing the Permanent Participants (PPs) it is necessary to provide some explanation of 

how they are formally engaged in Arctic Council (AC) environmental decision-making. The PPs can 

communicate with other members of the AC system both directly and indirectly. 

Direct communication will occur predominantly in AC meetings - where PPs can raise a point of 

order which will be decided upon immediately by the Chair - and through other activities such as WG 

and Task Force projects where PPs have the right to participate fully. In these activities, the PPs are 

supposed to be consulted by other AC members in decision-making, for instance on what should be 

included in a project, and have the chance to make suggestions before an action is undertaken. In 

addition, the PPs can make proposals for projects or programs to be run specifically through a given 

PP itself, or collectively by more than one PP group. The PPs have access to all documents and 

decisions of the AC, placing them in a unique position to influence decisions within and external to 

the Council system.183  Due to the complexity of the procedures a PP may undertake to have an idea 

brought to fruition, a Unified Modelling Language (UML) sequence diagram (Figure 6) was created to 

show the simplified pathways an idea may take from an IP and to an AC report. The diagram should 

be read from the top left and finishing at the bottom left, following the arrows. Each transaction is 

numbered and an explanation provided in the box below.184 

As noted above, the PPs may lack the organisational depth and technical expertise, and the 

funding to develop their proposals, to allow them to participate on the same level as the Arctic 

States and some Observers. Therefore their place “at the table” can be looked at questionably in 

terms of their ability to influence environmental decision-making despite perhaps, well meaning 

attempts. Although there are good provisions for PPs to have a say in meetings, both through pre-

consultation and by intervening during the meeting, If the group of five littoral states (or any other 

sub-group) chooses to meet outside the formal AC framework the PPs can be excluded just like the 

rest of the member states. Thus for instance at the 2007 Narvik, SAO meeting the PPs were not 

invited to attend along with non-littoral states, and the same applied to two Ministerial-level 
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meetings of the littoral Five at Ilulissat and Quebec.185  In addition to capacity, the most obvious 

restriction on the PPs' role is that in cases where AC proceedings lead to formal legal agreements, 

the latter can be signed only by sovereign states; in practice the PPs' chances of influence are 

reduced the further the states go into the phase of legal drafting. 

Indirect communication is likely to occur in multi-lateral or bi-lateral communications between 

the PPs and each other, or other members of the AC system. This could be in the form of electronic 

communication or through informal conversations at conferences, for example. 

Aside from the top-level AC meetings, an enquiry into the PPs' influence on outcomes needs to 

consider what ways they have of accessing and affecting discussions in the permanent Working 

Groups and other ad hoc groups and task forces.  It can also be assumed prima facie that when they 

attach real importance to an issue, the PPs (and/or the specific IP groups that they represent) will 

consider other channels for exerting influence, starting with direct lobbying of their own national 

government, or possibly of other national constituencies (e.g. national oil/gas and shipping 

companies, environmental and civil rights movements).  Cases could be imagined where IPs in one 

country try to lobby the government in another, e.g. if it holds the AC Chair or if it is threatening to 

obstruct some decision that they favour.  Most IPs also have access to, and may be quite skilled in, 

modern media routes for publicising their views and seeking wider support, using both their own 

media and interviews with sympathetic journalists. The actual use made or not made of these 

various direct and indirect means of influence is the focus of the primary research question of this 

thesis, with results that will be explained below. 
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1. Continual consultation is occurring between the PPs and the IPs they represent. 

2. When embarking on a project, the PPs must gather financial and practical support for the projects. The projects 

must fit in with the Arctic states ambitions. The PPs may speak to the SAOs or WGs to ascertain whether a project 

is likely to be accepted and then make pathways to create a project outline. 

3. The SAOs send a detailed outline of the project for Ministers to approve.  

4. If the Ministers approve the project, the project will go ahead.  

5. The PPs and the WGs will likely source skills for the project from the Indigenous Community, either working 

together or separately.  

6. The IPs will contribute to the project, most likely in the fashion of TK or observation sharing.  

7. As the project continues, the WGs will hold numerous consultation sessions with the PPs and the SAOs to gather 

their input.  

8. One the project is completed; the PPs and the SAOs will be informed and asked to comment on the finished result.  

9. The PPs and SAOs may comment.  

10. Once the comments are addressed, the project is sent to the Ministers to be endorsed and therefore accepted as 

an AC project.  

11. The impact of the project is felt, or not, by IPs in regards to their environment.   

 

Figure 6. Possible Avenues to Influence a Project. 



55 
 

5. Research Findings 

This thesis attempts to answer the research question: 

‘What roles do the Permanent Participants representing Indigenous Peoples play in Arctic Council 

decision-making and the related outputs on environmental issues?’ 

The methodology undertaken was qualitative. Permanent Participant (PP) leaders along with 

individuals in a high position in Working Groups (WGs) were interviewed as well as others with 

specialist knowledge such as the Director of the AC Secretariat and an individual who has been 

involved in the Council since its conception, working closely with the PPs. 

In this chapter, the interview findings are presented first on the question of what goals the PPs 

set themselves in relation to the AC. This is followed by presenting results on how the home state 

may influence how the PPs utilise the AC, and on how the set-up of the PPs themselves may affect 

their activities. Next, results are given concerning what opportunities the PPs may have, and in 

which procedural contexts, to influence the Council’s outcomes and other effects relevant to 

environmental decision-making. Each subsection begins with a summary of the key findings followed 

by evidence. 

5.1. Aspirations of the PPs 

The primary thematic area looked at here is the basic rationale for IPs to make inputs into the AC: 

what motives do they have, and what goals do the PPs set themselves when working with the 

Council?   

The primary motivation for the PPs interviewed in this study was to engage in the Council in 

various ways with the hope of preventing the loss of a subsistence lifestyle. For the PPs interviewed, 

the AC can be seen as an important place to resolve the tensions between the continuation of a 

subsistence lifestyle and development in the face of large-scale changes in the Arctic. More specific 

goals are affected by the fact that the PPs all represent different IPs and are not uniform: each 

Indigenous Community may face different environmental issues, and thus each PP may hold 

different aims and motivations in regard to environmental welfare. A key notion to come out of this 

study was the suggestion that the claim for cultural protection to protect subsistence living is 

potentially an easier avenue for the IPs to pursue than engagement with those primarily concerned 

with environmental protection in the AC.  Another key goal of the PPs was found to be the inclusion 

of Traditional Knowledge into environmental outputs of the AC: however, echoing the literature, the 
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inclusion of TK is seen as not working well in practice when it comes to producing specific 

environmental outputs. In addition, interviews indicated that the PPs saw their role as to promote 

and support the IPs on an international stage. When working with the AC, the PPs suggested that 

their main goal was to enhance their networks so as to be able to fulfil their goals in terms of 

supporting the IPs. 

As summarised in Section 3.4, the Arctic Human Development Report (AHDR) as well as other 

literature shows that Indigenous Peoples (IPs) are likely to face difficulties continuing a subsistence 

lifestyle amidst changes in the Arctic. It therefore comes as no surprise that all of the PPs 

interviewed said that the preservation of a subsistence lifestyle was their main goal. The main 

challenges involved were seen as associated with resource ownership and the degradation of the 

natural environment IPs rely upon. Environmental policy was highlighted a number of times as an 

inhibiting factor in the continuation of a subsistence lifestyle. Harrison of the Arctic Athabaskan 

Council stated: 

 “Well right now if you want to hunt Caribou here then you need to get into a drawing. But 

that’s our food, we shouldn’t have to compete with a bunch of other people for our drawing, to get 

our food it’s ridiculous”. 

Magnus Johansson of the Arctic Council Secretariat summarised how the protection of a 

subsistence lifestyle ties together with the ambitions of the Council’s member states due to the 

mutual focus on environmental protection: 

  “The Indigenous agenda can be seen to be centred about the interest of the Indigenous 

People whereas the broader agenda of the AC is sort of looking at the whole circumpolar area. But of 

course these things can come together because part of the indigenous agenda is to protect the 

environment so that their traditional use can be maintained”. 

As explained in Section 4.1, the AC has a focus not only on environmental protection but also on 

sustainable development, and thus it is again no surprise that issues associated with development 

were spoken of as a core concern by the PPs. The impact of current business practice was 

highlighted a number of times as a core issue that needs to be addressed in IP communities. There 

was some indication by three out of four of the PPs interviewed that they felt a lack of trust in 

businesses which claim to be concerned about easing or improving the impact of development on 

Indigenous Communities. In addition, it was mentioned by Gamble of the Aleut International 

Association that a move away from subsistence living by IPs themselves some may be causing 

difficulties for the communities: 
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“People are not fishing for subsistence any more but fishing because it’s a cash crop or for 

production reasons so that brings culture and sometimes economic necessity into conflict”. 

The topic of development raises two key questions: firstly, what level of development is 

acceptable to the IPs, and secondly, what are the prime elements of development that are 

influencing IPs’ political aims and motivations regarding the environment. The interviews with the 

PPs indicated that some level of development was welcomed by the PPs, but this does not include 

heavy industry, as explained by Stickman of the Arctic Athabaskan Council: 

“Of course there are changes with Western technology, with things like refrigeration, 

electricity, running water, those kinds of things. So those things were never a part of our society per 

se, they are now. But actually those are really good advancements if you can actually afford them 

because it actually makes for a healthier village”. 

The majority of PPs interviewed looked positively upon the AC as a forum where they could find a 

way to resolve this conflict of interests, but recognized that the issue might be challenging to 

resolve. Wark, International Chair of the Sustainable Development Working Group, summarised the 

general attitude of the feelings of the PPs towards development, echoing other interviewees who 

saw a need for a degree of compromise: 

“I think they are much more attuned to the implications of development. I think they are very 

sensitive about environmental impacts and I don’t think any of them are anti economic development, 

I think there is a basic understanding that in the current context, it is not possible to entirely go back 

to a traditional way of life, but there is that important power sharing that needs to go on so IPs have 

a choice about what kind of economic development is being done and how”. 

The PPs mostly agreed that ownership of resources (by businesses, IPs or the state) was the most 

difficult issue to resolve. Many IP groups themselves have made an investment in resource 

development projects and this, at times, is also a point of conflict amongst themselves.  As Gamble 

commented: 

“Some Indigenous groups embrace resource development more fully than others: some 

indigenous groups are owners for example, of oil and gas fields, some indigenous groups are owners 

of mining operations, some indigenous groups are owners of tourism operations. So for groups that 

are, for instance, fighting against the extractive industries that can kind of put them into conflict with 

organisations or groups that are working with the extractive industries” 
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Different opinions on development exist, of course, not just within the IPs and the PPs but also 

between the states themselves. Scotts, of the Inuit Circumpolar Council highlighted the fact that the 

states are not unified, either, in regard to development: 

“When it comes to the offshore oil and gas development, it is important to remember the AC 

is a consensus-based organisation so any one country can essentially stop the others. So on the issue 

of offshore oil and gas development there are different perspectives. Some countries are very 

cautious, some are very bullish and most are in the middle. So, it is hard to have a meaningful 

discussion on that topic because of those differences”. 

Echoing previous research, this study has confirmed that the PPs representing different IP 

communities have different aims and motivations in terms of environmental protection. Or, in other 

words, what is important to each Indigenous Community may be different from the next. Fenge 

summarised this point: 

 “They have different interests. For example, the Athabaskans are particularly concerned 

about terrestrial species, the Inuit about marine species. Now the environmental issues associated 

with these species can be quite different. For example… the biomagnification of certain POPs is 

greatest in the marine food chains as opposed to terrestrial”. 

In addition to environmental protection, cultural protection was cited in the interviews as a key 

motivation for IPs’ activities in the AC. Briefly, cultural loss was described as causing environmental 

behaviour changes, and these environmental behaviour changes in turn lead to further cultural loss. 

A key finding from this study was the comment made by a large number of PPs that in order to 

‘continue their way of life’, the promotion of projects and activities supporting culture may offer an 

easier and less politically sensitive way to forward their agenda upon the international stage; and 

secondly, that the PPs may be more successful in protecting the culture of the IPs rather than the 

environment per se. Of course, it is questionable how realistic it is to separate the benefits of 

preserving culture and those of environmental protection as aspects of the effort to maintain 

subsistence living. As explained earlier when considering dichotomous lines of enquiry, it may be 

ridiculous even to separate the notions of culture and environment in this situation. Stickman 

explained: 

“There was an elder on the coast, an elder, an Inupiaq man. They asked him to describe his 

environment and he said, “everything that surrounds me””. 
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For Berezhkov, speaking about Russia, culture could be seen as a less politically sensitive topic for 

Russian IPs to tackle than that of the environment. In regard to the Russian government’s attitude 

he said: “these topics are not dangerous for the government”. While Russia is considered by many to 

be an extreme case in terms of official attitudes, it became clear from these interviews that in the 

other Arctic countries also, there is seen to be a political element to many environmental topics such 

as resource extraction or fisheries. Fenge, a consultant with vast knowledge of the AC, suggested 

that there could be a difference in the ability of PPs to articulate matters when it comes to 

environment or culture: 

“When you are talking about, and if it is closest to culture, closest to health, then my sense is 

that those are the issues upon which the PPs do the best job”. 

This point was confirmed in other interviews when describing where the greatest impact lay in 

terms of environmental outputs. The majority of interviewees pointed to the work by Sheila Watt-

Cloutier, former President of the ICC, who helped create the Stockholm Convention, 2001 through 

describing the effect of contaminants on Indigenous culture.186 As Reiersen, Executive Secretary of 

the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program explained, 

 “She was looking for how we can accept that the world has contaminated my people, the 

future possibilities to survive in the Arctic, might weaken the traditional food, might weaken the 

traditional culture in place” 

All of the PPs spoke of their ambitions to incorporate TK into AC environmental outputs. Stickman 

said, speaking of TK’s fundamental role: 

 “That is the whole goal. To be recognised for who you are and what you know. You know 

everything is not in books. The land speaks, the river speaks, the animals speak, you know everything 

out there speaks. It’s not all in books. When you go out there in the river, the book isn’t going to tell 

you that it’s too bad to go, the book isn’t going to tell you where the fish are, it isn’t going to tell you 

those things. You have to be out there, to be a part of it.” 

This echoed all other interviews across the AC in regards to attitudes to TK. In the case of the AC, 

the goal was seen as to ensure a hearing for those who exist close to nature in the Arctic, and then 

to share their information to further a mutual environmental protection agenda. Reiersen stated in 

this context that “the TK is on the ground, observations of animals, life and they way of living”.  In 

                                                
186Watt-Cloutier, Sheila. The Right to Be Cold: One Woman's Story of Protecting Her Culture, the Arctic and the Whole Planet. Canada: 

Penguin, 2016. 
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addition, all Working Group representatives interviewed spoke of the importance of including TK in 

their work. 

At the same time, TK was often referred to by interviewees as being a highly politically sensitive 

issue, as Barry confirmed: “TK is a very politically sensitive and loaded issue”. An example of where 

this became problematic that came up in the interviews concerned the TK Fundamental Principles 

that were developed as part of the AC acquis, but were not endorsed due to terminology issues. TK 

holders can come from beyond the PP and, as capacity is small, there is a chance that the PP will not 

have a PP holder suitable for, or be able to send a PP holder to, specific relevant AC discussions. It 

was stated a number of times that the PPs would often search for a relevant PP holder to attend or, 

from the other side, that the WGs would contact a TK holder outside the PPs if that seemed the best 

way to achieve their scientific goal. It was noted that on some occasions, and particularly during 

work on the TK Fundamental Principles, this led to incoherence between the PPs’ general aims and 

motivations and those of the selected TK holder who might not be appropriately briefed before 

attending. It was commonly judged that TK is not at present fully incorporated into AC 

environmental outputs and it is a work in process. Barry, the Executive Secretary of the Conservation 

of Flora and Fauna, said: 

 “There is no perfect example of the AC work where you can point to and you can say yes, this 

is where TK has been included. But very often it’s easier to include indigenous perspectives rather 

than TK” 

Stickman summarised the influence of personality on decision-making: 

“Everyone’s decision-making is determined by their own life… you can actually look at 

yourself so hard that you can determine your stand in life, what are you going to do…” 

The PP leaders are different individuals and their approach to dealing with an environmental 

issue may be very different. The issues they have chosen to bring to the table could be related to a 

number of different factors, personal experience being a rational primary influence. Stickman’s most 

recent project on ‘Salmon Peoples of the Arctic Rivers’ soon to be enacted by the AC, is a good 

illustration of this point as he himself is a fisherman and had noticed an issue that needed to be 

addressed: 

“I live on the Yukon River and one of the things on the Yukon is that the Chinook salmon is 

disappearing by age class. So what I mean is, there is 8 years of fish. So every year when I go fishing, I 
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used to catch 8 year olds, 7 year olds and down to 4 year olds and in the last 10-12 years, there has 

been a decline in the sizes of fish”. 

The project consists of consolidating existing information on salmon populations across major 

rivers of the Arctic whilst including information from a TK holder in each state. 

It is well understood that the AC is unique but, when looking at the forum from a very human 

perspective, this personal factor can be seen as adding a further unique element into environmental 

decision-making. Stickman explained: 

 “That is one good thing about IPs is that we can always get to the heart. We can always get 

them to feel what they feel, we can always get them to cry when we cry, we can always get them to 

smile when we smile, it’s all about being human”. 

All PPs agreed that they saw the AC as a place to present their own experiences or those of the 

IPs they represent to a global audience. 

Berezhkov, former Vice President of the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North 

(RAIPON), explained: 

“The main aim is to implement indigenous agenda or indigenous issues and challenges into 

the work of the AC on environmental issues. Indigenous peoples describe their experience and ideas 

and also hopes and risks for indigenous style of life, indigenous culture, TK etc. to the experts and to 

states and stakeholders”. 

The point was echoed by Scotts: “ICC is supposed to represent Inuit at international forums... So 

we try to work at the international level and that is our job” 

Johansson highlighted the value that the local knowledge of the IPs brings to discussion: 

  “They certainly bring knowledge, a sort of local knowledge from their environment, a 

knowledge which is very useful and often is not obvious to the states. So I think definitely they make 

the discussion broader and I have no doubt that during the 19 years of existence of the AC, the PPs 

have brought a lot of good things to the work of the AC.”. 

This global dimension was partly attributed to the guidelines for project acceptance in the AC, 

which require proposals to have a circumpolar nature, as well as to the profusion of existing 

Indigenous organisations that deal with local issues such as whaling. Coupled with the international 

nature of environmental problems in the Arctic, the strong influence of national and international 
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environmental policy on IPs and the fact that resource extraction is an international activity, 

including multiple stakeholders from multiple countries, were cited as core reasons for the IPs to 

make use of this international avenue. 

Historically, IPs have less experience of engaging with the political system of the Arctic Council’s 

states. As Stickman described: 

 “When I first got involved about 8 years ago. I was totally brand new and not in my 

environment, had no idea how it worked, had no idea of the system”. 

Nevertheless Wark stated, supported by other respondents, that the IPs have a good ability to 

engage at a political level: 

 “They (meaning the PPs) are extremely politically astute and I think very knowledgeable and I 

think they know how to operate in the Council”. 

Strengthening relationships was commonly cited as a reason for the PPs to utilise the AC as a 

channel to influence environmental decision-making. The related aims were two-fold: first, to 

strengthen existing networks of IPs, and secondly, expanding this network to include other key 

stakeholders. For Stickman, developing these personal connections was the “most important thing” 

and it was the indirect means of communication that had the most bearing: 

 “You go there and sit down at the meeting but I think the most important conversations are 

the side conversations that you have”. 

Berezhkov concurred that indirect means of communication was a very important rationale for 

utilising the AC: 

 “Maybe 50% of the effectiveness of the AC meetings and work for Russian IPs, for RAIPON 

when I worked there, was first of all and simply the place to meet with concrete people”. 

Berezhkov, explained that a network was important for RAIPON to tackle issues that cannot be 

resolved easily with the home government, in terms that to some level can also be applied to the 

other PPs: 

 “When we had some challenge or some issue and we couldn’t solve it with Russian 

government so we discussed it with our PP partners, then discussed it at an international level at the 

AC, then it was an issue raised at a ministerial level of the AC, then minister of foreign of affairs has 
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to report it to federal government and many other things like cultural exchange, information 

exchange.. it was very important.” 

For the most part, the importance of a network was found in the study to be linked with the lack 

of human resources amongst the IP communities. As Gamble highlighted: 

 “Nobody is experts in everything so what we really depend on is communication with people 

who are experts in our regions”. 

5.2. Relation to the Home State 

The next set of findings concern the way in which the PPs’ relationship with their home state(s) 

influences the way they utilise of the AC to influence environmental policy. 

The most pressing influence of the home state was found to be concerning the funding of the 

PPs, as this funding has the power to either strengthen or limit PPs in their activities. The challenge 

was seen as either aggravated or partly resolved depending upon the economic strength of the IP 

communities that the PP represents. Environmental politics within the state were found to present a 

level of complexity for the PPs that only good communication with the home state could clarify. 

Bilateral agreements between states, along with environmental issues potentially being part of 

conversations concerning Indigenous rights, were cited as the largest inhibiting factors when PPs 

were attempting to influence decision-making on certain environmental topics. A good relationship 

with the home state was found to be of crucial importance when resolving issues and navigating 

environmental governance practices, and communicating with other states was found to be a 

standard practice if domestic tensions could not be resolved. Russia was found to be somewhat of 

an anomaly, presenting unique challenges and therefore a special rationale for PPs’ international 

engagement. 

As outlined in Section 4.2, AC projects are funded voluntarily and there is no core funding 

mechanism for the PPs. This means that the PPs must interact with their host states to arrange the 

amount of funding given to them. As Barry explained: 

 “Countries fund the different groups differently, some more, some less and I suppose that 

reflects their national interests”. 

As explained in Section 4.4, the PPs may engage in all decisions of the Council, where they have 

ability to do so. This means that the amount of money that the state provides can have a large 

bearing on whether the PPs can partake effectively in discussions.  After long discussion of these 
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capacity issues, the Indigenous Peoples Secretariat (IPS) was established in1994 with the intention to 

support all PPs. The IPS was both criticised and commended in the interviews for the support it 

gives, suggesting that its role has not yet been perfected. 

PPs have the ability to receive funding from a range of organisations other than the national 

government and the AC’s own projects. Gamble expanded when explaining how AIA is funded: 

 “Typically we get some small donations but those tend to be in the form of travel support 

from organisations who help us to get to places we might not otherwise be able to attend. There is 

really nobody giving us money to pay the rent, keep our doors open… we have to come up with that 

on our own. That is primarily though indirect on project funds that we receive.  So really our funding 

is a very cobbled together sort of collection of grants and funding from the US and contributions from 

others. Everybody will have a different story. I know some of the PPs receive findings from their 

constituency, in other words, people who live in the communities. Some of the PPs receive funding 

from umbrella organisations, a little bit like we do from the Aleutian Pribilof Island Association. But it 

is very different between all of the PPs”. 

IPs have different histories and different opportunities that also affect the relevant PPs’ ability to 

gain funding. As Harrison argued when talking about project and PP funding, some PPs may not have 

the same abilities as others: 

“None of the Arctic Athabaskan villages have that kind of money, when you talk about it you 

have to have people who are able to provide for their families when they are doing this kind of work 

and we just don’t have the funding for that and the states are not willing to make the resources 

available to the IPs of the countries and when you ask the other countries they say well, you belong 

to one of the richest countries in the world, what’s the problem?”. 

This problem was suggested by some participants to lead to some competition amongst the PPs 

for funding in cases where a host state did not provide the support needed and the PP concerned 

had to seek resources from other Arctic states. This was especially relevant in Russia, where this 

study suggested that only those loyal to the government could apply for funding and no Russian 

funding would be given to any persons/groups that were critical of practices regarding 

environmental or Indigenous rights. This latter point has been confirmed by informed sources 

outside the AC structure. 
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A clear example of how PPs’ ability to operate is affected by different funding opportunities was 

shown in AIA’s closure of its Russian office due to inadequate funding from within Russia. Gamble 

stated: 

“We have had a small office on the Russian side but we have had trouble supporting that so 

currently we don’t have an office on the Russian side”. 

He noted that this may influence AIA’s ability to support Russian Aleuts: 

“It also made it possible for us to have closer communication, to have that voice from the 

community on the Russian side and I would say, not having the AIA Russia we have lost that to some 

extent”. 

The majority of interviewees suggested that partnership approaches with businesses and observer 

states might provide some solutions for capacity issues. This was generally seen as an example of 

how the PPs needed to compromise in order to be successful in environmental protection, as the 

notion of stopping all development was considered unrealistic. In addition, as already stated, a 

number of the PPs do have financial shares in or some link to resource development, and therefore 

to engage directly with business is a rational decision. 

Matters concerning environmental legislation of the home state were found to have a large 

bearing on the operations of the PPs. All the PPs have to operate, at least to some extent, within a 

combination of different environmental management and governance structures, meaning that PPs 

must have a vast knowledge of relevant environmental governance systems, often covering several 

different regulatory regimes. Gamble explained how it can be complicated enough to operate within 

one governance system: 

“There are so many agencies and ministries and people involved in all levels that the 

complexity can be a real problem. So sometimes you are working on things you think are leading to a 

specific outcome but actually you are working in the wrong place. So actually you are not making the 

progress you think you are. So any consultation in a body that is so complicated is hard and 

essentially a problem”. 

In addition, different states have different motivations and histories with regards to resource 

extraction, resulting in varying governance strategies which may present additional complexities if 

the PP resides in more than one country. As Gamble explained: 
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 “All of the states have national programs designed to limit or prevent oil pollution. The Arctic 

states that are oil producers probably have a significantly higher level of bureaucracy that is dealing 

with this”. 

One of the core complexities cited in the interviews was the interference of state priorities with 

the motivations of the PPs. As Scotts explained, supported by other interviewees: 

 “There are some cases where a country, they have some priority or some national interest 

and they are just like, ‘we don’t talk about it’, you know, and we’ve been trying to have the issue of 

commercial fishing in the Arctic raised as something to talk about but “we don’t talk about that’” 

A key reason cited was the ACs aversion to stepping into regulatory regimes in national systems 

or negotiated bilateral agreements.  This echoes the general finding of Bailes 187 that one reason for 

states’ failure to truly address the needs of the IPs reflects reluctance by the relevant governments 

to interfere in the internal affairs of other Arctic states. Harrison argued that rationale for not 

entertaining such conversations in the AC was not necessarily due to interstate agreements but 

because of the connection with Indigenous rights: 

 “Well they really don’t want to get into the politics but when you start dealing with almost 

anything in the environment or life, you end up on politics so, they say that, when you talk about 

rights, it’s not the right venue to bring it to. Yet, if we didn’t talk about rights we wouldn’t be sitting 

at the table with the countries and if we didn’t talk about rights then we would have no footing for us 

to even be here at the AC: so it’s all basically rights-based but how far and what rights are kind of the 

problem”. 

Importantly, as Harrison felt that he was not allowed enough input on these subjects, he sought 

other avenues than the AC. He stated: 

 “I used to devote a lot more time to the AC but as of recently with some of the politics going 

on, I was not making much of a difference, so I have been putting a lot more effort into the UN 

process in this point in time”. 

A number of reasons were noted why a good relationship with the home state can have a 

positive influence on the ability of PPs to engage in decision-making. First, as previously stated in 

                                                
187Bailes, Alyson JK. “Understanding the Arctic Council: A 'Sub-Regional' Perspective.” Journal of Military and Strategic Studies 15, no. 2 

(2014). 
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Section 4.4, part of the PPs’ strength comes from being in the know and therefore able to make a 

decision from the best available information. One interviewee pointed to the benefits of having the 

ability to gather information from those actors in the state that may be advising the SAO in their 

decisions; this gives the PPs the opportunity to make suggestions that are in line with the state’s 

values, and thus more likely to be supported by the state. In addition, good communication was 

found to be a key factor in the PPs’ ability to lobby governments to act in accordance with their 

goals. Secondly, as the agreements in the AC are mostly ‘soft’ in nature and not enforceable, one 

interviewee argued that a close relationship is crucial for guiding the states in their activities relating 

to follow-up of AC positions and declarations. If the relationship is lacking with the home state, or 

the PP is focusing on issues that are not in line with the priorities of the home state, interviewees 

mentioned that approaching other governments is another avenue to take. As Gamble highlighted: 

 “We might be interested talking to others about these things because sometimes you 

recognise a similarity of opinion even though there is not an opposition in play so we may notice that 

a particular Arctic state may be more likely to see your perspective on it”. 

The AC was seen by all PP interviewees as a place where issues could be resolved that were 

problematic with the home state. Berezhkov summarised: 

 “When we had some challenge or some issue and we couldn’t solve it with the Russian 

government so we discussed it with our PP partners, then discussed it at an international level at the 

AC, then it was an issue raised at a ministerial level of the AC, then minister of foreign of affairs has 

to report it to federal government and many other things like cultural exchange, information 

exchange.. it was very important”. 

Gamble made the same point: 

 “It wouldn’t be out of common practice to approach another state if we thought their 

approach was somewhat similar to ours. But we recognise a need to be working closely with the US 

because Alaska is within the US so typically we would want to be in consultation with the US as well 

on most things”. 

The challenges felt by Russian IPs and the Russian PP, RAIPON, were noted by all of the 

interviewees to be magnified compared to the other Arctic states. A number of the interviewees 

cited RAIPON’s closure and reorganisation, 2012-2013, as an example of an occasion where IPs’ 

voices were lost in the AC. As Gamble stated: 
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 “The Russian government revoked their charter as an NGO and so they didn’t have 

representation at any level of the AC for almost a year during the Swedish Chairmanship. Even when 

they came back there was a difference. There were different people involved, they had had an 

election and the election resulted in different leadership for RAIPON so their level of interaction has 

been different since then. So there was a period there where the voiced of numerous IPs were lost in 

the AC”. 

As shown previously in this research, the IPs utilise the AC as a network and their strength lies in 

strong institutional knowledge and therefore, a reduction in RAIPON’s ability to operate within the 

AC was liable to have a significant impact at the time on the AC’s own workings. Stickman explained: 

 “It got to the point one year where there was no RAIPON rep at the table well you know what 

the other indigenous representatives said, if RAIPON isn’t at the table, neither do we want to be at 

the table. And we all said that in front of the Russian SAO and he is the guy with the power to make 

changes and when he saw that we were willing to stand together regardless of where we come from, 

as IPs”. 

Today, opinions given in this research suggest that RAIPON is now operating as a classical NGO 

which is under control of the Russian government and working in close cooperation with the Russian 

state security services. The level of criticism against the government has been found to be reduced 

and environmental challenges seem to be less of an issue in Russia. It was agreed by all interviewees 

that RAIPON’s presence is less felt in environmental decision-making as a result. As Barry 

commented: 

“The organisation that perhaps participates less is probably the Russian organisation RAIPON 

but that’s had its own internal challenges”. 

An obvious issue is the current political dispute and exchange of sanctions between Russia and 

the other Arctic states, and many observer nations, over Ukraine. This of course presents challenges 

for Arctic collaboration among states, and the effects are also felt in the WGs. As Wark, explained: 

 “There is just a really big barrier to be able to collaborate with them because they are often 

not present at the meetings so it’s tough to even have a phone call arranged so there is some very 

basic barriers to that kind of partnership but I think the political direction and RAIPON’s relationship 

with the state of Russia, I’m sure you’re quite familiar with that, so that doesn’t help them to work 

effectively with the WGs”. 
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Barriers created by the Russian state were cited as including recently enacted laws that widen 

definitions of state treason, implicitly affecting the PPs’ ability to operate in an international 

environment, as well as the reduction in legislation relating to environmental protection in favour of 

business growth. It was noted a number of times that Russian IPs received less support from the 

government than the other Arctic states. 

In addition to these barriers of a political nature, there were some ideological challenges noted 

that made involvement for PPs with the state of Russia, as well as, RAIPON’s own relationship with 

the home state, unique. A notable point of interest for this study was the suggestion that Russia may 

not take international legal agreements of a soft nature as seriously as the other Arctic states.   

Although some issues were cited concerning the implementation of AC decisions in all the Arctic 

states, some interviewees suggested that this was felt to be greater in Russia, due not least to the 

current political conflict between the West and Russia and Russia’s unwillingness to be governed by 

other Arctic states’ values and practices. This brings up interesting questions regarding the nature of 

AC decisions. In the case of legally binding agreements, such as those adopted by AC Ministers in 

2011 and 2013 on Search and Rescue and oil spill response respectively, it might be supposed that 

Russia would take its responsibilities seriously. If, however, like most of the AC’s outputs, the 

institutions agreed positions are conveyed in the form of recommendations, there is evident room 

for variation in interpretation and follow-up by a country that is lacking in capacity and/or in political 

will. It is perhaps important to bear in mind here that Russia has the largest Arctic territory of all 

states and its difficulties in enforcing laws may be amplified compared to the other AC members. As 

Berezhkov, explained: 

 “And in Russia we have such big territories, not only indigenous peoples there, with no 

internet, mobile phones, social networks so in many places if you make an environmental damage 

nobody sees this for many months or years and this is also the feeling of everybody, that we have so 

much country, so many territories, there is no problem if some river will be dirty, we have thousands 

of other rivers. It’s a philosophy, a psychological aspect”. 

Another key issue affecting Russian participation in the AC and influencing the chances of strong 

environmental outputs was repeatedly identified by the study participants as the question of 

language. 

As already noted, the general result of all these special factors combined is a current weaker 

input from Russian IPs resulting in poorer outcomes, as mentioned on a number of occasions by the 

interviewees in this study. Nevertheless Berezhkov concluded: 
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 “I think anyway the existence of RAIPON is a good thing, first of all to keep some kind of 

structure and informational network so people could exchange between its each other.. It’s an 85 

year history of this organisation so it is rather well that it continues to work on any level and this 

gives potential for the future” 

5.3. Structural set-up of the PPs 

The next findings concern the way that differences in the PPs’ structural set up were found to 

have a bearing on their ability to operate. 

PPs who exist within multiple states were found to be enriched in their environmental decision-

making through filtering a greater diversity of opinion, but also affected logistically with individual 

states having the ability to hinder and/or support their activities. Historical relationships between 

the PPs and other organisations was found play a crucial role in the PPs’ activities, and the age of 

each PP may enhance its ability to influence environmental discussion more broadly despite not 

being taken into account in the AC decision-making system. 

As outlined in AC founding documents, all of the PPs represent diverse opinions to some extent, 

by representing either communities existing within different states or numerous communities within 

the same state. RAIPON is alone amongst the PPs in belonging to the latter group. Berezhkov 

explained the opportunities and challenges regarding the management of diversity: 

 “If you bring this knowledge from different parts so it’s the richness of the AC and in input of 

the PPs into this work and of course it’s a challenge because we have different opinions, we have 

different languages, we have different distances and timing etc. so it’s very difficult to gather people 

and discuss so this is two sides of this”. 

Operating in numerous countries was also shown to present certain opportunities and difficulties. 

As Gamble explained: 

 “The ICC has four offices and they represent the Inuit people of Chukotka of Alaska, of 

Canada, of Greenland, and so they have three quite active offices (Alaska, Canada, Greenland) and 

Chukotka is not as active as the others. And so then you are in a position when you are talking to ICC 

Canada where you don’t necessarily know if you’re talking to ICC Alaska and ICC Greenland. So that 

puts ICC in a position where they have to have a lot of coordination amongst four offices. So when 

ICC brings forward a common position it’s a common position from four offices. And I expect that’s a 



71 
 

lot of work and takes a fair amount of resources for them to do that and so I think that represents a 

greater burden on a bigger organisation”. 

But as Scotts, explained, this complexity can bring financial benefits: 

 “The other thing that ICC has going for it is its members, it’s mostly member funded, we get 

most of our money on our own, from ourselves. We do get government funding here and there but 

we are able to at least our core operations, fund by ourselves, so we don’t have to compromise to get 

the money”. 

In addition, bearing in mind the previous finding that the PPs operate at an international level 

and must do in order to get projects accepted, the benefit of having a good relationship across 

multiple states becomes clear. As Gamble explained: 

 “For it to be an AC project it has to be international, it can’t just be in one of the countries, 

and in reality the more the better: and on the other side of that is that we also have to have a 

willingness from some of the Arctic states to be involved on the project to co-lead, and we have to be 

aware where some of the funding of the project might come from. So we have to sort of put all the 

pieces together”. 

Scotts, noted the substantial strength that is brought from long-standing relationships between 

the PPs themselves, and between the PPs and the home state, as well as between the PPs and other 

international organisations aimed at promoting indigenous and environmental welfare. 

5.4. Ability to Operate in Different Procedural Contexts 

At the heart of this research is an analysis of what type of influence the IPs may have in different 

AC contexts and what the final outcome may be.  This final results section looks at the main tools 

and methods of potential influence including input into discussions; engagement in and initiation of 

projects; effects upon recommendations to states, and the influence on the implementation of these 

recommendations on the states’ environmental activities. 

This study found that the PPs do not use a standardised monitoring system to check whether 

they are fulfilling the needs of the IPs they represent. This also makes it hard to quantify the exact 

role that IPs play in a specific process such as environmental decision-making in the AC. The inputs 

that PPs provide into general discussions are, however, taken seriously and it is here that they 

perhaps have the most influence. In terms of projects, it was found that starting projects can be 

complex due primarily to the AC’s Rules of Procedure. Mainly because of capacity issues, PPs can 
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find engaging fully in projects difficult and the level of their influence varies depending upon their 

ability to commit and types of engagement they have with the WG. The Chairmanship’s priorities 

were found to have a large influence on the type of environmental topic on which a PP may choose 

to enter into discussions. The PPs were found to be successful in inserting the general views and 

concerns of IPs into general recommendations to states, and all the PPs hoped to influence national 

policy.  It was a common view that it was difficult to assess the true nature of the PPs’ relation to 

environmental outputs, due to the current lack of a substantial, publicly accessible, long-term 

monitoring system in the AC itself to assess the success of projects and other environmental 

outputs.  It was generally agreed that despite strong inputs from the PPs, the structural set-up of the 

AC, including voting procedures, ensured that the states had the final decision-making power.   

All of the PPs interviewed had different ways of engaging with the communities they represent. 

Most of the PPs referred to their peripheral organisations or communication networks as their filter. 

As Gamble explained: 

 “In terms of the views, a lot of that is consultation, so talking about what we are doing and 

our approach to what is happening in the AC with the people of the region and that happens at 

different levels, that happens at our board which is composed of people who live in the regions but 

this also happens in the other types of consultations I have talked about … just presentations and 

interactions with other regional organisations and interactions with communities at various functions 

and opportunities to talk to community members. So we are always looking for opinion of what is 

going on and reflect that in our approach to things”. 

None of the PPs interviewed had specific procedures for checking whether and how far they were 

fulfilling the needs of the IPs, or more specifically, filtering the right messages from their 

engagement with IPs into their input in the AC. Reasons given were due to a lack of capacity or a 

belief in informal methods in giving the required results. 

All of the interviewees agreed that the IPs’ greatest strength in the AC was their ability to 

influence discussion. As Johannesson, stated: 

 “There is a good atmosphere in the work of the Council in the meetings of the SAOs. Also, I 

have been in meetings of the WGs, the SAO meetings where the SAOs and the PPs have been at the 

same table and I would say, it’s a good atmosphere and as I said earlier he PPs presence broadens 

the discussions, they come up with new local knowledge which helps to make the discussions broader 

and very often leads to, I would say, a better conclusion”. 
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It is very difficult to quantify how a discussion may lead to an environmental output; however, all 

interviewees felt that this was where they had the most power in the AC. Reiersen, explained that 

discussion is central to all aspects of the IPs’ ability to influence environmental decision-making in 

the AC: 

 “When you set the priorities in discussions and then when you come to negotiating the 

recommendations to policy makers, when you have the science results, you’re interpreting them, 

what should be the policy relevant recommendations based on science. This is where you have the 

best influence on future policy decisions”. 

 As detailed above, capacity can limit the PPs’ ability to be present at discussions. Further, if the 

topic they wish to pursue is at odds with the Arctic states’ motivations, and/or is beyond or 

unsuitable for the Ac’s own competence, the AC may not be the right venue for the IPs to pursue 

their environment-related goals. However, the interviews suggested that the PPs felt there was a 

lack of alternative venues, except for the UN which some considered a secondary port of call. 

All of the PPs agreed that although the AC was seen as offering a great opportunity to create 

projects to aid IPs and the environment, the complexity of getting a project accepted by the AC in 

collaboration with the WGs and the states made it challenging. The primary reasons given concerned 

the difficulties of having states support the projects; gaining finances for the projects; and coping 

with the different structural set-ups of the WGs. Harrison explained that he felt the existing system 

led to a sort of power imbalance, where the states had an unfair advantage over the PPs in getting 

projects started: 

 “It’s pretty hard to get a project through in the AC for several reasons. The PPs have to have 

a lead country so you have got to convince a country that your project is good, you have to figure out 

where the resources are coming from for the project and seeing as how most of the IPs in the AC 

don’t have resources like the countries, because the countries are the ones who have confiscated all 

of our resources so it’s hard to get a project started”. 

Interestingly, when asked which projects the PPs were most proud of, it was those that were of 

most relevance to communities on the ground and made use of local IP observers that were singled 

out. Gamble explained why full engagement in a project is not always possible because of capacity 

issues: 

 “So even though we follow the SDWG closely we can’t be involved in 18 projects, we don’t 

have the staff and we don’t have the capacity. So even within that we are prioritising on certain 



74 
 

projects we especially want to follow. So the things we really want to spend our resources on, to 

focus our attention on, we can have a high level of, ability to influence the process. But we simply 

can’t be involved in everything and so that means we are letting some things go or we are involved at 

a very cursory level so we are looking at some things at. We are looking at final outcomes of reports 

that are being generated, looking at text, looking for things we consider to be inaccurate or 

misrepresentative or something like that”. 

The inclusion of TK was also highlighted as a difficult area to pursue for the PPs. The necessity of 

including the PPs early into projects was shown to be of high importance in this study. Wark 

explained the benefits of early engagement: 

 “It refines the questions to be pursued under a project or under an initiative. And then it also 

ensures that they are interested and engaged…in order to have more TK included in the work it has 

certain resource implications and capacity implications. And it’s very useful for the AC working 

groups to understand those at the beginning because that means they can adjust budgets 

accordingly and timelines accordingly rather than having the TK component as an add-on later on 

with sort of an artificial chapter or commentary that gets inserted an already existing product”. 

The PPs interviewed in this study all agreed that the initial goals set by each Chairmanship 

influence the direction to be taken by the PPs for the two subsequent years. Gamble explained: 

 “in a way you are always looking at things you want to do and trying to find that hook in the 

chairmanship program to make it part of what the chairmanship program is trying to do because if 

you do that, your chances of getting the SAOs involved and getting your project approved is better. 

So the Chairmanship does influence how you might approach things… a) what projects you might 

bring forward and b) how you might try to find connections between what you want to do and the 

chairmanship priorities”. 

When a state holds a Chairmanship, it selects the location of the SAO and Ministerial meetings. In 

a region such as the Arctic that is expensive and difficult to traverse, and given the low financial 

capacity of the PPs, it is perhaps obvious that a PP is helped logistically when the state where it is 

based holds the Chairmanship. In addition, the priorities set for the Council may be more relevant to 

the specific PP organisation. 

The majority of the PPs interviewed saw the AC as a top-down tool, which is most successful 

when used to influence state policy, rather than influence environmental or indigenous welfare from 
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the ground up. The most successful way for the PPs to do this was found to be through the WGs 

where they can participate on a technical level. Barry stated: 

 “if there is a policy recommendations for example to come into CAFF, the PPs have the same 

options and opportunities to provide input and comments and suggest changes, text and so on as the 

countries do and they therefore have the same opportunities to sit around the table as countries do 

and have a say and try to mould whatever the final text or whatever they want, it’s the same as any 

other board member”. 

The PPs were considered to be very successful when contributing to WG and Task Forces, yet 

severely hindered by capacity. 

The PPs themselves agreed that their hope was that their testimony would enable change in 

policy either nationally or internationally. A number of the interviewees stated that SAO meetings 

were the location within the AC where it was most important to be present in order to influence 

policy. The SAOs’ meetings bring together a number of national and international key actors 

(including observers) that may allow the PPs to further their aims. Once the agenda is set through 

the AC and recommendations to policy makers produced, it is of course down to the individual 

states to enforce these policies. A number of the interviewees took the view that the AC’s work has 

considerable impact, ensuring the creation of international environmental agreements such as the 

Stockholm Convention and the Polar Code for shipping; however, most also highlighted the 

difficulties in judging this with any certainty due to the lack of a standardised AC monitoring system 

to be used by the states. As Johannesson commented: 

“I think that is perhaps not as clear and obvious and I think that is perhaps one of the 

shortcomings of the AC that decisions taken by the Council, they are to be implemented by the states 

and there is sort of no reporting obligation of the states to the Council, to report on implementation 

so I think this is something that we are lacking in today”. 

 Despite this, opinions could be drawn from the interviewees as to where the AC’s outputs have 

the strongest potential for environmental protection. Many interviewees commented on the 

Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) work of AMAP as an example of a strong AC output that 

resulted in change on a global level. 

The interviewees all saw the fact that only the states had the power to vote on AC decisions as an 

element weakening IPs’ voices in the AC process.  As Gamble explained: 
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“One thing that has been talked about is changing the mandate of the AC so the PPs do have 

a vote or the ability to break consensus within the AC. This would give the PPs more influence. In 

reality I don’t think it’s very likely because of the relationship between the Arctic States and the PPs. I 

don’t think this is likely to happen because the states represent national governments and the PPs 

aren’t tribal organisations even, and so it is very unlikely the Arctic states will allow what are 

essentially Arctic NGOs to have that sort of power over the Arctic”. 

As Wark concluded: 

“So the PPs have a strong voice at the table but they do not have decision making power in 

that sense and this is what they found in the TK work, where there had their own ideas that they put 

forward and there was a number of states who said they simply couldn’t support that and being 

consensus-based that meant that there was no consensus to move forward and I think it was a very 

painful moment for SDWG because it was a concrete example to show that, at the end of the day, it 

is the Arctic states who still hold the decision making power”. 

5.5. Summary of Analysis of PPs Potential Role  

Looking back at the different procedural stages where IPs may intervene to secure a change to an 

environmental output in the Council, as discussed in Section 4.4 and presented in Figure 6, it is 

possible to offer some systematic analysis of the PPs' engagement at each of the process stages in 

project creation and enaction. Table 6 presents a summary of the strengths and weaknesses of the 

PPs’ engagement, as outlined in the interviews.  
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Table 6. Results Summarised by Process Interaction 

Stage of 
Process 

Strengths Weaknesses 

1/Consultation 
between the IPs 
and the PPs 

The PPs have a wide range of 
methods for consultation 
with the IPs, many of which 
take on a personal 
communication style and 
involve the consultation of a 
vast number of stakeholders. 

There is no standardized method for 
consultation nor are there the means 
for assessing the extent and impact of 
these interactions through the AC 
monitoring system as best practice in 
an environmental management 
system. 

2/Gathering 
support 

The PPs are respected and 
listened to. They have the 
ability to be present at all 
discussions and have access 
to all information giving them 
knowledge that may aid 
them. 

They do not have the human or 
financial capacity to always be 
present and, may only be able to 
work within the political aspirations 
of the states themselves either in 
their relationship with the home state 
or, through the AC.  

3/Outline by SAO 
to Ministers 

/ / 

4/Project 
approved 

The PPs feel they have good 
opportunities to create 
projects through the AC. 

Projects that do not fit the AC's 
mandate or take on rights based 
discourses are not likely to be 
accepted. 

5/Sourcing the 
skills from the IPs 

The WGs and other AC 
members see great benefit in 
the inclusion of TK. 

There have been some issues with 
including TK into AC outputs and 
often skills are outsourced from 
outside of the PPs. 

6/The contribution 
of PPs to the 
project 

The PPs have the ability to 
engage to their best ability. 

The PPs may not always have the 
financial capacity or the skills to fully 
participate. 

7/Consultation 
within a project 

The PPs have the ability to 
engage to their best ability. 

The PPs do not always have the 
capacity to engage in all areas of a 
project. 

8/PPs Asked for 
comments on the 
finished project 

/ / 

9/Comments given The PPs can highlight issues 
and necessary changes before 
publication. 

At this point, if the PP has not been 
engaged early, they may not be able 
to a great impact at this stage. 

19/Project 
endorsed 

The PPs may contribute to a 
document that benefits the 
IPs they represent.   

If the PPs have not worked closely 
enough with the SAOs during the 
process, the project may not be 
accepted as the states may not want 
to give their support. 

11/Project impact 
on IPs 

/ 
It is difficult to ascertain the extent of 
benefit without a robust monitoring 
system. 
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6. Conclusions 

The primary research question for this thesis was: 

 ‘What roles do the Permanent Participants representing Indigenous Peoples play in Arctic Council 

decision-making and the related outputs on environmental issues?’ 

To answer the primary research question a number of sub-questions were explored, such as what 

motivations the PPs have for engaging in the AC, what are the influencing factors, what methods do 

they use, and in which precise procedural contexts. The research was carried out through interviews 

predominantly with North American PPs, with the exception of one interviewee whose expertise 

was from a Russian perspective. In addition, interviews were carried out with AC Working Group 

experts on a circumpolar level, with one individual with expertise from the AC Secretariat, and with 

one individual with a high institutional knowledge of the AC through all stakeholders. This final part 

of the thesis is dedicated to explaining the primary conclusions developed through the findings of 

this work, as well as identifying some key discussion points that could be taken up for further 

analysis in the future. 

As the interviews themselves underlined, the Arctic Council is not the most important and 

effective organisation dealing today with circumpolar environmental problems and influencing 

global approaches to the same issues, even if this task has been its most central and abiding focus 

since earliest origins. Before assessing PP influence on the AC´s outputs, therefore, it is important to 

be clear about what the Council's limitations, and remaining possibilities, are. The AC's authority is 

questionable even amongst the Arctic states, and does not extend to other global actors who 

contribute substantially to climate change and local pollution. The positions agreed in its decision-

making process are politically rather than legally binding, and the AC itself has no power directly to 

influence how member governments translate them into actual changes of practice within the 

nation-state. For the most part, if a decision is supported by an SAO - a representative of a state - 

one would assume that the state's intention was to carry out this decision. However, if the state in 

question was more concerned to seem cooperative (and avoid criticism) in the AC forum than to 

enact environmental changes, a Realist perspective would suggest that this state would not go 

through with the action unless it saw some concrete benefit in terms of its power in the 

international or national arena, or other compelling national interests. 

 Only recently has the AC moved to producing legally binding agreements such as the Agreement 

on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue in the Arctic (SAR), 2011, and the 
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Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic, 2013. 

However, these agreements were created ad hoc, between the member states only (i.e. without the 

PPs). In a sense they underline the AC's own limitations as a collectivity and an authoritative 

environmental institution, since they came into being outside its normal procedural framework and 

only when all states involved had sufficient political motives of their own.  By the same token, the 

implementation of such agreements and the creation of further ones is at the mercy of political 

factors, and vulnerable to shifting attitudes such as those caused by the Russia-West tensions over 

Ukraine. 

The AC governance system means that all decisions must be reached by consensus, with the 

support of all nation states. This means that to produce any decision related to the environment, all 

states must agree and therefore find themselves in harmony. Russia sees itself as separate from the 

other Arctic states and, although holding the second largest population of IPs within its territory, can 

be singled out for its poor recent record on Indigenous and environmental rights, as seen notably in 

the treatment of its chief PP representative. As the Putin regime imposes increasing political 

constraints on organisations seeking to further the Indigenous agenda, RAIPON’s ability to operate 

as a carrier of IP concerns, without political infiltration, is being affected. RAIPON is consequently 

inhibited in working with the other PPs as well as in the AC Working Groups (WG), ultimately 

reducing the PPs' overall impact in the AC. As the Arctic’s leading state in terms of Arctic territory, 

the need for the engagement of Russia and its primary IP association is unquestionable. This whole 

issue is further complicated by the Ukraine crisis, and although AC proceedings are still (as of 

September 2015) continuing to run relatively shielded from the conflict situation, an aggravation of 

the tensions between Russia and the other states cannot be ruled out in future. 

Another pressing issue of the Council can be seen in its lack of a strong environmental 

management system where the methods undertaken and performance of outputs are evaluated and 

then can be improved upon. This is a standard procedure of environmental management and 

although the AC is taking steps to improve its handling of related policy decision and projects, the 

lack of a clear system is currently inhibiting both studies such as the present thesis and the AC's 

ability to improve upon its own activities. 

Having dealt with these core limitations of the Council, it also retains a number of valuable and 

valued possibilities. The AC is self-confessedly a decision-shaping rather than a decision-making 

organisation, and AC representatives are convinced that the data it collects, its reports and the 

political positions it adopts have tangible impact in the creation of international agreements on 

transboundary environmental issues, such as the Stockholm Convention signed in 2001. Its work 
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helps to keep the Arctic in the front of world attention as a major and urgent test-case for 

environmental protection and responses to climate change. Further, there is no other organisation 

in the world that undertakes such an inclusive decision-making process with respect to IPs. The AC 

provides the PPs with a direct link to policy-makers through the Senior Arctic Officials (SAOs), and to 

scientists through the Working Groups (WGs), and offers a framework to facilitate their tripartite 

cooperation with the support of external organisations and individuals. The innovative approach 

utilised in decision-making in the AC may help to produce a more benign approach in environmental 

governance than has historically been followed by most nation states: the relationship between 

science and policy-making, explored in Section 2.2 above, is assured within the AC framework in 

such a way that neither scientists nor policy-makers can act without combining their perspectives in 

a more balanced way than elsewhere.   

Before evaluating the PPs' ability to engage in environmental decision-making and subsequent 

outputs of the AC, it is important to gain a clear picture of who the PPs are. The individual PPs are 

not structured in the same way, nor established at the same time: they have different funding 

capabilities, links to external organisations and motivations for their activities in the Arctic Council. 

They are representing different peoples who face different environmental and social issues due to 

different geographies, histories, cultures and local resource extraction practices. At the same time, 

the PPs are a central component of the AC system as, AC activities rely in significant part upon the 

IPs to set the agenda and to provide a rationale for scientific and policy outputs, while the PPs have 

the ability to sway the focus of decision-making in the AC and the related outputs on environmental 

issues. In line with previous Foucaultian analyses on the role of IPs in environmental decision-

making, the PPs are thus both actors and subjects in environmental governance regimes today. 

As the interviews for this study confirmed, the PPs’ influence in decision-making and the related 

outputs of the AC does not extend to full participation, and they face a number of barriers to 

engagement. Yet the PPs are often very successful in manoeuvring within the framework allowed to 

them. Interviews suggested that the PPs start from a strong position in influencing the direction of 

discussions in the AC, as they are respected, listened to, and their opinions are considered of high 

worth. However, due to a lack of capacity, the PPs are not always able to be present at relevant 

discussions to give their opinions. The Indigenous Peoples Secretariat (IPS) goes some way to aiding 

the PPs here, as it can relay important information back to PPs who would otherwise have missed it; 

however it cannot speak for the PPs in making inputs to discussions.  The move of the IPS to Tromsø, 

alongside the recently created AC Secretariat, is likely to assist the states in having a closer link to 

the PPs. 
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Capacity issues including lack of human resources hinder the PPs’ ability to influence discussions 

in several ways. The PPs sometimes lack the technical skills they need to fully engage in WG 

discussions, or lack the in-house staff to send as experts to AC activities on certain topics such as TK. 

Most of the PPs cover more than one state’s territory and their home state or states have a crucial 

role in supporting, or hindering, the PPs’ operational and political capacity through the provision of 

funding and of knowledge, which can go to inform their discussion points. In agreement with 

previous studies, this study has underlined how the lack of a central, regular and neutral funding 

mechanism for the PPs leaves their activities susceptible to political interference, further 

complicating the PPs’ formulation and pursuit of their goals. Other obstacles are posed by the 

collective stance of the AC states on what they are or not prepared to discuss at the AC. If the PPs 

wish to engage in a discussion on fisheries, security, or rights-based discourses – which are not 

formally within the Council’s competence and/or not acceptable to certain states - their point of 

order is not likely to be taken up for serious discussion at the meeting. If the PPs’ position is looked 

at from a Realist perspective it is clear that, as the weaker players, they have less chance to get their 

decisions enacted through the Council than the larger and financially more powerful states.  A 

Marxist perspective would similarly suggest that the lack of stable funding for the PPs, coupled with 

the voting procedures of the AC, operate to maintain state subordination over the PPs and therefore 

the IPs, ensuring that the PPs cannot be seen as highly influential. 

The most pressing set of issues on which the PPs hope to achieve influence were shown to 

involve support for IPs in their ability to practice subsistence living. Section 2.5 highlights how the 

necessity for a healthy ecosystem in order to practice a traditional lifestyle goes some way to 

legitimising IPs’ position in environmental decision-making. While the Canadian Chairmanship – as 

mentioned above - focused on the promotion of a traditional lifestyle as a general component of the 

AC's work, it did not produce any analysis on the potential for integrating the promotion of a 

traditional way of life into environmental outputs. Traditional practices are learned through oral 

transmission and thus the environmental questions raised by the PPs tie in with issues relating to 

their culture, as well as with the political and economic practices of the states that potentially 

degrade the ecosystems the IPs use. It is important to note that the PPs and the states may have 

vast ideological differences relating resource extraction and, to complicate the matter, the IPs 

themselves may represent diverse opinions on how far they wish to embrace development and the 

level of subsistence they wish to continue. The PPs must funnel these diverse opinions and try to 

behave in a way that avoids cancelling each other out or acting against any of their interest groups. 

Environmental protection on some issues may not be touched by these divergences, but in other 

cases, PPs wishing to engage in large-scale development may face resistance from the other PPs. 
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These complications are partly caused by differing colonial histories, in which some Arctic IPs were 

given a higher degree of autonomy and access to resources than others, but also reflect ideological 

differences amongst today’s IPs.  Given that the states and the IPs may have different attitudes 

towards development, the conversation may turn to one of rights and sovereignty as ownership and 

control of land in order to achieve one’s aims becomes crucial. There is another inherent conflict in 

the fact that while PPs wish to protect a subsistence lifestyle, many directly related and important 

questions regarding rights to resources and associated issues of sovereignty are banned from the AC 

agenda. PPs looking to engage in such discourses must therefore find another avenue to exploit, 

such as the United Nations (UN) or, by the creation of partnership approached with multi-national 

corporations. If IPs are becoming increasingly despondent with the mechanisms in place to promote 

fair business interaction, which the interviews hint at, the IPs may wish to move past the structure of 

the AC to create new resource governance partnerships with other powerful non-state actors.  

The PPs collectively have a strong institutional knowledge of the AC and can provide other 

members with historical and current knowledge of the workings of the AC. Given the importance of 

network formation for the PPs who participate in the AC, the people-based forum provided by the 

AC forms a mutualistic help mechanism for furthering the Arctic environmental agenda. The human 

nature of the forum makes up its strength and provides the main rationale for many PPs to pursue 

the AC as an avenue to help IPs live in a subsistence manner. As another reflection of this human 

factor, the PPs were found to have the most influence in AC discussions when they related the 

environmental issues to consequent cultural issues such as knowledge loss or suicide amongst IPs. 

Given the people-centric nature of the AC decision-making system, it is perhaps not surprising that 

the PPs find it easier to communicate, and their colleagues find it easier to understand, the struggles 

faced by IPs on a human level rather than by addressing the environmental issues that may have 

caused these cultural issues and which policy makers may have no direct observational 

understanding of, due to perhaps living in a non-Arctic location or not having environmental 

knowledge. By channeling the views of the IPs in this way, the PPs can offer scientists and policy-

makers a kind of mouthpiece for the environment, allowing the environmental issues of the Arctic to 

be understood from the human perspective of PP representatives with direct observational 

knowledge. The PPs’ institutional knowledge and strong communicative abilities could offer 

particular benefits for informing and guiding the AC’s observer nations, particularly the newer ones 

invited to join in 2013 who are further away from Arctic realities. As highlighted in the interviews, in 

return these nations such as China and Japan may offer new possibilities of practical support and 

publicity to further the PPs’ aims. 
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A number of complexities were found when PPs wished to initiate AC projects: they need to gain 

support from the states financially and ideologically, whilst navigating the numerous different 

templates of the Working Groups (WGs). Supporting previous studies, the interviews confirmed that 

the PPs are not able to keep up with the increasingly large body of work that the WGs undertake, 

and are forced to select which projects best suit their aims within the bounds of their capacity. 

When engaged in projects, the PPs may only be able to engage at a cursory level, inputting their 

thoughts at the end of a project. Their limited capacity means they must rely on the financial 

contributions of states including the technical abilities of the WGs to achieve their goals. When 

seeking the knowledge and support required for project acceptance, the PPs were found to benefit 

the most by communicating informally through bilateral or multilateral channels with their PP or WG 

colleagues or with state officials in the know. The environmentally based projects that the PPs 

propose are likely to have the best chance of acceptance if they are in line with the current 

Chairmanship’s priorities, or coincide with areas of constant work within the AC mandate such as TK. 

The PPs’ position within the AC framework allows them to contact other states if they are not 

happy with their own state’s environmental progress, and also to contact non-governmental 

organisations or non-Arctic states if they cannot find a solution among the Arctic states. From a 

Constructivist perspective, IPs are endowed with an identity as environmental witnesses and 

guardians with specialist knowledge of their environment: this gives them potentially great political 

power, as the PPs can lobby beyond the nation-state in order to create pressure from external 

sources supporting their goals.  In the same Constructivist perspective, the IPs and the PPs - as 

shown through the AC’s treatment of them in political discourse, and the kind of international media 

attention gained by Sheila Watt-Cloutier of the ICC at the Conference of the Parties (COP) climate 

change convention in 2011 - are strong and distinct carriers of an Arctic identity that transcends 

state divisions, and gives them a unique moral position within the Council and beyond. This moral 

standing may go to help maintain the AC’s peaceful and inclusive appeal, even in times where 

tensions mount between the West and Russia. In addition, they may also go to improve the states’ 

environmental practices by providing a constant reminder of the long-term impacts of their 

decisions. 

Many of those interviewed for this project were disappointed with the AC's progress thus far in 

including TK into its environmental outputs. This was attributed to the politically sensitive nature of 

TK as well as a lack of understanding by the WGs and AC Secretariat about how best to include TK in 

their activities. Interviews suggested that TK is politically sensitive, as those who promote its use 

tend to merge TK with issues of Indigenous rights. As shown in Section 2.4, TK is often understood as 
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distinct from a Modern knowledge system in its ´methods of knowledge generation, transmission, 

and the principles and values attached´, whilst one study argued that TK can only be provided by 

those who have no relation to the Modern scientific tradition. A political dimension can be seen here 

from a post-colonial perspective: as such knowledge is tied to identity in the past, and perhaps the 

present, one way of knowing has been seen as superior to the other whilst those who were close to 

nature were historically seen as somehow less than others. Perhaps TK can be seen to represent, for 

the states, some kind of threat to the integrity of their mainstream societies as the non-state actors 

look to include a new way of knowing into the way that Arctic societies and governance systems 

operate. Questions can also be raised as to the realistic possibility of including TK, without 

interference from the Modern science tradition, into the AC which is based at a Modern science-

policy interface and where outputs are produced primarily by the WGs working within the Modern 

scientific paradigm. Historically, there have been difficulties in including TK into Modern science as 

the story-based language “recognise important distinctions in the structure, interests, agendas and 

processes of each Permanent Participant”. utilised by TK holders does not fit into the modern 

scientific method.  The AC perhaps goes some way to overcoming such contradictions, as interviews 

showed that the story-telling method utilised by IPs to explain their environmental issues can 

produce great impact in aiding the understanding of decision-makers.  A high proportion of the 

interviewees pointed to the upcoming ‘Salmon Peoples of Arctic Rivers´ project as a potentially 

promising example of the inclusion of TK when shaping AC environmental outputs. The PPs played a 

strong role in supporting the AC on this project, lobbying the states to approve it. However, the role 

that the PPs will play in selecting TK holders to work with the AC in future is unclear since the AC's 

own bodies may call directly on such experts outside the PP system. 

The PPs are displayed as an integral part of the AC’s ‘Arctic family´ in the AC’s international 

profile, and the institution likes to stress the PPs’ full participation in the decisions reached. Since – 

as this study confirms - full participation is not actually enjoyed by the PPs, their portrayal might be 

seen to some extent as a marketing ploy, which Institutionalists may claim goes to further Arctic 

states’ ambitions by exploiting individuals to promote the state’s own agenda. True, such tactics may 

also serve to benefit environmental protection in the Arctic when they provide an international 

focus that seizes other nation states’ sympathy. However, it also points the way back to a 

Foucaultian problem, where IPs must fit into other actors’ assumptions about their identity in order 

to effect environmental change. 

In any case, this study has shown that in the AC process, the PPs may provide an easier avenue 

for helping policy-makers to understand the reality of environmental changes. It suggests that 
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providing such a human dimension to environmental decision-making is highly valuable and could be 

of value to any organisation that uses or could use such tripartite science-policy-IP interface; a 

similar process could also include other actors than IPs who were respected as having special 

knowledge of the environment. 

This study’s findings also make it possible to identify some suggestions for improving the 

effectiveness of PP inputs and subsequent AC outputs. Firstly, the lack of an evaluation mechanism 

to ascertain whether the PPs are fully representing the aspirations of the IPs, and the lack of an 

evaluation mechanism to judge the level of impact of AC outputs on national and international 

environmental policy, can both be seen as core weaknesses for the AC. The lack of a substantial 

monitoring system makes it very difficult to judge the extent of the AC’s impact as a whole, as well 

as the extent to which the PPs are representing the IPs. The work that is to be undertaken on the 

AC's Project Tracking Tool should make future studies such as these easier and should look to 

include the extent of PPs' influence as a focus of the system. Secondly, no general principle for the 

inclusion of TK has yet been agreed upon by the AC member states, as the results of the Reykjavik 

Traditional Knowledge Workshop in 2014 were not endorsed. An agreement on TK across the Arctic 

member states would aid the inclusion of TK into environmental outputs by providing a firm basis for 

AC members to understand its use. Judging by their different governance strategies towards IPs and 

differences in ratification of the primary Indigenous rights agreements, the Arctic states currently 

have no unified standpoint on these matters. The creation of a TK agreement amongst the member 

states might promote the development of a common stance that would further the Indigenous 

rights agenda, thereby strengthening IP inputs to environmental decision-making in the region and 

strengthening the AC’s own position as a unique participatory organisation. The work undertaken 

under the Canadian Chairmanship on 'traditional living' is another avenue to developing such an 

understanding and should be continued and expanded upon. The future work on the Tracking Tool 

should aim also at tracing the inclusion of TK after its general use is agreed.  Thirdly, the PPs’ 

engagement could be improved by producing a core funding mechanism as recommended during 

the relevant work under the Canadian Chairmanship.  This could remove some degree of the present 

political interference in project selection, whilst increasing the PPS’ capacity so that they can be 

engaged as early as possible in a project to allow maximum impact.  

The thesis began by looking at theories concerning how states interact, in order to better 

understand how the Arctic Council (AC) works as an institution. In the light of IR theories and 

institutional analysis, it can be seen that the AC’s decision-making system is still confined within the 

traditional power relations that have been historically dominant thus far in environmental policy 
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creation. This is hardly a unique problem among present-day institutions concerned with the 

environmental agenda, but the AC does escape it to some degree by its special and unusual 

composition. The Council’s engagement of independent scientific experts through its WGs gives one 

non-traditional, non-state constituency a key role in its workings; but the PPs are arguably an equal 

or even greater asset for the AC, as they provide a direct human rationale for decision-making and a 

mouthpiece for the environment that allows state representatives to understand the reality of Arctic 

changes. This in turn gives the institution as a whole a stronger place in the international 

environmental policy-making structure than its competences and structural features might at first 

suggest. Such dependence works two ways, however: while the IPs are inputting a great deal into 

the decisions and outputs of the Council, they must work within the given structure to achieve this 

and may not always be able to pursue their aims fully and frankly through the forum.  

Environmental governance, as it becomes increasingly complicated by globalisation, climate 

change and numerous other factors, requires dynamic solutions that go beyond historic approaches 

linked with the hierarchical and unequal benefits of development. As the Arctic environment 

undergoes change, IPs may need to place increasing pressure on the states to maintain their 

subsistence existence. The states may be hesitant to give power to IPs to pursue their own aims in 

the region, but ultimately states can only achieve environmental protection in a comprehensive and 

balanced manner by allowing a new way of being to be integrated into environmental governance. 

This study has managed to identify some specific issues with the institutional decision-making 

process, and to suggest some remedies: but additional critical study is needed to design the 

necessary institutional reforms to allow for PPs' full participation alongside other state and non-state 

actors, and to create a more grounded and holistic environment decision-making process. Future 

studies could look further – in this context - at theories of non-state actors with specific regard to 

those actors who have good intentions, such as the PPs, but whose roles and potential have hitherto 

been much less explored than that of groups regarded as 'threats'.  In addition, further studies could 

pick up the segmental analysis of the Indigenous input into AC outputs, through the UML sequence 

diagram given in Section 4.4 and analysis continued in 5.5, with a focus on processes that lead to 

international policy change.  
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