
Key Points
•	 Climate change is transforming the development potential of the Arctic and 

the region is attracting intense global attention.
•	 In April 2015, the United States will assume the chairmanship of the Arctic 

Council. It is not too late to influence the 2015–2017 program put forth by 
the government. 

•	 The US government’s focus on climate change must be complemented by 
efforts to further advance sustainable economic development, bolstering the 
important work initiated under Canada’s chairmanship with strong support 
from key Arctic constituencies, including Alaska. 

•	 The credibility and relevance of the Arctic Council is at stake — leadership 
is needed to establish a long-term vision, strengthen the council’s governance 
model and work with all stakeholders to tackle the substantial policy challenges 
that the region faces.

Introduction
In April 2015, Canada will hand the chairmanship of the Arctic Council to the 
United States. As the chair, the United States will have an opportunity to shape 
the priorities of the Arctic Council for the next two years and communicate 
its vision for the future of the circumpolar region. In anticipation of acquiring 
this leadership role, the United States first provided a sense of its vision for the 
chairmanship on September 30, 2014 in Washington, DC, during the Passing 
the Arctic Council Torch conference supported by the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies and the Centre for International Governance Innovation. 
Less than a month later, the senior Arctic official for the United States presented 
her country’s proposed chairmanship agenda at the October 23, 2014 meeting 
of the council’s senior Arctic officials in Yellowknife. She introduced the United 
States’ chairmanship brand as “One Arctic: Shared opportunities, challenges 
and responsibilities” and identified three thematic areas of work: addressing the 
impacts of climate change in the Arctic; stewardship of the Arctic Ocean; and 
improving economic and living conditions (Government of the United States 
2014).
The subsequent public reactions were mixed. Some observers congratulated 
the United States for putting climate change front and centre on the council’s 
agenda — signalling its willingness to be a serious player in global climate change 
discussions, including the fast-approaching 2015 United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change conference in Paris. They see it as a sign that the 
United States wants to escalate issues related to the impacts of climate change 
in the Arctic to global arenas. However, other commentators, including officials 
from Alaska, openly criticized the United States for abandoning important 
new priorities that were introduced during the Canadian chairmanship — in 
particular, Canada’s heavy emphasis on priorities deemed to be “for the people of 
the North” and a direct acknowledgement of the need to establish a meaningful 
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place for economic development issues in the discussions of the 
Arctic Council (Government of Canada 2013).
It is, in fact, premature to jump to any conclusions about the 
program that the United States has in mind for the Arctic 
Council. Over the next few months, a variety of formal and 
informal discussions will take place that will define the final 
chairmanship agenda, and opportunities remain to influence 
the US chairmanship program. This brief puts forward specific 
issues and factors that will be useful to policy makers and policy 
influencers in the interest of informing discussions around the 
priorities of the Arctic Council for 2015–2017 and beyond.

How Does the Arctic Council Work? 
As global interest in the Arctic has grown, the Arctic Council 
has gained a prominent place as the policy forum of the region. 
The quality of signature work produced by the council — 
including the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment — Scientific Report 
(Arctic Climate Impact Assessment 2005), the Arctic Human 
Development Report (Niels, Larsen and Nilsson 2004) and the 
Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (Conservation of Arctic Flora 
and Fauna 2013) — has established the council as a credible 
authority on a diverse range of environmental and social policy 
issues facing the region and as having significant global impacts.
Furthermore, the central role taken on by organizations 
representing the region’s indigenous peoples, referred to as 
permanent participants,1 provides the Arctic Council with 
advice and recommendations that bear a unique legitimacy 
among governmental and non-governmental organizations 
relative to other international institutions. However, despite the 
enhanced profile of the Arctic Council, a review of recent media 
reporting and public statements from officials emphasizes how 
poorly understood the council is. 
The Arctic Council was created by its members2 in 1996 as a soft-
law, intergovernmental discussion forum with a mandate to focus 
on two main policy areas — the environment and sustainable 
development. With this overarching mandate as a guide, the 
chairmanship of the Arctic Council has been transferred to 
each of the eight members every two years. These basic facts 
are generally known by those that follow and comment on 
the council’s work.  However, in setting an effective agenda for 
the council, it is critical that members and other organizations 

1	 There are six organizations that hold permanent participant status: 
Arctic Athabaskan Council, Aleut International Association, Gwich’in 
Council International, Inuit Circumpolar Council, Russian Association of 
Indigenous Peoples of the North and Saami Council.

2	 The Arctic Council has eight members: Canada, Denmark, Finland, 
Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States.

involved with the council understand not only the bigger policy 
issues, but also specifically how work gets done in the council. 
For example, the reports referenced above, which have been 
central to establishing the Arctic Council as a credible voice on 
Arctic policy issues, are projects or programs that are led by the 
council’s working groups. These working groups have their own 
mandates, secretariats, project funding and, in most cases, their 
own membership. Although these working groups make every 
effort to ensure that their work plans respond to the priorities set 
for the council through a chairmanship agenda, their ultimate 
program of work is set by each group’s membership and defined 
by the projects that group participants are willing and able to 
sponsor. 
Environmental policy issues have been consistently conspicuous 
in each chairmanship program; the council’s environmental 
policy priorities are actively supported by five working groups 
with defined responsibilities related to the overarching mission of 
the council. In contrast, the council’s work related to sustainable 
development has remained less clearly defined and has been 
primarily supported by only one working group, the Sustainable 
Development Working Group (see Figure 1). This group has 
taken on a grab bag of human development projects, including 
health, social and cultural policy issues, while its contribution to 
economic development issues has remained limited, peripheral 
and localized.

What Are the Arctic Council’s Priorities?
The country that holds the chair plays a leadership role in 
defining and delivering the priorities for the Arctic Council 
throughout its tenure — although it is important to note that, 
as a consensus-based decision-making body, all members and 
permanent participants are actively involved in discussing and 
endorsing (or at the very least not rejecting) the chairmanship 
priorities that are established. 
The Canadian 2013–2015 chairmanship program sought to 
broaden the agenda of the Arctic Council by placing “responsible 
economic development” in the Arctic at the forefront of its 
priorities (Government of Canada 2013) — a shift in emphasis 
that has gained the attention of the business community, local 
and regional governments and indigenous organizations, as well 
as governments and organizations outside the region. All the 
interested parties agree that climate change has been the catalyst 
for pushing the region’s economic development issues onto the 
global stage. In fact, many attribute the desire of countries such 
as China, India and South Korea to attain observer status in the 
council in part to their economic interests in the region’s natural 
resources and alternative transportation options. 
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Canada’s approach to integrating economic development into 
the council’s work was to make the creation of an Arctic business 
forum the flagship deliverable of its chairmanship. A task force 
was established to consider the general parameters of this body 
and its work, but ultimately the vision was to establish a forum for 
businesses working in the Arctic where the mandate, priorities 
and work of this body would be managed by businesses. 
Consistent with this vision, specific businesses, representing 
sectors such as shipping, oil and gas, and tourism, were named 
by the council’s members and permanent participants to join the 
newly formed Arctic Economic Council; the representatives of 
these businesses have established priorities and are in the process 
of creating the governance infrastructure necessary to advance 
them. Many of these businesses have agreed to commit their 
time, effort and resources to the Arctic Economic Council on 
the understanding that this body is unique from other business 
forums in the region. They see it as an opportunity to be heard by 
and influence policy makers through the Arctic Council.
The October 2014 draft of the US chairmanship agenda signals 
the potential for two significant changes in direction from the 
Canadian priorities. First, there is a notable silence on the need 
or relevance of integrating economic development as a policy 
area that garners priority attention from the Arctic Council. 
Second, there is the distancing of the Arctic Council from its 
newly spawned business forum, with only a single reference to the 
Arctic Economic Council as one of several examples of “outside 
bodies” that the Arctic Council needs to consider how to relate 
to. As previously noted, these changes have attracted criticism 

from some — in particular from those who are supportive of the 
Canadian emphasis on economic development. 

What Is the Future of the Arctic Council?
The Arctic and the Arctic Council are receiving unprecedented 
attention. In this context, the council is increasingly perceived as 
a body that can influence the policy issues and priorities of the 
region and as a potentially powerful platform where those both 
in and outside the region can have their issues heard. This level 
of interest has also raised expectations of what the council can 
achieve, which has significant implications for how it functions.
The dynamics of the agenda-setting and decision-making 
processes in the Arctic Council are changing. In recent years, 
the small, relatively informal Arctic Council “family” is being 
increasingly formalized. For completely practical reasons, terms 
of reference for each of the working groups are being renewed, 
an Arctic Council Observer Manual for Subsidiary Bodies has been 
released, and senior Arctic officials’ meetings are now primarily 
focused on reporting out, with less time and space for real 
discussion. Government officials are becoming increasingly 
careful and constrained about what they say and how they 
say it. Official statements are polished and the need to share 
information (or not) is carefully weighed. There is more at stake.

Figure 1: Organizational Structure of the Arctic Council

Source: Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (2015).
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Recommendations and Questions to Consider
Know the levers available (and not available) within the Arctic 
Council to achieve the desired policy objectives. The real work 
is being done in the working groups and the council’s other sub-
bodies (task forces, expert groups and networks). Ultimately, in 
order for policy makers to realize the priorities set in the 2015–
2017 chairmanship agenda, senior Arctic officials will need to 
focus their attention on ensuring that specific priorities can be 
concretely translated into a program of work for its sub-bodies. 
This includes ensuring that these groups have the appropriate 
mandate, expertise and resources to effectively deliver. As the 
dynamics of the Arctic Council change, it would be well advised 
to consider what the relationship will be between this working 
level and the leadership of the council. Do these groups have what 
they need to do their work? Are they organized, individually and 
collectively, in a manner that most effectively responds to the 
complex policy issues in the region? Is everyone heading in the 
same direction?
What role will the Arctic Council play in the region’s 
economic development? Not including it on the agenda of 
the Arctic Council does not lessen the importance of the issue 
or the need for a policy framework; it only limits the functions 
that the Arctic Council performs and opens the door for other 
institutions to fill this gap. Enter the Arctic Economic Council, 
right? Perhaps. Involving business is an important step; however, 
the design and implementation of an effective policy framework 
for sustainable and/or responsible economic development cannot 
be realized by a business forum irrespective of its relationship to 
the Arctic Council. 
The information, analysis and advice provided by the Arctic 
Economic Council to the Arctic Council may prove invaluable, 
but it will not facilitate the multi-stakeholder, multi-faceted 
discussion that this complex area of policy requires. Nor should 
it be expected to. So how will the Arctic Council integrate the 
advice of this business forum into its policy work? What will 
the relationship be between the Arctic Economic Council and 
the existing working groups and other sub-bodies of the Arctic 
Council? Will the Sustainable Development Working Group 
be mandated and empowered to more meaningfully integrate 
economic issues into its agenda?
Open the Arctic Council “black box.” The credibility of the 
Arctic Council primarily stems from the 18 years it has invested 
in producing high-quality information, analysis and advice that 
has informed domestic and international policy. However, as 
pressure increases on the council to move from a policy-shaping 
to a policy-making body, it is inevitable that its credibility 
will be more intimately linked to its ability to demonstrate 
accountability. The creation of a permanent secretariat for the 
Arctic Council and a project dedicated to archiving the council’s 

documents initiated during the Canadian chairmanship are 
steps in the right direction; however, more must be done 
to shed light on an institution that is poorly understood and 
increasingly perceived as a black box. Proactive communication 
and transparency are critical. What decisions are being made 
and by whom? What work is being done and who is funding 
it? How are recommendations adopted and agreements reached 
by the Arctic Council? And last, but not least, are the council’s 
recommendations and agreements being followed and/or 
implemented by members and others? 
The Arctic Council should maintain a focus on region-wide 
priorities. The Canadian chairmanship program is closely tied 
to the country’s domestic policy priorities and interests. With 
this in mind, no one should have been surprised to see the heavy 
emphasis it put on economic development in the region and 
its relative silence on the need to address the factors advancing 
climate change. The United States has demonstrated a similar 
interest in its domestic audience by putting climate change 
front and centre, and indicating that an overarching goal of 
its chairmanship will be to “raise Arctic and climate change 
awareness within the United States” (Government of the United 
States 2014). 
Linking the goals and deliverables of the chairmanship to 
domestic needs and interests is an effective means to attract the 
attention of the government and ensure the necessary resources 
are secured, especially during the lean financial times that all 
governments are currently facing. However, the Arctic Council 
and the region that it seeks to support will not be well served 
by the erratic shifting of the council’s priorities. The short-
term priorities introduced by each chair must be balanced and 
tempered by a longer-term vision for the entire region that 
translates into a commitment by the council to longer-term 
priorities and a program of work that is circumpolar in scope.

Conclusion
As the United States works with members, permanent 
participants and others to finalize its chairmanship program, 
it is important to emphasize that the choices made now will 
have an impact on the future direction of the Arctic Council 
and the role that it is positioned to play. The United States’ draft 
chairmanship agenda has signalled an interest in continuing 
efforts to “strengthen” the Arctic Council. There is little doubt 
that this will include a variety of tactical and procedural issues 
that are needed as the council evolves; however, if the Arctic 
Council is truly going to fulfill the leadership role that it has 
been assigned in the court of public opinion, serious effort must 
be placed in advancing a strategic discussion about a vision 
for the Arctic region and the role that the council can play to 
achieve it.
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