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The future of the Arctic Ocean depends on stewardship
THE ARCTIC OCEAN is home to diverse marine species and 
unique ecosystems, and its cryosphere plays a significant 
role in moderating the Earth’s climate. The Arctic marine 
environment also provides cultural identity, food security 
and a source of income for many of the region’s inhabitants.

But climate change is transforming the Arctic Ocean at 
an increasingly rapid rate. Record-high air temperatures 
and melting sea ice are two important indicators of many 
dramatic, ongoing changes. Along with these come opportu-
nities for industrial development, which is exposing marine 
life in this vulnerable environment to increased risks. 

The question that naturally arises is: how can we best 
safeguard and manage the Arctic marine environment 
now and in the future? This question is especially difficult 
to answer given that the Arctic’s inte-
grated, complex ecosystem—character-
ized by interactions between nature 
and humans—is undergoing rapid 
change throughout its entire structure. 

But one way to address this ques-
tion is to be “future smart.” The latest 
global climate models can tell us what 
the Arctic’s atmosphere-ocean system 
might look like in the future. Equipped 
with this knowledge, we have a chance 
to improve and advance the steward-
ship of the Arctic Ocean by implement-
ing ecosystem-based management. 
This could include locating future refu-
gia and establishing a network of marine protected areas 
(MPAs) to ensure sustainable development, resilience 
and adaptation. 

This approach—giving nature some elbow room to 
adapt to the inevitable changes—will ensure resilience for 
Arctic biodiversity. Basing conservation efforts on a pan-
Arctic network of MPAs will help meet new ambitious 
international conservation targets, such as those pro-
posed by the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN), which is calling for 30 per cent protection 
by 2030 (also known as the “30 by 30” goal). Such efforts 
will help safeguard the critical ecosystem functions that 
the world depends upon. 

We can also establish conservation areas and bal-
ance them with economic use by applying an ecosystem 
approach to marine planning and management. But this 
will require a strong governance structure across the 
Arctic and must include areas beyond national jurisdic-
tion. Collaboration among Arctic states to formulate 
and implement global agreements is key to viable and 
strong governance of the Central Arctic Ocean. These 
states stand to benefit from a strong, united voice if they 
cooperate in ongoing negotiations under the auspices of 
the UN General Assembly’s Implement-
ing Agreement on Marine Biodiversity 
in Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction 
(BBNJs). 

The Arctic Coun-
cil—the Arctic region’s 
main governance 
body—could be an 
active and ambitious 
leader of the BBNJ 
process, either through 
its chairmanship with 
a corresponding man-
date or through coordination among 
member states’ delegations. This is an 
opportunity for the Council to tackle 
Arctic-specific needs as it shapes the 
final global agreement and regional 
implementation. 

WWF’s Arctic Programme is coordinating and leading 
key projects on networks of MPAs, species conservation 
and refugia, governance structure and sustainable devel-
opment. This issue of The Circle explores these issues and 
more from different perspectives.   

It is imperative that Arctic and non-Arctic nations 
curb the release of greenhouse gases and address the 
impacts of climate change on the Arctic Ocean, including 
its dramatic effects on biodiversity, habitats, wildlife and 
ecosystem services. This work must include deep trans-
formational change across all sectors and nations. By 
solving for the future now, we are investing in a resilient 
and healthy Arctic from 2050 onward. ll

It is imperative that Arctic 
and non-Arctic nations curb 
the release of greenhouse 
gases and address the 
impacts of climate change on 
the Arctic Ocean, including 
its dramatic effects on 
biodiversity, habitats, wildlife 
and ecosystem services.

EDITORIAL

PETER WINSOR is 
the director of WWF’s 
Arctic Programme.
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A WARNING FROM THE LAPTEV SEA 

Latest Arctic sea-ice  
freeze in history
FOR THE FIRST TIME since recordkeeping began, a 
key chunk of Arctic sea ice in Siberia had still not 
started to freeze by late October.

Climate scientists say the delayed annual freeze 
in the Laptev Sea was caused by extended, unsea-
sonable warmth in northern Russia together with 
the intrusion of Atlantic waters. The climate crisis 
is pushing balmier Atlantic currents into the 
Arctic and interfering with the usual stratification 
between warm, deep waters and cooler surface 
waters, making it difficult for ice to form. Scien-
tists cautioned that ripple effects were possible across the polar region.

In October, ocean temperatures in the area climbed to more than 5°C above average 
after a record-breaking heat wave. In addition to the belated freezing, the Laptev Sea 
thawed much earlier in 2020 than in any year since 1979.

Graphs of sea-ice extent in the Laptev Sea—based on data from the National Snow & 
Ice Data Center—appear to have flatlined, which is unusual. The situation has led to a 
record amount of open sea in the Arctic.

IN BRIEF

ARCTIC REPORT CARD

Report finds Arctic changing at an alarming rate
RECORD OR NEAR-RECORD 
conditions across the Arctic 
in 2020 make it clear that 
climate change is disrupt-
ing the region more quickly 
than expected, according 
to the 15th annual National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) 
Arctic Report Card. The 
comprehensive year in 
review provides a snapshot 
of the Arctic’s health and 
stability by examining seven 
areas of impact: surface 
air temperature, terrestrial 
snow cover, the Greenland 

ice sheet, sea ice, sea-surface 
temperature, Arctic Ocean 
primary productivity and 
tundra greenness. 

This year, the international 
research team behind the 
report—133 researchers from 
15 countries—highlighted 
a long list of ways in which 
climate change is altering the 
region. For example, in 2020, 
the average annual land-
surface air temperature in 
the region was the second-
highest since at least 1900. 
This year also witnessed the 
second-lowest minimum 

sea-ice extent in satellite 
records. In addition, the 
combination of changes in 
air temperatures, storminess, 
sea ice and ocean conditions 
are increasing coastal perma-
frost erosion rates. 

“Taken as a whole, the story 
is unambiguous,” said Rick 
Thoman, one of the report’s 
editors and the International 
Arctic Research Centre’s 
Alaska climate specialist. “The 
transformation of the Arctic 
to a warmer, less  frozen and 
biologically changed region is 
well underway.”

IN OCTOBER, the RV 
Polarstern returned to its 
home port in Germany after 
spending most of the year 
frozen into Arctic ice north of 
Siberia. 

Last fall, hundreds of 
scientists from around the 
world set off aboard the ship 
as part of the Multidisci-
plinary drifting Observatory 

POLARSTERN UPDATE

Year-long Arctic research project wraps up

L a p t e v  S e a

Lena river

Taymyr  
Pen insu la

Map: Ketill Berger, filmform.no

Polar bears chew on 
power cables for field 
instruments during the 
Polarstern MOSAiC 
expedition in October 
2019.
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THAWING METHANE DEPOSITS 

“Bubbling gas” 
in Siberian Sea 
is a bad sign, say 
scientists
SCIENTISTS DISCOVERED a 
massive fountain of methane 
gas bubbling from the sea 
floor in the eastern Siberian 
Sea. The greenhouse gas was 
rising from a depth of 350 
metres in the Laptev Sea, 
with methane concentra-
tions 400 times higher than 
expected under the normal 
air-sea equilibrium. 

The discovery was made by 
a team of researchers on an 
expedition to study the envi-
ronmental effects of thawing 
permafrost below the ocean. 
According to the research-
ers, the fountain covers an 
area between 4 and 5 metres 
and has grown significantly 
since the last survey was 
performed in 2014.

“This is the most powerful 
gas fountain I’ve ever seen,” 
said Igor Semiletov, the 
head of the expedition and a 
professor at Russia’s Tomsk 
Polytechnic University. “No 
one has ever recorded any-
thing like this before.”

Their findings provide 
evidence that frozen methane 
deposits in the Arctic Ocean 
have started to release over a 
large area of the continental 
slope off the East Siberian 
coast, raising concerns that 
they will accelerate the cli-
mate crisis.

POLARSTERN UPDATE

Year-long Arctic research project wraps up
for the Study of Arctic Cli-
mate (MOSAiC), the largest 
Arctic research project ever 
undertaken. The idea was to 
spend a year getting a close-
up look at how the climate 
crisis is affecting the Arctic. 

Fortunately, the COVID-19 
pandemic did not signifi-
cantly disrupt the expedition 
beyond creating some chal-

lenges related to replacing 
team members. And after 
the ship docked this fall, 
expedition leaders said they 
were pleased with the volume 
of data and samples they 
returned with, which will 
be useful for climate change 
modelling. 

Despite these research 
successes, the scientists did 

not have positive news about 
the Arctic’s prospects: they 
observed areas with no ice 
where it should have been 
metres thick—even at the 
North Pole. “We are watching 
the Arctic sea ice die,” said 
expedition leader Markus 
Rex, adding that the impacts 
for the world will be major.
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Ocean stewardship

Moving from words to action  
in the central Arctic Ocean
The central Arctic Ocean is undergoing unprecedented change, and much more is antici-
pated. States must show leadership by adopting proactive and precautionary plans and 
measures. ERIK J. MOLENAAR explains why it’s time for states to become stewards.

STATE STEWARDSHIP OF the central 
 Arctic Ocean is a forward-looking idea 
that seeks to balance the interests of 
present and future generations.

The origins of this notion date back 
to 1970. That year, Canada adopted the 
Arctic Waters Pollution Prevention Act 
after the US oil tanker SS Manhattan 
transited the Northwest Passage. At the 
time, this clearly violated international 
law, triggering strong protests from 
many states. The new act imposed 
Canadian standards on foreign ships off 
Canada’s Arctic coast. 

Canada argued that its actions 
were justified 
because it 
was acting as 
a custodian 
on behalf of 
humankind. 
Eventually, 
Canada man-
aged to align its 
Arctic Waters 
Pollution Pre-

vention Act with international law by 
successfully advocating for the so-called 
Arctic exception in Article 234 of the 
1982 United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). 

AN IMPLIED STEWARDSHIP 
ROLE
While stewardship has been virtually 
absent in the Arctic Council, it features 
prominently in the famous 2008 
Ilulissat Declaration. Through this dec-
laration, the five central Arctic Ocean 

coastal states (Canada, Denmark/
Greenland, Norway, Russia and the US) 
claimed a stewardship role to protect 
the central Arctic Ocean. 

However, the Arctic Five are not the 
only states that can or should play a stew-
ardship role in the central Arctic Ocean. 
The area includes the Arctic Five’s coastal 
state maritime zones (for example, their 
exclusive economic zones), but also areas 
beyond national jurisdiction. The latter 
areas consist of a large high seas area and 
a much smaller area of the international 

seabed (see map, right). These areas 
will be governed by a new UNCLOS 
implementation agreement on marine 
biodiversity of areas beyond national 
jurisdiction, known as the BBNJ Agree-
ment. That agreement is under negotia-
tion. The preamble in its most recent 
draft speaks of states desiring “to act as 
stewards of the ocean in areas beyond 
national jurisdiction on behalf of present 
and future generations.”

While accepting or claiming respon-
sibility as stewards is an essential first 

ERIK J. 
 MOLENAAR 
is deputy 
director at the 
Netherlands 
Institute for the Law of the 
Sea (NILOS) at Utrecht 
University. 

The Arctic exception
 � The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea law set out a 

comprehensive regime of law and order in the world’s oceans, and established 
rules that govern their uses and resources. It enshrined the idea that all 
problems of ocean space are interrelated and should be addressed as a whole. 
Article 234—known as the Arctic exception—is meant to give coastal states 
adjacent to ice-covered sea areas the necessary powers to prevent, reduce and 
control vessel source pollution, which poses a particular risk to the highly 
sensitive Arctic marine environment.

In 1969, the US oil tanker SS Manhattan became the first commercial ship to 
cross the Northwest Passage. Today, the passage is increasingly ice-free and 
easier for ships to negotiate.
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step, implementation must follow. The 
2018 Central Arctic Ocean Fisheries 
Agreement is a laudable example, even 
though it does not specifically mention 
stewardship. It is expected to come into 
force soon. When it does, it will require 
its 10 parties—the Arctic Five plus Chi-
na, the European Union, Iceland, Japan 
and South Korea—to abstain from fish-
ing in the high seas of the central Arctic 
Ocean until it is determined that this 
can be done sustainably. 

Highly troubling is the ban on the use 
and carriage of heavy fuel oil in the Arc-
tic adopted by the International Mari-
time Organization last November: the 
ban’s effectiveness is seriously compro-
mised, not only by various exemptions 
but also because it gives the Arctic Five 
a waiver for their own vessels operating 
in their own maritime zones. Given that 
such waivers are clearly inconsistent 
with both the rationale of Article 234 of 
the UNCLOS and the Arctic Five’s self-
asserted stewardship role, the Arctic 
Five should refrain from using it.

OPPORTUNITIES AND 
CHALLENGES FOR THE ARCTIC 
COUNCIL
The most recent draft of the BBNJ 
Agreement reveals that its implemen-
tation will rely to a large extent on 
global and regional bodies, especially 
with regard to marine protected areas 
(MPAs). When such bodies have compe-
tence to establish MPAs and adopt asso-
ciated measures, the BBNJ Agreement 
is likely to recognize that competence. It 
could also make such measures binding 
for non-members of these bodies if they 
are parties to the agreement.

This offers both opportunities and 
challenges for the Arctic Council. The 
international community generally 
accepts the Council as the principal 
intergovernmental body for Arctic 
cooperation. But because it is a forum 
rather than an organization, it lacks the 
competence to adopt legally binding 
decisions. For the BBNJ Agreement’s 
provisions on MPAs, this is likely to be 
an insurmountable shortcoming. If the 
Council wants to take on a stewardship 
role with regard to MPAs pursuant to 

the BBNJ Agreement, it will have to 
transform into a body that can adopt 
legally binding decisions. It is unlikely 
to achieve this in the short term. 

However, by deciding to negotiate 

three legally binding agreements under 
the Council’s auspices—on search and 
rescue, oil pollution preparedness and 
response, and scientific cooperation—
the Arctic states have shown that where 
there is a will, there’s a way—and noth-
ing is stopping them from undertaking 
such leadership, proactiveness and 
creative thinking once again. This was 
also pointed out by several participants 
in the first-ever Senior Arctic Officials-
based Marine Mechanism, which took 
place online last September and Octo-
ber. Several concrete suggestions for 
the high seas of the central Arctic Ocean 
were also made—for example, exploring 
the possibility of a first high seas MPA 
and a pilot project on ecosystem-based 
management.

Let’s hope such experiments with 
leadership will ultimately build the con-
fidence we need to establish a strong, 
stewardship-based governance regime 
for the central Arctic Ocean. ll

While accepting or claiming 
responsibility as stewards 
is an essential first step, 
implementation must 
follow. The 2018 Central 
Arctic Ocean Fisheries 
Agreement is a laudable 
example, even though 
it does not specifically 
mention stewardship. 
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Areas beyond national jurisdiction in the central Arctic Ocean
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Underwater noise regulation

Time for Arctic coastal 
states to get on board
The Arctic’s underwater soundscape signals life. The calls and songs 
of walrus, bearded seals, narwhals and bowhead whales are bizarrely 
beautiful and almost otherworldly to our human ears. But for marine 
mammals, sending and receiving sound underwater is an essential part 
of life: they use it to find food and mates, avoid predators and navigate 
the deep, dark, ice-covered Arctic Ocean. As MELANIE LANCASTER and 
ANDREW DUMBRILLE write, anthropogenic (human-made) noise in our 
oceans affects marine mammals in complex ways, and we need to pro-
tect them—now. 

UNDERWATER NOISE can have a range of negative 
effects on marine mammals. Depending on the 
source, these can include temporary or perma-
nent hearing loss, behavioural disturbances, 
 displacement and masking (interference with 
communication). Underwater noise is produced 
by shipping, seismic surveys (for mineral 
 deposits in the seabed), military sonar and 
construction, such as of ports and offshore wind 
farms. It can affect entire species.

Fortunately for the 35 species that frequent the 
Arctic, noise pollution from industrial activity 
has been limited in this part of the world until 
recently. This doesn’t mean the Arctic Ocean is 
always quiet. It can be quite the opposite—alive 
with the sounds of ice cracking and shearing, 
wave action and animals singing. But it is one of 
the last oceans on our planet that is still largely 
unpolluted by anthropogenic underwater noise. 

However, due to dramatic reductions in sea-ice 
extent and thickness in the Arctic over the past 

four decades, Arctic marine biodiversity—relied 
upon by many coastal Indigenous communi-
ties—is now under pressure to adapt. At the same 
time, desire for unprecedented development 
of the region is growing. Arctic coastal states 
urgently need to cooperate on regulating this 
transboundary pollutant. 

ARCTIC SHIPPING ON THE RISE
While management of underwater noise should 
not be limited to the shipping sector, it is an 
opportune place to start.

According to a recent report by the Arctic 
Council, the number of ships entering Arctic 
waters grew by 25 per cent between 2013 and 
2019 while distance sailed jumped by 75 per cent. 
In addition to existing routes, which will see 
higher volumes of ship traffic, the Arctic Ocean—
once transformed by the climate crisis—could 
host as many as four new trans-Arctic shipping 
routes: the Northeast Passage (including the 

8  The Circle 4.2020



MELANIE 
LANCASTER is 
a senior spe-
cialist, Arctic 
species with 

WWF’s Arctic Programme.

ANDREW 
 DUMBRILLE is 
a lead special-
ist, marine 
shipping and 
conservation, 

with WWF-Canada.

The Arctic Ocean is one 
of the last oceans on our 
planet that is still largely 
unpolluted by anthropogenic 
underwater noise. 

Walrus diving for food.
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Northern Sea Route), Northwest Pas-
sage, Transpolar Sea Route and Arctic 
Bridge. All offer the appeal of much 
shorter distances than the two routes 
that currently connect the Atlantic to 
the Pacific Ocean (the Panama Canal) 
and the Indian Ocean (the Suez Canal). 

Global policy instruments are in 
place, that, if wielded effectively, will 
enable Arctic coastal states to require 
stronger measures to mitigate underwa-
ter noise from shipping. In spring 2021, 
the International Maritime Organiza-
tion (IMO)—the global standard-setting 

authority for the safety, security and 
environmental performance of interna-
tional shipping—will consider a revamp 
of its underwater noise voluntary guide-
lines. The current guidelines, designed 
to reduce underwater noise to address 
adverse impacts on marine life, have 
neither reduced noise nor compelled 
the maritime sector to invest in quieter 
ships. An additional instrument, the 
IMO International Code for Ships 
Operating in Polar Waters (the Polar 
Code), calls on mariners to consider 
areas known to have dense populations 

of marine mammals when planning 
routes.

Both instruments provide opportuni-
ties for Arctic coastal states to require 
stronger measures to mitigate under-
water noise pollution from shipping. 
These measures can be further informed 
by the Arctic Council’s assessments of 
underwater noise and its impacts.

IMPORTANT AREAS FOR NOISE-
SENSITIVE WILDLIFE 
Where there is sea-ice cover, ships will 
choose routes through open waters for 

Bowhead whale, Bering Sea.
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safer and faster 
passage. But 
open waters, 
including leads 
and polynyas, 
are hotspots for 
marine mam-

mals. The Bering Strait is an example: 
it is part of three out of four possible 
future trans-Arctic shipping routes—but 
is also a marine mammal “superhigh-
way” that a million animals use every 
spring and autumn as they follow the 
north-south movement of sea ice. The 
strait is also a marine grocery store for 
Indigenous coastal communities, who 
rely on it to feed their families and sup-
port their livelihoods. 

With trans-Arctic shipping routes 
anticipated to be navigable by mid- to 
late century, new measures—such as 

adjustments to routes and speed lim-
its—are urgently needed to safeguard 
these important habitats.

Now is the time to address key knowl-

edge gaps about noise-sensitive species, 
to systematically monitor underwater 
soundscapes and to manage noise 
at safe levels. Although monitoring, 
mitigation and management—the three 
Ms—can be costly and challenging in the 
Arctic environment, Arctic coastal states 
need only look south for inspiration and 
incentive to act now. In regions where 
oceans and seas have been exposed to 
underwater noise for decades, countries 
are now being forced to adopt noise-
reduction targets and shoulder the 
hefty economic costs of mitigation and 
rehabilitation. 

In the Arctic, safeguarding eco-
systems, species and the people who 
depend on them from underwater noise 
pollution through a precautionary, 
cost-effective approach is still within 
reach. ll

Arctic shipping routes
Arctic Bridge Route
Northeast Passage

Northwest Passage
Northern Sea Route

Transpolar Sea Route

MAP: Ketill Berger, Film & Form
SOURCE: Natural Earth. National 
Snow & Ice Data Center, NSIDC. 
Arctic Council: Arctic Marine 
Shipping 2009 Report
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Although monitoring, 
mitigation and management—
the three Ms—can be costly 
and challenging in the 
Arctic environment, Arctic 
coastal states need only 
look south for inspiration 
and incentive to act now.
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Ecosystem-based management

Solving the Arctic’s 
management puzzle
As the climate crisis intensifies and sea ice retreats, the 
Arctic marine environment is under increasing pressure. 
The traditional sector-by-sector management approach 
may not be enough to help the region cope with the emerg-
ing challenges and adverse impacts of multiple stressors. 
ANDREY TODOROV contemplates whether Arctic states are 
ready to put the ecosystem at the centre of management.

IMAGINE THAT YOU NEED to put a 
1,000-piece puzzle together—but 
 several different people have the pieces, 
and each will only give them to you 
under a different set of conditions. And 
when you finally get them, some don’t 
slide together perfectly, so you need 

to shave them to make them fit and 
complete the picture. 

This is an apt analogy for what 
Arctic governance looks like today. 

The good news is that we have an alter-
native!

For the last few decades, the Arctic 
has faced major transformations as a 

result of climate change, technological 
change and global economic develop-
ments. The Arctic Ocean is becoming 

more accessible: new shipping 
lanes are opening for trade 

and tourism while oppor-
tunities for fisheries and 

the mining industry multiply. With 
these developments will come oil spills, 
ship collisions, over-exploitation of 
living resources and other challenges 
that may imperil life at sea, the fragile 
environment and the local population.

In this context, can Arctic states 
afford to pursue business as usual 
and stick to traditional patterns of 
marine management?

FRAGMENTATION ADDS 
COMPLEXITY 
Under the current approach, each 
different type of maritime human 
activity is managed separately: 
the International Maritime Orga-
nization regulates shipping; 
regional fishery management 
organizations (such as the 
North East Atlantic Fisheries 
Commission) oversee fisheries; 
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coastal states have jurisdiction over the 
exploitation of seabed natural resources 
within exclusive economic zones and the 
continental shelf; and the International 
Seabed Authority sets out the rules for 
drilling in areas beyond national juris-
diction (ABNJs). The zonal framework 
inherent in the contemporary inter-
national Law of the Sea adds an extra 
layer of complexity, setting out different 
balances between the coastal states’ 
sovereign rights and jurisdictions and 
all other countries’ freedoms and rights, 
depending on the type of maritime area 
in question. 

Such a fragmented approach to 
marine management is widely consid-
ered unequal to the increasing chal-
lenges. This recognition is giving rise to 
a global trend to replace conventional 
sectoral regulation with a more holistic 
approach known as ecosystem-based 
management (EBM). EBM aims to 
maintain marine ecosystems in a 
healthy, productive and resilient condi-
tion so they can sustain human uses 
of the ocean and ultimately achieve 

sustainable development. EBM tools 
like marine spatial planning (MSP) or 
marine protected areas (MPAs) can 
accommodate all stakeholders’ interests 
in a specific area in a manner that safe-
guards healthy marine ecosystems.

Yet the implementation of EBM in 
the Arctic will face major legal and 
organizational challenges. To overcome 
them, we will need to ensure that these 
management measures fully comply 
with the law, find ways to engage non-
regional countries in complying with the 
EBM policies in ABNJs, and coordinate 
between different marine industries and 
decision-making organizations.

EXPANDING THE ARCTIC 
COUNCIL’S POWERS
The solution to these challenges seems 
to lie in maximizing and realizing the 
Arctic Council’s potential. Arctic states 
should consider making the Council a 
more authoritative body—one endowed 
with legal personality and the mandate 
to adopt binding decisions. Bearing in 
mind regional organizations’ limited 
powers to restrict third states’ rights 

and freedoms, especially in marine 
ABNJs, the Council could play the 
central role in co-ordinating EBM tools 
like MSP or MPAs with global and 
regional sectoral organizations that are 
active in the Arctic and able to engage 
a wide range of non-regional states and 
stakeholders. 

Implementing this ecosystem-based 
approach will require Arctic states to 
be proactive rather than reactive. In the 
meantime, there are already good exam-
ples of this in the region: in 2018, the 
five stakeholders with the largest fishing 
fleets (China, the European Union, Ice-
land, Japan and 
South Korea) 
joined the five 
Arctic coastal 
states (Canada, 
 Denmark/
Greenland, 
Norway, Rus-
sian and the US) 
in adopting a 
legally binding 
agreement to 
ban unregulated 
commercial 
fisheries in the 
central part of the Arctic Ocean before 
any actual fishing activities even began. 

The upcoming Russian chairman-
ship in the Arctic Council from 2021 to 
2023 could be the perfect opportunity 
to promote new approaches to marine 
management in the Arctic Ocean. As 
a country whose national identity and 
economy depend heavily on the Arctic 
and its resources, it is vital to Russia’s 
future to figure out how to put together 
the puzzle of a healthy Arctic marine 
environment. ll

ANDREY 
TODOROV is a 
researcher with 
the Primakov 
National 

Research Institute of World 
Economy and International 
Relations at the Russian 
Academy of Sciences. His 
research focuses on Arctic 
governance and the Law 
of the Sea.

The upcoming Russian 
chairmanship in the 
Arctic Council from 2021 
to 2023 could be the 
perfect opportunity to 
promote new approaches 
to marine management 
in the Arctic Ocean.

Photo: USFWS/Joel Garlich-Miller, CC, Flickr.com
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A model for marine conservation in Canada’s High Arctic

The Tallurutiup Imanga National 
Marine Conservation Area 
Tallurutiup Imanga, a conservation area in the Canadian territory of Nunavut, is rich in 
biodiversity. The Canadian government and Inuit in the Qikiqtani Region have worked 
together for years to create the Tallurutiup Imanga National Marine Conservation Area 
(TINMCA) to protect marine life from the impacts of non-renewable resource develop-
ment. As the largest marine protected area in Canada, TINMCA protects more than 
108,000 square kilometres of biologically rich Arctic waters in Canada’s High Arctic.

The agreement also creates an Inuit stewardship programme managed by the Qikiqtani 
Inuit Association (QIA), which represents 15,500 Inuit in the region. NEIL KIGUTAQ, the QIA’s 
senior Inuit stewardship manager, spoke to The Circle about why the region is so impor-
tant to those who live there and how TINMCA could lead the way to similar agreements. 

Why is the Tallurutiup Imanga so 
biologically significant? 
Tallurutiup Imanga is often referred to 
as an Arctic Serengeti. It’s the birthplace 
and a refuge for nearly all species in 
the eastern Arctic. In fact, 75 per cent 
of the world’s narwhal population call 
these waters home. Twenty per cent of 
the Canadian beluga population inhabit 
these waters. It also has the largest sub-
population of polar bears in Canada, not 
to mention some of the largest colonies 
of seabirds in the Canadian Arctic.

Why is the region important to 
Inuit communities in Nunavut?
Tallurutiup Imanga runs like an artery 
through our High Arctic communities. 
Inuit in the region have relied on the 
marine life that thrive in these waters 
for subsistence for generations. They’ve 
been working to protect these pristine 
waters since the 1960s. Their efforts 
led to the signing of the Inuit Impact 
and Benefit Agreement in August 2019, 
which formally established Tallurutiup 
Imanga as a National Marine Conserva-
tion Area.

What role did the QIA play in 
creating the Tallurutiup Imanga 
National Marine Conservation 
Area?
The association represents the democratic 
voice of Inuit in the Qikiqtani Region 
of Nunavut. As part of our work to 
protect Tallurutiup Imanga, we gathered 
extensive Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (Inuit 
traditional knowledge) to make a case for 

expanding the initial proposed boundar-
ies for Tallurutiup Imanga. Knowledge 
from our Elders helped the steering 
 committee understand how the ecosystem 
in the area is connected to Inuit com-
munities and provided information that 
science cannot tell you. Over a seven-year 
period, we also consulted with residents 
of the impacted communities to under-
stand the importance of the area to them.

We then used the Inuit Qaujimajatuqa-
ngit gathered during the consultation 
sessions to negotiate a larger boundary 
for Tallurutiup Imanga. The boundary 
proposed in 2010 was 44,300 square kilo-
metres, but the final boundary approved 
by the QIA board and steering committee 
is 108,000 square kilometres—over twice 
the size. 

It’s important to note that Tallurutiup 
Imanga is not formally a protected area 
yet. For that to happen, parliament needs 
to sign a bill recognizing the TINMCA 
under the Canada National Marine Con-
servation Areas Act. Before parliament 
can sign it, the interim management plan 
must be completed by the QIA and Parks 
Canada. 

 � “The success of the Inuit Impact 
Benefit Agreement for Tallurutiup 
Imanga serves as a blueprint for 
what can be achieved when Inuit 
and the Canadian government work 
together. The Tallurutiup Imanga and 
the Interim Protection of Tuvaijuittuq 
Agreements are unprecedented 
agreements that ensure Inuit gover-
nance of the protected areas, jobs 
for Inuit as environmental stewards 
(Nauttiqsuqtiit), and funding to 
address the infrastructure deficit in 
the High Arctic.”—P.J. Akeeagok, 
QIA President
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Why do you think the establish-
ment of the Tallurutiup Imanga 
National Marine Conservation 
Area is significant?
The success of the model used to 
establish Tallurutiup Imanga National 
Marine Conservation Area has inspired 
the QIA to advance an Inuit perspective 
on the blue economy, which includes 
protection for additional marine areas 
in the Qikiqtani Region. The establish-
ment of the conservation area will not 
only address climate change and safe-
guard a significant multi-year ice area 
in the High Arctic, but it also creates a 
new economic model for Qikiqtani Inuit 
based on a blue economy.

Our work proved that the future of 
Inuit and the Inuit Nunangat does not 
have to be tied to extraction industries 
at the cost of our environment. We 
can create jobs in conservation and 
environmental stewardship and secure 
opportunities in sustainable industries 
like fisheries.

Now, we are ready to take the next 
steps to expand this model. The QIA 
is looking to advance protection for 

Sarvarjuaq, the area known as Piki-
alasorsuaq in Greenland. This is an 
ecologically unique polynya and a key 
migration corridor and habitat for many 
Arctic species. At the same time, we 
are advocating to protect Qikiqtait, the 
Belcher Island archipelago in the heart 
of Hudson Bay. With over 1,500 islands 
and up to 35 polynyas, this area is a 
sanctuary and migratory corridor for 
many wildlife species.

What difference could this protected 
area make for communities in the 
region?
These agreements provide much-needed 
infrastructure, economic opportunities 
and local jobs. Inuit will be able to pur-
sue careers in environmental steward-
ship and wildlife monitoring through 
our Nauttiqsuqtiit programme. The 
Nauttiqsuqtiit, or Inuit stewards, are 
the eyes and ears of Tallurutiup Imanga. 
As part of their monitoring work, the 
stewards are active harvesters who 
share their catch with the community. 
For example, during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the crew in Arctic Bay harvested 
and distributed Arctic char. 

The Nauttiqsuqtiit positions are a 
natural fit because Inuit have always 
protected these waters, icescapes and 
wildlife. With the Arctic rapidly warm-
ing and the ice-free seasons getting 
longer, these investments in marine 
infrastructure will allow Inuit to better 
adapt and be resilient to the changing 
conditions. ll

The establishment of the 
conservation area will not 
only address climate change 
and safeguard a significant 
multi-year ice area in the 
High Arctic, but it also 
creates a new economic 
model for Qikiqtani Inuit 
based on a blue economy.

Baff in Island

Devon Island

L a n c a s t e r  S o u n d

Tallurutiup 
Imanga 
National 
Marine 
Conservation 
Area

0 100 200 300 400 km

Map: Ketill Berger, filmform.no. Source: www.protectedplanet.net

Neil Kigutaq is the Qikiqtani Inuit Association's senior Inuit 
stewardship manager.
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Norway has turned large parts of the ocean 
surounding Svalbard into marine protected 
areas.
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Case study

Norway’s integrated approach to  
ocean management relies on a foundation  
of science and cross-sectoral cooperation
Norway’s ecosystem-based ocean management plans establish a framework and  measures 
for conserving and sustainably using marine ecosystems, writes HANNE-GRETE NILSEN. The 
scientific basis for the plans factors in environmental status, the potential for value cre-
ation and industry pressures on marine ecosystems. This knowledge base is prepared 
through cross-sectoral cooperation between relevant authorities and research institutes. 

 The Circle 4.2020 17



GLOBALLY, THERE IS growing interest in 
using marine resources while conserv-
ing ecosystems and biological diversity. 

To achieve this, we need integrated 
management—which, in turn, requires 

reliable, up-to-date knowledge and 
cooperation from all involved sectors. 
Norway has established a management 
plan system that facilitates this. The 
aim is to provide a framework for value 

creation through sustainable use of 
marine natural resources and ecosystem 
services while preserving the ecosys-
tems’ structure, function, productivity 
and diversity. 

Harbour seals, Svalbard, Norway.
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Norway established its first manage-
ment plan for the Barents Sea in 2006, 
eventually following it with plans for the 
country’s two other sea areas (the Nor-
wegian Sea and the North Sea/Skager-

rak). It updates the plans regularly with 
the cooperation of relevant authorities 
and research institutes. Interested 
organizations and other parties also 
get involved in the process through 

seminars and are invited to provide 
written input. The plans, which outline 
Norway’s national policies for its ocean 
areas, are ultimately presented to the 
country’s parliament as white papers. 

The management plans were updated 
in spring 2020, when a single white 
paper brought the management plans 
for the three ocean areas together for 
the first time.

A well-orga-
nized monitor-
ing system is 
now in place for 
all three marine 
areas, based on 
indicators for 
environmental 
status and 
pressures. 
The results 
show that the 
environmental 
status of Norway’s seas is good in many 
respects. However, the impacts of 
climate change are growing and clearly 
affecting ecosystems in both the North 
Sea and Barents Sea. As well, seabird 

HANNE-GRETE 
NILSEN coor-
dinates the 
preparation of 
the knowledge 

base for Norway’s integrated 
ocean management plans 
in the Norwegian Environ-
ment Agency and chairs the 
Forum for Integrated Ocean 
Management.
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We need more knowledge 
and better methods for 
estimating the cumulative 
environmental effects of 
all pressures on marine 
ecosystems. We also need 
to know more about the 
impacts and risks related 
to climate change and 
about opportunities for 
climate change adaptation 
in marine industries. 
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Introducing ArcNet

An innovative, proactive 
approach to Arctic 
marine conservation
The Arctic Ocean plays a key role in moderating our global 
climate and provides cultural identity, food security and 
income for many of the region’s 4 million residents. Its 
unique flora and fauna support ecosystem  stability and 
balance. The climate crisis threatens this valuable marine 
environment—but WWF has created an innovative way to 
ensure it remains resilient and full of life.

ARCTIC WATERS—AND THE ecosystems 
and cultures they support—are at 
risk as the climate warms, permitting 
increased human and industrial activi-
ties in the area, such as tourism and 
resource exploitation. Although Arctic 
nations have begun to establish marine 
protected areas, their isolation doesn’t 
account for the dynamic and intercon-
nected nature of ocean life. That’s why, 
in 2017, WWF initiated ArcNet—short 
for Arctic Ocean Network of Priority 
Areas for Conservation (PACs). 

ArcNet is the world’s first effort to 
carry out marine conservation planning 
at the scale of an entire ocean. Designed 
to be adaptive, inclusive and transpar-
ent, ArcNet offers a basis for establish-
ing conservation measures that work 
for biodiversity and people and includes 
important implementation and manage-
ment tools. 

It has two main goals. One is to iden-
tify an ecologically representative, well-
connected network of PACs that will 
work together to support the resilience 
and long-term conservation of biological 
diversity and ecological processes across 

the entire Arctic marine environment. 
The other is to ensure that the results of 
this analysis help define, implement and 
manage a conservation network in the 
Arctic Ocean.

The idea and methodology for ArcNet 
came from WWF–Russia, which also 
led the Arctic-level scientific analysis 
for the project. Irina Onufrenya, acting 
director of WWF–Russia’s biodiversity 
programme, says ArcNet’s power lies 
in providing a bigger picture across the 
entire Arctic while also showing how 
conservation work in Russia can con-
tribute to biodiversity protection across 
the whole region.

“We always knew that whales, sea-
birds and fish live in a world without 
political borders or national seas,” she 
says. “All we needed was an under-
standing of the full picture—and now 
we have it. We can see exactly which 
areas beyond the Russian waters need 
conservation measures to ensure that 
‘our’ wildlife is preserved.”

Martin Sommerkorn, head of conser-
vation for the WWF Arctic Programme, 
spent years helping bring ArcNet to life 

populations have shown considerable 
declines over time.

An important part of the scientific 
basis for the plans is the description 
of particularly valuable and vulner-
able areas. These are identified on the 
basis of scientific assessments as being 
of great importance for biodiversity 
and biological production in an entire 
management plan area. The designation 
of areas as particularly valuable and 
vulnerable does not have any direct 
effect in the form of restrictions on 
commercial activities, but indicates that 
these are areas where it is important to 
show special caution. For example, par-
ticularly valuable and vulnerable areas 
are taken into account when establish-
ing the overall framework for petroleum 
activities. 

Ocean-based industries—such as 
fisheries, aquaculture, shipping and 
petroleum activities—have a vital role 
to play in creating economic value for 
Norway. In addition, new industries are 
emerging—for example, offshore wind 
power, marine bioprospecting, offshore 
aquaculture, seabed mineral extraction 
and carbon storage below the seabed. In 
future work, it will be important to com-
pile and assess information about such 
developing activities and their possible 
impacts. We need more knowledge and 
better methods for estimating the cumu-
lative environmental effects of all pres-
sures on marine ecosystems. We also 
need to know more about the impacts 
and risks related to climate change and 
about opportunities for climate change 
adaptation in marine industries. 

Through its management plan 
system, Norway is implementing an 
ecosystem-based approach to managing 
human activities that affect the marine 
environment. The system is adaptive, 
is built on knowledge, incorporates 
 scientific advice and involves all rel-
evant sector authorities. ll
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and says he’s proud of what the team 
has achieved. 

“It’s the first of its kind—an ocean-
wide analysis identifying a network of 
priority places for conservation. And as 
we start to socialize ArcNet, we’re notic-
ing that people can relate to it and are 
considering contributing to ArcNet and 
biodiversity conservation. This gives us 
hope that we have been getting it right.”

To come up with the proposed 
network, WWF used a systematic, 
comprehensive and rigorous conserva-
tion analysis that engaged experts and 
relied on the best available scientific 
data. More than 800 Arctic marine 
environment features were considered 
to  produce the resulting analysis and 
maps, with examples of typical habitats 
within regions (representative features) 

and geophysical and/or biological 
anomalies that are important for biodi-
versity (distinctive features). 

RECOGNIZING AN 
INTERCONNECTED ARCTIC 
OCEAN
ArcNet aims to address the intercon-
nectedness of the marine environment 
by including seasonal habitats, food-

ArcNet MAP LEGEND

EXISTING PROTECTED AREAS ARCNET IDENTIFIED AREAS
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cycle interactions, freshwater-marine 
linked habitats, features that promote 
movement through restricted passages 
for free swimmers, linkages beyond the 
Arctic and more. It also seeks to identify 
a PAC network that would underpin 
future conservation planning efforts at 
national and local levels. In doing so, 
ArcNet will ensure that conservation 
planning in the Arctic at finer-scale 
analyses doesn’t sacrifice the big-picture 
perspective.

To grasp how ArcNet can help estab-
lish conservation regimes at finer scales, 
consider the example of WWF Russia’s 
recent conservation efforts in the 
Pechora Sea, an area in the southeast of 
the Barents Sea. 

ArcNet highlighted the entire Pechora 

Sea as a priority area at the global Arctic 
scale. But finer-scale analyses singled 
out a number of smaller areas to priori-
tize: three in the national (Russian Arc-
tic) study and 12 in the regional study. 
The PACs from these three analyses and 
those from ArcNet are compared in the 
maps on these pages.

The whole-ocean and national analy-
ses included only species considered 
important at the global and national 
scales, respectively. And while ArcNet 
used the global IUCN Red List (of 
endangered species) to assess conserva-
tion statuses and set priorities, the 
national and regional analyses incorpo-
rated national and regional endangered 
statuses. 

These comparisons illustrate ArcNet’s 
role in finer-scale conservation plan-
ning: it provides information about 
identified areas across a whole ocean 
while linking and lending weight to 
those identified at finer scales. 

Sommerkorn says ArcNet has 
the potential to be the biodiversity 
 conservation backbone and insurance 
mechanism of marine management if 
people, governments, scientists and 
industry can work together to establish it. 

“Its conceptualization is a game-
changer: it is conceived in a whole-
ocean, ecosystem-based and systematic 
design and covers all aspects of Arctic 
marine biodiversity at expert-advised 
proportions,” he says. “It is designed to 

To come up with the proposed network, WWF used a 
systematic, comprehensive and rigorous conservation analysis 
that engaged experts and relied on the best available scientific 
data. More than 800 Arctic marine environment features 
were considered to produce the resulting analysis and maps.

 The Arctic Ocean scale: ArcNet priority areas for conservation in the Pechora Sea.

 � WWF is seeking members of 
the international community who 
may be interested in in helping 
to establish ArcNet as a global 
conservation success.  For more 
information, visit the WWF Arc-
Net web page. 
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evolve as conditions change and to pro-
vide for continuing inclusive conserva-
tion. It offers processes to engage in and 
co-design mechanisms that reflect the 
broad diversity of values people have for 
biodiversity.”

The Arctic Ocean is still a relatively 
pristine ecosystem. By helping to build 
national networks of marine protected 
areas and guiding existing and proposed 
networks, ArcNet can help keep it that 
way. Taking a precautionary approach 

to conservation now rather than a 
remedial approach later will help us 
preserve the Arctic Ocean’s biodiversity 
and support its resilience as pressures 
mount, securing its life-supporting gifts 
for current and future generations. ll

 The national scale: Russian Arctic priority areas for conservation in the Pechora Sea.

 The regional scale: Pechora Sea priority areas for conservation.
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The Walrus from Space 
project, co-led by WWF and 
the British Antarctic Survey, 
aims to count walrus across 
the whole Arctic every year 
for the next five years. 
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Wildlife

Monitoring walrus  
from space to  
understand their plight 
As sea ice retreats dramatically in the Arctic, walrus habitat 
is changing—and these marine mammals will need our help 
to secure their future. Understanding how habitat changes 
are affecting walrus requires broad, detailed, multi-year data 
about their populations, but currently, we don’t know how 
many walrus are in the Arctic. HANNAH CUBAYNES, ROD DOWNIE 
and PETER FRETWELL explain how satellite imagery is making 
it possible for scientists to monitor walrus over the whole 
Arctic. In future, citizen science could play a vital role by 
enabling people to help spot haulouts and count the animals.

IT IS SUMMER in the Arctic. In the Chukchi 
Sea off the coast of northwest Alaska, wal-
rus are resting on sea ice over the Hanna 
Shoal, sliding into the water from time to 
time in search of clams. As summer ends, 
the ice will melt and the walrus will swim 
to Alaska’s shores. 

Imagine that you are seeing all this 
from more than 400 kilometres above the 
Earth, up in space.

It might seem like it should be 
 impossible. Yet satellites orbiting high in 
the sky are capturing images at resolu-
tions that allow us to detect individual 
walrus—and technology may soon enable 
you to help us spot and count them from 

the comfort of your home.
Every year as summer sea ice retreats 

further, walrus gather in larger and larger 
numbers on beaches and along shorelines, 
forming what are called haulouts. Under-
standing what these shifting habitats 
mean for the animals’ survival is  critical—
and it requires accurate population counts 
repeated over a number of years. 

Counting walrus offshore when they 
are resting on ice floes is challenging 
due to logistics and high variability in 
temporal and spatial distributions. But if 
diminished summer sea ice means they 
are more likely to rest at known locations 
between summer and early autumn, then 

HANNAH 
CUBAYNES is a 
research associate 
focusing on the 
study of wildlife 

using satellite imagery. She is 
also the technical lead on the 
Walrus from Space project.

ROD DOWNIE 
leads the Polar 
& Climate group 
at WWF–UK and 
co-directs the 

Walrus from Space project. 

PETER 
FRETWELL is 
a geographic 
information 
officer with the 

British Antarctic Survey. He 
leads the organization’s Wild-
life from Space project.
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counting them at these haulouts becomes 
more feasible. 

Because walrus are distributed across 
the Arctic, the entire Arctic needs to be 
surveyed every year to get an accurate 
count. But it is a vast and remote area—
difficult to survey from a boat or plane 
over a few months. In any case, the noise 
created by boats and planes tends to 
disturb walrus and cause panic among 
haulouts, leading to stampedes. (Field 
research has also become more challeng-
ing for a variety of other reasons during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.) 

Satellite technologies offer the 
 possibility of building a long time-series 
of population counts without having 
to visit every haulout. (A time series is 
a series of data points indexed in time 
order.) Some satellites capture images 
with a high level of detail, allowing us to 
detect individual walrus. Even so, count-
ing them across the whole Arctic is a long 
process, so crowdsourcing—with tagging 
studies and aerial surveys to help validate 
accuracy—is an efficient approach.

The Walrus from Space project, co-led 
by WWF and the British Antarctic Survey, 
aims to count walrus across the whole 
Arctic every year for the next five years. 
The project will rely on close collabora-
tions with science partners in every coast-
al Arctic state. Detailed satellite images 
(at 30 to 50 centimetre resolution) will be 
obtained from Maxar Technologies, and 
citizen scientists will eventually be able 
to help count walrus via a crowdsourcing 
platform. We will match these counts to 
sea-ice conditions and other environ-
mental variables to better understand 
how many walrus are in the Arctic and 
predict future populations. This, in turn, 
will inform management decisions. Ulti-
mately, it could help protect these marine 
mammals as the climate crisis worsens.

The coming year will be a chance to 
test out all these plans with scientists 
and some volunteer groups. We hope to 
launch the citizen science aspect of the 
project to the general public in 2022.

As the Arctic heats up, will walrus go 
with the floes? Stay tuned for your chance 
to help us secure a future for them in the 
wild. ll

Youth want a say

Protecting biodiversity  
in the high seas 
Almost two-thirds of the world’s ocean lies beyond any 
country’s national jurisdiction. Although there are rules 
that restrict the use of resources in these “high seas”—
including for fishing, shipping and mining—the pressures 
on marine biodiversity are increasing. The UN treaty 
for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity 
in these areas, known as Biodiversity Beyond National 
Jurisdiction (BBNJ), aims to address this. The proposed 
amendment to the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea would fill a number of gaps in the international 
legal framework governing the biodiversity of the world’s 
high seas—including those in the Arctic. 

A group of youth from across the Arctic have joined forces 
to make sure the treaty gets the attention it deserves. 
Through the Arctic Youth Network, they have created the 
Working Group for Oceans. TORA FOUGNER-ØKLAND, 23, is one 
of the group’s founding members. She spoke to The Circle 
about why she thinks it is important that youth across the 
Arctic work to protect the region’s marine biodiversity.

What was it about the BBNJ that 
made you want to form the Work-
ing Group for Oceans? 
I was very surprised to find that the 
BBNJ was the first agreement to lay out 
a plan for conserving huge areas of the 
world’s oceans. I think it is important 
because it’s the first time these countries 
have come together to form an agree-
ment for how we’re going to take care of 
these huge ocean areas. And this agree-
ment will affect such a huge area of the 
Earth’s surface—it’s a mind-boggling 
amount of space that hasn’t really been 
included in conservation before. There 
might be a lot of caveats in the final 

agreement, but it’s still a really impor-
tant step because it acknowledges that 
this area also deserves protection. 

Why do you think the Arctic’s 
marine areas need protection? 
I’m not a marine biologist, but we know 
that what happens in the Arctic affects 
the rest of the world’s oceans, particu-
larly the Atlantic. It’s also a very vulner-
able area. As far as I’ve understood it, 
the BBNJ itself won’t directly affect a 
significant part of the Arctic, because 
most of it has already been claimed. 
But when you’re talking about ocean 
conservation, everything is intercon-
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nected, and I think that’s important to 
remember. I hope this group becomes a 
kind of starting point to discuss ocean 
conservation more generally, not just in 
regard to the BBNJ. I think it can pro-
vide a framework to talk about why we 
are doing ocean conservation in the first 
place and how can we do it, especially 
in the areas that aren’t affected by this 
agreement—because we need to advo-
cate for those places as well. 

Why is it important for countries 
to work together to protect marine 
biodiversity? 
I worked a lot with fisheries policies in 
Norway this past year. Strong coopera-
tion and regulation have put us in a 
much better situation there. For exam-
ple, because of a lack of cooperation 
across borders in the past, there were 
hardly any cod left in Norwegian waters 

30 years ago. But in just 20 years, we’ve 
actually managed to bring stocks back. 

Why do you think it’s important 
for Arctic youth to get involved 
and pay attention to the BBNJ?
If you take it to the most extreme, it’s 
about fighting to preserve your way of 
life. We know the Arctic is an environ-
ment that’s changing quickly. We need 
to work hard to preserve what we have 
while we still can. For large parts of the 
Arctic—certainly the Arctic parts of Nor-
way—marine biodiversity is important 
to our way of life. What we get from the 
ocean is to a large extent what fuels our 
coastal communities. 

What do you hope to achieve by 
getting this ocean group together?
I hope we can bring these big, long-
worded agreements down to a level 

where people can engage with them 
and understand what they will mean 
for them and their communities. Maybe 
young people could even try to influence 
the process by, for example, getting in 
touch with their politicians and saying 
what they want from them. But most 
importantly, I think being aware of a 
process like this and discussing how 
we want our actions to be managed is 
important for future conservation—so 
that it’s not just something that’s being 
decided by the diplomats now, but 
something that is understood by those 
who will take care of this in the future. 

Do you feel like your voice is being 
heard?
Over the past year, that’s more or less 
what I’ve spent my time on. We get 
invited to meetings and we slam all the 
science down on the table and tell them 
what they should be doing. Unfortu-
nately, they frequently do the opposite. 
For example, recently, the Norwegian 
government opened new blocks of the 
Arctic Ocean to oil drilling—further 
north than any scientist says is a good 
idea. So, I feel like politicians and 
people in power realize it looks good to 
invite youth to the table, but we’re not at 
the point where they’re actually listen-
ing to us yet. 

Do you have hope that that’s going 
to change? 
It has to change sooner or later. I mean, 
we have to have hope, right?  ll

If you take it to the most 
extreme, it’s about fighting 
to preserve your way of life. 
We know the Arctic is an 
environment that’s changing 
quickly. We need to work 
hard to preserve what we 
have while we still can. 

Tora Fougner-Økland is a founding member of the Arctic Youth 
Network's Working Group for Oceans.
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Why we are here

www.panda.org/arctic

To stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment and
to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature.

THE PICTURE

Norwegian explorer and scientist Fridtjof Nansen's ship, Fram, stuck in Arctic ice, March 1894. Nansen allowed the 
specially built ship to freeze into the sea ice to track the Arctic ocean’s currents for the first time.

Pioneering science at the top of the world
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