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1.  Overview 

Current Arctic Council priorities 

In May 2017, the rotating chairmanship of the Arctic Council passed from the USA to 

Finland.  Finland will now hold the chair until the next Ministerial meeting in 2019.  In 

keeping with conventional practice, Finland have set out a programme to guide the 

work of the Arctic Council over these two years.  This programme will also guide the 

issues to be discussed at MAC Bilbao 2018. 

The overarching theme of the Finnish Chairmanship is ‘Exploring Common Solutions’.  

Under this theme, Finland have proposed the following four priorities: 

• Environmental protection 

• Connectivity 

• Meteorological cooperation 

• Education 

Finland have also proposed that Arctic Council work fall under the following headings 

for the next two years, with special reference to the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement and 

the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: 

• The environment and climate 

• The seas 

• The people 

• Strengthening Arctic cooperation 

Issues to be discussed at MAC Bilbao 2018 

Given the priorities and areas of work that Finland have proposed, the three issues for 

discussion at MAC Bilbao 2018 will be: 

1. Arctic wetlands and climate change 

2. Educational opportunity for Arctic children 

3. The EU as an Arctic Council Observer 

As explained in detail in the MAC Bilbao Delegates’ Guide, Delegates will attempt to 

negotiate resolutions on these issues at the Working Group level.  To this end, two of 

the Arctic Council’s six Working Groups will be simulated at MAC Bilbao 2018, as 

follows: 
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• Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP) – Issue 1 

• Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG) – Issue 2 

However, due to its politically sensitive nature, Issue 3 will be discussed at the 

Ministerial meeting only, rather than at Working Group level. 
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2.  Research briefs 

Arctic wetlands and climate change (AMAP) 

It may be a bit of an exaggeration, but the Arctic could be described as that part of the 

Earth still drying out after the Ice-Age melt.  Arctic wetlands—including peat bogs, wet 

tundra, glacial forelands, rivers, lakes and tidal zones—make up 60% of the terrestrial 

Arctic surface.  They represent unique habitats not found elsewhere on Earth, hold a 

significant amount of the world’s fresh water, and provide breeding grounds for 

migratory birds from all over the planet—some from as far away as New Zealand. 

Arctic wetlands also play a critical role in the changing climate, since they lock up vast 

amounts of carbon in the form of frozen peat and soil.  This underlying permafrost is 

kept intact all year round not only by the cold, but also by an undisturbed surface layer 

of seasonally thawing peat that serves as an insulating blanket.  As the climate 

warms—twice as fast in the Arctic than in lower latitudes—large swathes of Arctic 

wetland may thaw, releasing greenhouse gases and accelerating the warming trend. 

Moreover, Arctic wetlands are vulnerable to disturbances from human activity, since 

they recover very slowly in the cold environment.  Peat cuttings taken by Arctic 

peoples centuries ago are still visible today.  Though Arctic peoples generally no 

longer cut peat for insulation or fuel, they still rely on Arctic wetlands for traditional 

activities, especially fishing, hunting, and gathering mushrooms, berries, shellfish, and 

other produce of the land and shore.  Indigenous activities on Arctic wetlands have 

always tended to be low-impact, but today increasing industrial activity poses a 

potential challenge to Arctic wetland sustainability, especially in the Russian Arctic. 

In recent years, the connection between Arctic wetlands and climate change has begun 

to attract international attention.  NGOs such as Wetlands International, and 

international bodies such as the Ramsar Convention, have made Arctic wetlands a 

priority.  At their October meeting in Portland, SAOs also mooted Arctic wetlands as a 

possible focus for the Arctic Council’s ongoing work on climate change. 

At MAC Bilbao 2018, the issue of Arctic wetlands and climate change will be 

considered by the AMAP Working Group.  When researching this issue, Delegates may 

wish to bear in mind the following questions: 

• Should Arctic States make some sort of commitment now to protecting Arctic 

wetlands, or is more research and monitoring required? 
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• Should all Arctic wetlands be protected, or only certain important ones—and if 

the latter, how are they to be identified? 

• Is there really any effective way that Arctic States could protect Arctic wetlands 

from climate change, which is ultimately caused elsewhere? 

• How should the Arctic Council coordinate work on Arctic wetlands with other 

international organisations—e.g. the Ramsar Convention? 

• How should Arctic States balance the protection of Arctic wetlands with 

economic development—e.g. mining, oil and gas, community infrastructure? 

• What impact would protecting Arctic wetlands have on the culture, economies 

and livelihoods of Arctic indigenous peoples? 

• What rights do Arctic indigenous peoples have—or should they have—over 

decisions to develop or protect Arctic wetlands? 

Educational opportunity for Arctic children (SDWG) 

Delivering quality education in the Arctic is a challenge.  Many Arctic communities are 

small and remote, making it difficult and expensive to provide comprehensive 

schooling, and to recruit and retain qualified teachers.  Pupil achievement is 

comparatively poor, particularly amongst indigenous children.  In Nunavut in the 

Canadian Arctic for example, only about a third of children complete secondary 

school—a rate mirrored in other Arctic indigenous communities. 

As a result of low educational attainment, many Arctic employers recruit non-

indigenous school-leavers and graduates from outside the region.  Unemployment is 

rife—especially amongst male indigenous youth, since indigenous boys perform much 

less well than indigenous girls at school.  And in Canada especially, those who do well 

enough at school to go on to university or other higher education must often leave the 

Arctic altogether to continue their studies. 

Language issues compound the difficulty of delivering good education in the Arctic.  

Indigenous peoples understandably wish to be taught in their own languages, rather 

than in the language of the dominant—and often formerly colonial—society.  But with 

the notable exception of Greenland, there are often too few qualified indigenous 

teachers, too little educational material written in indigenous languages and—in some 

cases—insufficient standardisation of dialects, vocabularies and writing systems.  And 

in Russia, learning in indigenous languages cannot legally come at the expense of 

learning Russian. 
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Language is not the only cultural challenge.  Many indigenous people object to school 

curricula developed for non-indigenous southern children, which ignore traditional 

indigenous knowledge, practices and skills.  Much indigenous teaching and learning 

has never been formalised—or is by its nature informal—making it hard to incorporate 

into the public educational system.  And in some countries such as Canada, the terrible 

legacy of residential-school abuse colours indigenous attitudes towards educational 

regimes imposed from outside. 

All of this contrasts quite sharply with the performance of non-indigenous pupils in 

Arctic countries—even those who live in Arctic regions.  In Alaska, for example, non-

indigenous pupil attainment equals or even exceeds national averages.  Canada and—

especially—Finland have world-beating public educational systems.  Perhaps it was 

success at delivering primary and secondary education to a high standard that 

motivated Finland to make education as a priority of its upcoming Arctic Council 

Chairmanship. 

At MAC Bilbao 2018, the issue of educational opportunity for Arctic children will be 

considered at the SDWG Working Group.  When researching this issue, Delegates may 

wish to bear in mind the following questions: 

• Are there any ‘best practices’ for delivering Arctic education in certain Arctic 

States, which can be applied more widely across the Arctic? 

• What factors explain why indigenous pupils—and especially indigenous boys—

perform poorly at school, and are they the same across countries and cultures? 

• Can indigenous language and knowledge be incorporated into the formal 

school curriculum—or should Arctic education simply be more informal? 

• Does a lack of indigenous-language education endanger the survival of these 

languages—or is it better to study global languages such as English and Russian? 

• Is it feasible or affordable for each Arctic community to have its own schools, or 

should boarding be mandated despite the past abuses of residential schools? 

• How can Arctic education be sufficiently local and indigenous, and yet prepare 

pupils to be globally competitive? 

• Even if Arctic education were improved, are there enough post-school 

opportunities in Arctic communities, either in higher education or in work? 



 

MAC Bilbao 2018 Research Briefs     6 

The EU as an Arctic Council Observer (Ministerial) 

The EU has applied to become an Observer of the Arctic Council twice, in 2009 and 

2011, and saw its application temporarily rejected both times.  It seems likely that 

there were a number of factors contributing to these rejections: 

• The Arctic Council already includes three EU member-states—namely, 

Denmark, Finland and Sweden—which could represent EU interests; 

• Arctic States have been generally reluctant to open governance of the Arctic to 

non-Arctic actors whose agendas may vary considerably from their own; 

• The EU’s published policies on the Arctic have been perceived as overstepping 

the bounds of the jurisdiction that the EU actually has in the region; 

• The indigenous Permanent Participants of the Arctic Council, which already 

lack the human and financial resources of the Arctic States, have been 

concerned that their voices would be diluted by Observers; and 

• Canada, Norway and to some extent Denmark, as well as the Inuit, have serious 

objections to the EU’s ban on the trade in seal fur and other seal products. 

However, in recent years, some of these factors have changed considerably: 

• The Arctic Council has adopted official guidelines that Observers must follow to 

be admitted and to maintain their status; 

• Having adopted these guidelines, the Arctic Council admitted a number of new 

non-Arctic states as Observers, including China; 

• The EU has softened its approach to Arctic policy in recognition of the policy 

direction of Arctic States and of the limits of its own jurisdiction; 

• The European Court of Justice (ECJ) dismissed a lawsuit brought by Canadian 

and Greenlandic Inuit against the EU seal-fur ban; and 

• The World Trade Organisation (WTO) dismissed a challenge brought by Canada 

and Norway against the EU seal-fur ban. 

At MAC Bilbao 2018, the issue of the EU as an Arctic Council Observer will be 

considered at the Ministerial meeting.  When researching this issue, Delegates may 

wish to bear in mind the following questions: 

• Is there value in admitting the EU itself as an Observer, or is it enough that some 

EU member-states are themselves already on the Arctic Council, and others—for 

example, France, Germany and the UK—are already Observers? 

• What are the implications for the EU of the admission of clearly non-Arctic 

states such as India and Singapore as Observers of the Arctic Council? 
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• Should the number of Observers be limited to protect the place of Permanent 

Participants, or do Permanent Participants have little to fear from Observers 

because of their guaranteed special status? 

• Do the decisions of the ECJ and WTO resolve the issues around the EU seal-fur 

ban, or do Canada, Norway or the Inuit still have concerns that must be 

addressed before the EU is admitted as an Observer? 
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