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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 May 

2019.  In keeping with conventional practice, Finland set out a programme to guide 

the work of the Arctic Council over their two-year chairmanship.  This programme will 

also guide the issues to be discussed at MAC Bilbao 2019. 

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 2019 

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

discussion at MAC Bilbao 2019 will be: 

1. Seismic exploration for oil and gas in the Arctic offshore 

2. Broadband connectivity in Arctic communities 

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 2019, as 

follows: 
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• Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) – 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 

Seismic exploration for oil and gas in the Arctic offshore (PAME) 

Seismic exploration is a common and effective method for surveying large areas of the 

seabed to find possible offshore fields of oil and gas.  Pulses of sound fired into the sea 

floor, usually from large airguns towed behind a survey ship, bounce back to shipboard 

detectors at varying intervals depending on the geological structure below the surface.  

These reflected soundwaves are then analysed for indications of the presence of oil and 

gas.  Exploratory drilling using oil rigs is expensive, and unsuitable for covering large 

areas, so seismic surveys are a necessary first step in offshore oil and gas discovery. 

However, it is not only petroleum geologists who use sound to explore the undersea 

environment.  Whales, dolphins and porpoises depend on sound to navigate, find prey 

and communicate with one another.  There is concern that seismic surveys might 

interfere with their echolocation systems, or perhaps even cause hearing loss.  Other 

marine life without echolocation systems, including seals and commercially valuable 

fish, might simply be disturbed or frightened away by the loud, explosive pulses of 

sound created by seismic-survey devices. 

The extent to which seismic exploration impacts marine life is unclear.  It is also 

unclear how long any effects might last.  However, there is enough evidence to suggest 

that marine mammals in particular are especially sensitive.  For this reason, 

government regulators in many countries tend to require a number of mitigating 

measures designed to protect them.  These measures can include conducting pre-

surveys to determine the natural acoustic environment, carrying trained Marine 

Mammal Observers on board seismic vessels, mandating stoppages if species of 

concern are spotted, and placing restrictions on the time of year surveys can be carried 

out to avoid important events such as migration or calving. 

Environmentalists dispute the effectiveness of these mitigating measures.  But equally 

important in the Arctic is the confidence, or lack thereof, that indigenous peoples have 

in them.  Until recently, peoples such as the Inuit and Aleut depended on hunting 

marine mammals for their very livelihoods.  Whilst the economic base of their societies 

has now changed, activities such as whaling and sealing remain central to indigenous 

identity and culture, and commercial fishing has become an important industry. 

Two summers ago, for example, the Inuit community of Clyde River in the Canadian 

Arctic won a lawsuit overturning a Canadian government decision to permit seismic 
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exploration in local waters.  The community has a strong tradition of sealing and 

whaling, and though they made clear that they were not anti-development, they did 

not feel properly consulted on the exploration plans, nor adequately informed about 

the potential impact on marine life. 

At the same time, some Arctic indigenous communities located in countries that 

recognise indigenous rights to natural resources have already benefited financially from 

onshore oil and gas development.  Others, such as the Inuit of Greenland, cautiously 

welcome the economic boost from offshore development as well.  So long as oil and 

gas development continues in the Arctic, the issue of the responsible use of seismic 

exploration will need to be tackled. 

At MAC Bilbao 2019, the issue of seismic exploration for oil and gas in the Arctic 

offshore will be considered by the PAME Working Group.  When researching this 

issue, Delegates may wish to bear in mind the following questions: 

• Is there enough scientific evidence to suggest that seismic exploration 

unacceptably disturbs or injures marine life? 

• Do the restrictions that some governments already apply to seismic exploration 

sufficiently mitigate any negative impacts on marine life? 

• Should Arctic States take a coordinated approach toward seismic exploration, 

and if so, how could this be squared with national interests and jurisdiction? 

• What is the proper balance between protecting the Arctic environment and 

pursuing Arctic economic development—and who decides it? 

• To what extent should Arctic indigenous peoples have a say in the regulation 

and use of seismic exploration near their communities? 

Broadband connectivity in Arctic communities (SDWG) 

Broadband is a type of telecommunications technology that allows multiple channels 

of data to be transmitted over a single transmission medium—whether optical fibre, 

copper telephone cables, coaxial television cables, mobile or fixed wireless, or satellite 

signal.  Using multiple channels allows more data to be transmitted per second, though 

transmission speeds can be limited by the physical characteristics of the transmission 

medium, as well as by other factors such as distance, weather, interference from other 

electromagnetic fields, and so on. 

Today, broadband is widely considered to be a necessary utility for the proper function 

of modern society.  Fast data transmission at ‘broadband speeds’ facilitates economic 
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growth and e commerce; allows planes, ships, lorries and other vehicles to navigate 

effectively and safely; advances education and scientific research; and makes it 

possible for government to operate more efficiently.  Recognising the importance of 

broadband, all Arctic States have set national targets for broadband access, in some 

cases at speeds of 100 megabits per second. 

In the Arctic, a number of challenges make broadband deployment difficult. 

Communications media such as cables and wireless transmitters are often inadequate 

or simply do not exist, and satellite coverage is limited.  Climate and distance can limit 

transmission speeds.  Arctic communities tend to be small and dispersed, and often 

lack trained engineers to install and maintain broadband technology.  Investment in 

telecommunications in the Arctic, both public and private, has also failed to keep up 

with rapidly changing technologies.  All these challenges make Arctic broadband very 

patchy, slow and expensive—and put many of its benefits out of reach of Arctic 

communities. 

These benefits are potentially great.  For example, broadband could revolutionise the 

provision of health services in the Arctic, which suffers from a severe shortage of 

doctors, nurses and other health professionals.  With fast, reliable broadband, it could 

be possible for patients in the Arctic to be examined and treated by health 

professionals based elsewhere.  Reliable broadband can also be of critical assistance in 

search-and-rescue operations in remote areas. 

The main obstacle standing in the way of deploying broadband in the Arctic is not 

technological, however.  Rather, it is the sheer cost of providing and maintaining the 

necessary telecommunications infrastructure.  The small number of domestic users in 

the Arctic, especially outside the chief Arctic settlements, makes such capital 

investment mostly unprofitable for private companies.  There is some hope that 

corporate users, such as oil and gas companies, might be willing to invest in 

broadband for their own Arctic operations.  There is even hope that new optical cables 

might be laid across the Arctic by telecommunications companies wishing to open 

shorter, faster lines between ’southern’ cities in Europe, North America and Asia. 

Yet this private investment has yet to materialise—and even if it moves beyond the 

realm of speculation, it is unclear that it would deliver general broadband access at 

affordable rates for Arctic communities.  Government investment may ultimately be 

necessary to ensure fast and reliable community broadband access.  Some Arctic States 

have committed more strongly to this goal than others, however—and in Finland, 

broadband access is considered a basic legal right.  Even so, there is concern that, no 
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matter how Arctic broadband access is funded, it may still fail to offer Arctic 

communities the relevant, local and culturally appropriate Internet content and 

services they seek, including in indigenous languages. 

At MAC Bilbao 2019, the issue of broadband connectivity in Arctic communities will 

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

may wish to bear in mind the following questions: 

• Whilst few would argue that improved broadband access in Arctic communities 

is not important, should it be considered a legal right? 

• Who should be responsible for paying for the costly infrastructure needed for 

general broadband access in the Arctic? 

• If broadband provision is left to private companies alone, can there ever be fair 

levels of access for remote Arctic communities? 

• Should Arctic States take a coordinated approach to broadband connectivity, 

and if so, how could this be squared with national priorities? 

• Will broadband deliver relevant, local and culturally appropriate content and 

services to Arctic communities, and how could this be encouraged? 

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: 
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• 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 2019, 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? 

• 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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