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Introduction

The challenge of Arctic sustainability

Given the small number of people living in the Arctic, with approximately 4 
million living along and above the polar circle, the Arctic takes up a dispropor-
tionately large amount of international attention, in particular on the part of poli-
cymakers. More and more states, including many non-Arctic nations, are creating 
Arctic-specific policy documents (Heininen, 2020). The interest in the Arctic 
can be explained in part by the global impact of the effects of climate change 
on the Arctic (from a governance perspective cf. Moe, 2020), such as the rise of 
sea levels or climate feedback loops (cf. Goosse et al., 2018), but also by a sense 
of “ opportunities for commerce and business in a warmer Arctic” (Dodds and 
Nuttall, 2016, p.119). The latter approach perceives the Arctic as a source region 
for natural resources, such as hydrocarbons (Dodds and Nuttall, 2016, p.123 et 
seq.), which themselves are a key driver of climate change. In the Arctic itself, the 
tension between the need for economic development and the protection of the 
natural environment, on which many in the Arctic depend for their livelihoods, 
can be felt most acutely. Here, sustainable development is not a lofty goal but 
essential for the continuation of many communities that are facing unprecedented 
challenges. Alongside several other efforts aimed at enhancing the sustainability 
of the economic development of the Arctic, which is sparsely populated and often 
characterized by decoupled economies (Durfee and Johnstone, 2019, p.114) and 
limited alternative income streams, the Arctic Council (AC) plays a key role in 
the efforts to achieve and promote sustainability in the Arctic. Sustainability is a 
challenge, but it is a challenge that Arctic communities or states do not need to 
face alone. This chapter aims to provide a contribution to the ongoing discourse 
on sustainable development in the Arctic within the AC.

Purpose and outline of this chapter

The purpose of this chapter is to attempt to assess the future potential of the 
AC in advancing sustainable development in the Arctic. We will look back at 
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earlier experiences of the AC, its successes, and some of the challenges it has been 
 facing, but also at potential future developments. To this end, we will first look at 
the long-term challenges the Arctic is facing today and which are likely to remain 
relevant until 2035. The two major challenges which fit this description are glo-
balization and climate change. In the next step, we will look at sustainability and 
in particular sustainable development in the Arctic as it is today. While a com-
plete overview of the issue of sustainability in the Arctic would exceed go beyond 
the scope of this chapter, we will focus on different sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) to provide the reader with snapshots of the status quo in the Arctic. The 
focus here will be on the situation of the people who live in the Arctic. From 
this close-up and human-centered approach, we will then take a step back and 
look at governance in the Arctic and in particular at the institutions involved in 
international Arctic governance. Here, we will pay particular attention to the AC 
and its work on sustainable development. This will provide the basis from which 
we will approach the core task of this chapter, when we will attempt to look into 
the future and venture an estimate of the future role of sustainability in the AC 
before concluding with a brief summary and outlook.

Expecting the unexpected

As the COVID-19 pandemic has shown, any attempt at forecasting will be 
 limited by the possibility that hard-to-predict events will occur. Events that 
appear unlikely just a short time before they actually happen, such as the pan-
demic or the end of the Cold War, can have high impacts, which can funda-
mentally alter the (geopolitical) landscape on which the AC operates. Some of 
these “wildcards” can be predictable to a certain degree, although their like-
lihood at any given time and their specific actual impact can be difficult to 
predict. Examples can include extreme natural events, like the 2004 and 2011 
earthquakes and tsunamis, or events which are likely but the details of which 
can matter a great deal. The likelihood of such disturbances may be lower in the 
Arctic than in other parts of the world, and the history of the AC shows that 
cooperation despite severe political differences is one of its key strengths. One 
reason for this is that the attention of the AC has so far been focused on issues 
that are not very sensitive from a political perspective (e.g. scientific research 
cooperation) and which have a clear practical value for everybody living in the 
Arctic (e.g. search and rescue operations).

The binding international treaties concluded by Arctic states under the auspices 
of the AC, the 2011 Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime 
Search and Rescue in the Arctic, the 2013 Agreement on Cooperation on Marine 
Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic, and the 2017 Agreement 
on Enhancing International Arctic Scientific Cooperation (see Arctic Council, 
2021) have also been accepted easily because they were not created in a vacuum. 
Instead, they have a solid basis in the work done by many experts from the differ-
ent member states in working groups and task forces. These treaties, but also the 
Central Arctic Ocean Fisheries Agreement (CAOFA; formally the Agreement 
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to Prevent Unregulated High Seas Fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean; see 
Vylegzhanin et al., 2020), have their roots in nonbinding, soft law norms, such as 
guidelines. The international legal community of the Arctic, states and non-state 
actors, in particular indigenous representative organizations, has shaped these 
norms. This increases the acceptance of the AC as a forum not only for cooper-
ation but also for the future development of international norms of Arctic Law, 
notably norms which are as politically unproblematic as those which have already 
been moved from the soft law to the hard law level.

Key challenges for the Arctic

Climate change and its impact on the Arctic

Climate change is the key factor influencing the Arctic today. While it is possible 
that action will be taken against some short-lived climate forcers, such as black 
carbon (cf. Arctic Council, 2019, p.9), and that it is not too late to act against 
climate change (cf. Herring and Lindsey, 2020), it can be assumed that climate 
change will continue to be the core challenge in the Arctic in 2035. The impact 
of climate change is not restricted to the loss of sea ice cover and volume in the 
Arctic Ocean. In the year 2035, for which this chapter is intended to provide an 
educated attempt at forecasting, the Arctic Ocean may already be largely ice-
free during the summer months. The ice sheets are losing both size and volume 
and permafrost and glaciers in the northern hemisphere are disappearing rap-
idly. Already today, the melting of permafrost is causing infrastructure problems, 
affecting roads and settlements in Canada and Russia, often cutting off local 
communities and increasing their vulnerabilities. This, in turn, can lead to more 
migration from rural to urban areas and to outmigration from the Arctic – and 
to a further loss of services for those left behind. Communities across the Arctic 
are also impacted by climate change due to their dependence on the natural envi-
ronment for food security and livelihoods: fish stocks migrate poleward as the 
oceans’ temperatures rise, providing some economic opportunities, as in the case 
of the mackerel fisheries in Iceland (Astthorsson et al., 2012). Often, however, 
these opportunities will be only short-lived and shifting between different marine 
spaces, opening up the possibility of conflicts between coastal and flag states, for 
example, in the fisheries industries.

Globalization and its impact on the Arctic

Ensuring the sustainability of economic development in the Arctic is already 
difficult because local economies in the Arctic often face structural disadvan-
tages. Traditional livelihoods remain relevant not merely out of concern for the 
preservation of local, including in particular indigenous, cultures, but also out of 
necessity, especially in fields that are directly related to the production of food, 
such as hunting, fishing, and herding. Food available in stores in remote parts of 
the Arctic is often less healthy and very expensive when put in relation to the 
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locally available purchasing power. Many Arctic communities have a strong focus 
on extractive industries and tourism, a trend which in some parts of the Arctic is 
likely to continue as the region is perceived from the outside as both a source of 
natural wealth and an “exotic” travel destination. But while the nature on which 
local communities (and in the context of tourism also local cultures and the com-
munities themselves) depend is part of the value chain, only a part of the profits 
generated by tourism or the extractive industries actually remains in the Arctic, 
for example, in the form of local tax revenue or profits by locals who provide goods 
or services. There is no uniform picture across the Arctic and situations may vary 
significantly between different Arctic nations due to differences in tax legislation 
and economic development approaches. The negative consequences in the form 
of environmental impact, however, will continue to be borne and felt by local 
communities for many years.

This is felt most acutely in the high Arctic, where nature needs a long time to 
regenerate. In many communities, the lack of alternative economic opportunities 
contributes to a loss of population due to outward migration, away from the rural 
Arctic. More recently, the widespread availability of high-speed internet in some 
parts of the Arctic and sub-Arctic and the perception of these regions as the last 
holdouts of cold temperatures (and hence lower cooling costs when compared to 
more southerly regions) have made some Arctic locations attractive destinations 
for the information technology sector, for example, data centers. Similarly, the 
emphasis on telework due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the relatively good 
internet connectivity in the Arctic allows highly trained workers to remain in or 
return to their respective Arctic communities. This, however, only applies to a 
very small part of the Arctic: the more densely populated and economically more 
developed areas.

The second contemporary impact felt in the Arctic is globalization. Like c limate 
change, it is perceived in multiple ways, as an opportunity and as a problem. Arctic 
economies depend on and benefit from globalization, with extractive industries, 
tourism, and remote work only among the most obvious examples. Because the 
Arctic does not form a coherent economic unit, the situation in Arctic regions 
is similar to that of export-dependent nations with limited domestic markets. 
Arctic economies are affected by disruptions of globalization, especially if they 
cannot tap into the economic potential of domestic markets. This problem can 
be mitigated somewhat by participation in free trade arrangements. International 
trade can, however, be disrupted due to factors that have their origins outside the 
Arctic, such as political disputes leading to the imposition of trade barriers or the 
ongoing pandemic. Globalization is a double-edged sword for Arctic economies. 
It leads to more opportunities, but not all of these opportunities provide for sus-
tainability in development. Some actually impair the ability to engage in other, 
more sustainable, ways of generating income, for example, mining, which limits 
the ability to engage in other forms of land use, such as traditional reindeer herd-
ing. Outside economic interests may lead to economic development in the Arctic 
but not necessarily in a sustainable manner. An increasing outside interest in the 
Arctic, therefore, does not remove the need for sustainability.
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Reinforcing effects of climate change and globalization

Climate change and globalization are mutually reinforcing each other. Climate 
change renders the Arctic Ocean more readily accessible, enabling an increase in 
trade. Today, many of the ships operating in the Arctic either transport raw mate-
rials such as hydrocarbons from the Arctic, use Arctic locations as tourist sites, or 
bypass Arctic coastal communities completely. More often than not, no income 
is generated in the local communities along the coast from ships that just pass by, 
but they bear the negative impacts such as the risk of oil spills and the adverse 
health effects of air pollution. These negative environmental and health impacts, 
in turn, put other sustainable economic endeavors at risk. The same is true of 
the extractive industries and tourism themselves: climate change allows for more 
extractive industries in parts of the Arctic, but the economic benefits for local 
communities are limited both in terms of the time during which income is gen-
erated and in terms of the amount received by local communities, but there are 
significant long-term costs, for example, if land or wetlands can no longer be used 
anymore after mining or due to pollution (mine runoff to rivers, etc.). Tourism is 
often seen as a cleaner alternative to extractive industries or as complementary 
to them. In many locations in the Arctic, tourism remains a seasonal business, 
the continuation of which results in long-term impacts on the environment, in 
particular in mountain and fell areas. In addition, tourism is a rather volatile 
business because it depends on external factors that are outside of local control, 
as has become apparent again during the pandemic.

Challenges for the sustainability of economic  
development in the Arctic

Extreme climates, a limited number of income streams, especially the reliance on 
extractive industries, great distances, and low population densities are just some 
of the challenges to sustainable economic development in the region (see also 
Durfee and Johnstone, 2019, p.114 et seq.). They are amplified by climate change 
and globalization. While it will not be possible to entirely overcome these chal-
lenges, a number of tools can be identified which can support Arctic communi-
ties on the local, national, and international levels to enhance the sustainability 
of economic development. In the following, we will briefly look at sustainability 
indicators in the Arctic before moving on to the role international governance 
institutions can play in supporting Arctic stakeholders and decision-makers.

Sustainable development goals and the Arctic

Sustainability is notoriously difficult to define or to measure, but the SDGs pro-
vide indicators about different potential facets of sustainability. We therefore use 
the SDGs as indicators for sustainability. In the Arctic, the SDGs are imper-
fectly realized, with some SDGs being more difficult to achieve than others. One 
important fact about the Arctic that has to be kept in mind is that there is not 
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one Arctic. While the Arctic is rich in resources but “much of the wealth leaks 
out of the region altogether” (Durfee and Johnstone, 2019, p.100), some commu-
nities in the Arctic experience extreme poverty. There are many similarities, but 
also significant differences between different parts of the Arctic, for example, 
between urban locations such as Murmansk or Rovaniemi, rural regions with lim-
ited infrastructure, and the extremely remote regions of the High Arctic. There 
is no one-size-fits-all solution when it comes to efforts to achieve the SDGs in the 
Arctic, but it is possible to identify a few areas of particular concern across all 
SDGs: Climate change (SDG 13) and pollution have significant impacts on land 
and on water (SDGs 14 and 15). The aforementioned impact of climate change 
on food security in remote communities, for example, in Qaanaaq, Greenland, 
remains an obstacle to achieving SDG 2, “zero hunger”, a problem to which private 
enterprises also contribute. Closely related to this are relative poverty (SDG 1)  
and the high cost of living in many parts of the Arctic. The January 2021 
Tuluksak incident (Zidak, 2021) also showed the wider public that even access 
to clean water (SDG 6) cannot necessarily be taken for granted in a region char-
acterized by a large number of wetlands. Access to health care services (SDG 3) 
is not only limited due to great distances and lack of infrastructure (SDG 9), but 
also because of limited human resources, such as physicians speaking indigenous 
languages. Here, digital services can provide some support for rural communities 
in the form of telemedicine. Education (SDG 4) is a field in which significant 
progress has been made in recent decades, but the options for higher education in 
indigenous languages remain limited. All too often, accessing higher education is 
associated with high cost, a need to move, and so on. These inherent limitations 
are due to great distances and lack of infrastructure. Education, however, provides 
low-hanging fruit when it comes to realizing the benefits of digitalization. Gender 
equality (SDG 5), on the other hand, is an SDG characterized by a significant 
discrepancy between the situation on paper and in reality. Many political leaders 
in Arctic countries are women and in theory, gender equality is a highly ranked 
value in many Arctic communities. These ideals contrast sharply with the actual 
reality of domestic violence, which remains a serious problem in many, including 
economically highly developed parts of the Arctic (cf. Burman and Svensson, 
2018), which relates the issue to SDG 16, justice.

While there is no uniform picture across the Arctic (cf. SDG 10), some aspects 
are encountered across the Arctic, such as a relative lack of services (cf. SDGs 
7 and 8), disconnected economies (cf. SDG 12), and outmigration (cf. SDGs 8 
and 11). One of the most notable challenges regarding the realization of SDGs in 
the Arctic is that traditional livelihoods, which are of enormous practical impor-
tance for many Arctic communities, in particular indigenous peoples, are often 
not measured in economic terms. This means that they hardly, if at all, appear in 
statistical data on the economies of Arctic regions. In addition to the aforemen-
tioned emphasis on states, noncommercial traditional livelihoods mark another 
blind spot that limits the utility of the SDGs.

Solutions are already being pursued, in particular through cooperation (cf. 
SDG 17). In the next steps, we will ask what such (international) cooperation 
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to achieve the SDGs in the Arctic looks like and what it might look like in the 
future.

Such cooperation is facilitated within regional, Arctic-specific frameworks as 
well as through global fora. In addition, there are a number of regional institutions 
and agreements which are not Arctic specific, such as the EU, the US-Mexico-
Canada Agreement, or the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement 
between the EU and Canada, which also facilitate cooperation with regard to 
the Arctic. Arctic-specific fora include, among others, the Northern Sustainable 
Development Forum (under the Northern Forum), the Barents Euro Arctic 
Council, the Barents Regional Council, the Nordic Council, and the Arctic 
Council. The AC has emerged as the key institution which brings together all 
Arctic states, while the five coastal nations of the Arctic Ocean (commonly 
referred to as A5) have occasionally cooperated with each other. In the following, 
the focus will be exclusively on the latter and its role in the promotion of sustain-
able development in the Arctic.

Sustainable development at the Arctic Council

The AC was established in 1996 and can trace its origins back to 1989, when talks 
started between the Arctic nations which would eventually lead to the  adoption 
of the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy in 1991. The eight Arctic states, 
the US, Canada, Denmark (of which Greenland and Føroyar are autonomous 
territories), Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia, are members of the 
AC. In addition, six representative organizations of indigenous peoples, the 
Aleut International Association, the Arctic Athabaskan Council, the Gwich’in 
Council International, the Inuit Circumpolar Council, the Russian Association 
of Indigenous Peoples of the North, and the Saami Council are Permanent 
Participants within the AC. A number of non-Arctic states as well as intergov-
ernmental organizations and nongovernmental organizations have sought and 
obtained observer status. This signals a growing international interest in the 
Arctic. This includes nations with long histories of Arctic research, such as Italy 
and Germany, mountain nations that share some of the challenges experienced 
in the Arctic, such as Switzerland and India, but also nations with an economic 
interest in the Arctic, such as the PRC.

The bulk of the work of the AC is organized beyond the governance  framework. 
Monitoring, assessments, and recommendations are among the science-based 
tools available to the AC (see in more detail Durfee and Johnstone, 2019, p.74 et 
seq.). Generating science-based knowledge and disseminating it are among the 
most effective approaches used by the AC. In 1998, it established the Sustainable 
Development Working Group (SDWG). The SDWG consists of a Social, 
Economic, and Cultural Expert Group as well as an Arctic Human Health Expert 
Group, thereby covering key sustainability issues. The AC’s 2017 SDWG Strategic 
Framework (Arctic Council Sustainable Development Working Group, 2017) 
covers a range of areas with which the SDWG in particular is concerned, includ-
ing the reduction of inequalities, human health, education, culture and heritage, 
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economic assessments, infrastructure, transportation, energy, water,  sanitation 
and also the role of businesses, science, and research. This broad outlook already 
highlights the parallels between the 2017 SDWG Strategic Framework and the 
SDGs.

But is it possible to extrapolate from these currently used working methods 
how the SDWG will work in the future? Given the achievements across the spec-
trum of fields in which the SDWG and the AC’s other working groups are active, 
the expert groups method is very likely to continue. This science-based approach 
has been proven successful in tackling issues of importance for the Arctic states 
and is accepted by the member states, permanent participants, and observers in 
the AC. The issues the SDWG is currently focusing on under the 2017 Strategic 
Framework are likely to remain relevant in the future (as well). In particular, 
energy and infrastructure will attract significant attention, especially with the 
increasing global interest in moving away from hydrocarbons as energy sources. 
This will have positive environmental impacts for the Arctic overall, but can lead 
to short-term challenges in those parts of the Arctic which are heavily dependent 
on the extraction of hydrocarbons. Tourism is very likely to make a comeback as 
soon as the worst challenges of the pandemic have been overcome. This, however, 
depends on conditions that can hardly be influenced by the communities which 
depend on Arctic tourism.

One issue which is already gaining more attention, and which will remain 
 topical for the foreseeable future, is human health. In several Arctic countries, 
there is already an increasing focus on the concept of “One Health” (cf. Ruscio 
et al., 2015), a growing interest that has been accelerated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic (cf. de Garine-Wichatitsky et al., 2020), understanding environmental pro-
tection, animal health, and human health as part of the same set of challenges. 
The AC has long been pursuing human health from multiple perspectives and 
the SDWG has already been active in the field of mental health and suicide pre-
vention, which makes it well placed to also approach human health issues in a 
holistic manner, and at the time of writing, there is already a One Health project 
at SDWG.

Another area of concern of growing importance for sustainable development 
in the Arctic is digitalization. Providing fast and fair access to the internet every-
where is essential for the participation of Arctic residents in the global digital 
economy. The work of the Arctic Council Task Force on Improved Connectivity 
in the Arctic is a good example of how the AC can react to new challenges. This 
will enable the AC to advise on related issues such as cybersecurity. Through this 
work, providing information to its member states, the AC can contribute to the 
equitable provision of access to high tech (artificial intelligence, space applica-
tions, etc.) also for small and medium-sized enterprises, which continue to play 
an important role for local economies in many parts of the Arctic. This is a good 
example of how the AC creates real value for Arctic communities. Like the inclu-
sion of indigenous peoples’ voices in decision-making processes, the emphasis on 
knowledge sharing is part of the core identity of the AC, which already provides 
access to high-value scientific information. It has neither the infrastructure nor 
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budget to actually create high tech. In so far, it differs from technical i nstitutions 
such as the European Space Agency (ESA), which cooperates with the EU and 
provides open access Copernicus satellite data for commercial use (European 
Space Agency, 2021), which, in turn, is also being used in Arctic contexts, for 
example, when determining sea ice coverage, in the monthly reports published 
by the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts, an independent 
organization which utilizes the Copernicus data (see, e.g., European Centre for 
Medium-Range Weather Forecasts, 2021).

The AC’s working groups not only provide technical information or raw data 
but reports which, according to Durfee and Johnstone, “are highly regarded as 
authoritative and impartial assessments of the state of the Arctic” (Durfee and 
Johnstone, 2019, p.75) and support the Senior Arctic Officials who meet in the 
AC with recommendations for policies (ibid., p.74).

The AC is not an intergovernmental organization (ibid., p.78), nor does it have 
international legal subjectivity (ibid., p.78), but it has great practical relevance 
for the governance of the region (ibid.). Within the limitations of its mandate, in 
particular concerning the sharing of knowledge, the AC can make contributions 
to the sustainable development efforts by different Arctic actors. The emphasis on 
knowledge is also important for building a basis fundament for future generations 
in the Arctic by facilitating high-level education and access to information. While 
the creation and operation of educational institutions are seen as a national and 
local task, educational institutions in the Arctic already have a tradition of coop-
eration, for example, through the University of the Arctic. Digitalization and 
cooperation across borders can contribute to closing the gap which still persists in 
the non-urban parts of the Arctic. Education, one of the SDGs (SDG 4), is essen-
tial for ensuring the sustainability of development across different fields. Today, 
utilizing educational opportunities usually requires physical relocation to cities. 
Digitalization makes education accessible of location, thereby reducing the risk 
of outward migration away from rural and remote areas (which, in turn, impacts 
sustainability efforts). Through its efforts in the field of digitalization, the AC 
therefore also has a positive influence on access to education. Also, in addition to 
the explicitly sustainability-related work of the SDWG, the work accomplished in 
other working groups, for example, concerning the protection of the natural envi-
ronment, is closely connected to sustainable development. Sustainability requires 
a view of the big picture and a capacity to pay attention to detail when and wher-
ever needed. Not all activities of the AC related to sustainable development are 
labeled as such.

Potential future roles for the Arctic Council

This holistic way of addressing sustainability issues is also promising when it comes 
to potential future developments. By providing space for different aspects, topics, 
and perspectives, the AC maintains the inclusiveness it already has in terms of 
its organization, for example, by including indigenous representative organiza-
tions. By opening the door to non-Arctic observer states, the AC recognizes the 
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interconnectedness of the Arctic and the interests of non-Arctic states without 
relinquishing control over its internal working processes.

In recent years, there has been a trend toward a “legalization” of Arctic 
 governance and soft law guidelines have been turned into legally binding hard 
law norms. This can be seen not only in the context of the Polar Code or the 
CAOFA, both of which had nonbinding soft law predecessor texts. Binding norms 
were created outside the “Arctic Council system”, a term coined by Molenaar 
(2012), both of which had nonbinding, soft law, predecessor documents, but also 
within the work of the AC. The three treaties associated with the AC have been 
created on the scientific basis within the aforementioned system provided by the 
AC. These norms were not created by the AC but were negotiated by the member 
states under the umbrella of the AC, benefiting from the input by permanent 
participants and observers. This strategy is not new but has been built over the 
course of several chairmanships of the AC in the first two decades of the 21st 
century. The international treaties created by the state based on the work under-
taken within the AC system have not been made by the AC but by the member 
states. This step-by-step approach, building consensus to create legal norms on 
the fundament provided by scientific research, which includes not only states but 
also permanent participants and allows for input from observer organizations and 
observer states, appears to be sustainable insofar as it is independent of day-to-day 
politics and, in fact, also largely independent of the organizational structure of 
the AC.

However, it seems unlikely that binding treaties will be used any time soon 
to advance sustainability in the Arctic. Barring major political and economic 
disruptions on the same scale as the integration of Western European economies 
in the decades after World War II, which currently appear highly unlikely, it 
seems reasonable to assume that there will not be a binding international treaty 
explicitly forcing change toward sustainability as such. In order to be meaningful 
in practice, sustainability will have to be realized on the local level. Top-down 
efforts can support the move toward more sustainability but actual change has 
to be implemented locally. Most importantly, economic development is a sen-
sitive issue for nation-states. The states of the Arctic are no exception in this 
regard and this view is also supported by international law; the right to self- 
determination of peoples also contains a right to economic self-determination. 
It is highly unlikely that Arctic states will accept binding international legal 
rules having an explicit direct impact on their domestic economic development. 
What does appear feasible in the next 15 years is the development of more spe-
cific sets of soft law norms which contribute to sustainability in economic devel-
opment in the Arctic without imposing strict obligations. Such a development, 
which would likely build on existing soft law tools such as the SDGs, would be 
in line with prior developments in the Arctic: similar to the earlier processes 
in the Arctic which led to the treaties created under the auspices of the AC, 
the Polar Code or the CAOFA, such soft law norms may eventually lead to the 
adoption of specific treaties. As far as economic development is concerned, the 
adoption of hard norms seems highly unlikely, but there is a potential to advance 
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from soft law to hard law if the  member states feel that the political conditions 
for this are right.

Hard law, however, may not even be needed to advance sustainability in the 
Arctic. This is evidenced by the fact that the AC’s own working methods regard-
ing sustainable development are in themselves sustainable. In principle, there is 
no reason to assume that the current present methods would not also work in 
the future, especially because the AC has long enabled cooperation despite sig-
nificant political differences and under difficult circumstances. Barring a truly 
massive change of circumstances in the form of highly unlikely events with a 
very serious impact, the AC’s success story is likely to continue. Such a “black 
swan”, to use a term made prominent by Taleb (2007), events could include an 
armed conflict in the Arctic or a failed state situation in an Arctic state. Such 
events are theoretically possible but highly unlikely. What cannot be excluded 
is that conflicts elsewhere might have spillover effects on the Arctic. While such 
cooperation, despite differences frequently practiced in the Arctic, is politically 
easier in areas in the common interest and not very politicized, for example, sci-
entific cooperation, economic and political dimensions of sustainability may to 
some extent restrict the willingness to cooperate. As sustainability leads to better 
well-being, security, safety, and prosperity of the people living in the Arctic, this is 
an area in which agreement is possible. As the differences concerning the origins 
and consequences of climate change at the 2019 Arctic Council Ministerial in 
Rovaniemi (cf. Koivurova, 2020) have shown, governments have different visions 
for the economic future of the Arctic and sustainability is not necessarily always 
the first priority. Sustainability requires a long-term outlook. Even a major disrup-
tion of the current global economic system on a scale far exceeding the impact of 
the 2008/2009 economic crisis or the COVID-19 pandemic, maybe one triggered 
by faster-than-imagined extreme climate disruptions, would not make the issue of 
sustainability irrelevant – quite the contrary. Sustainability remains a challenge 
for future generations.

For the mid-term, until around 2035, such major disruptions seem unlikely. 
The AC’s previous work has continued despite major challenges such as Russia’s 
wars in Georgia and Ukraine, the challenges of the former administration in 
Washington, and significant disagreements over climate change. While the AC 
continues to function, there are lessons to be learned for the future (cf. Koivurova, 
2020). While the upcoming Russian chairmanship of the AC may lead to new 
questions, these are unlikely to have an impact across the board but might be 
limited to issues, for example, security. Despite major political differences and 
“challenges” (Kalinichenko et al., 2019, p.108, cf. also ibid., p.111) concerning the 
implementation of international law by the Russian Federation, it is unlikely that 
the AC will be irreparably damaged during the Russian chairmanship of the AC. 
By emphasizing soft law (Schramm, 2020, p.50) and focusing on what Wilson 
Rowe calls “low-political” (Wilson Rowe, 2018, p.93) issues, the Arctic states have 
created what might be considered a failsafe mechanism that has the potential 
to protect the international cooperation in the Arctic and the work happening 
under the umbrella of the AC.
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As long as this minimum commitment by all Arctic states is a given, there is 
reason for optimism about the future of the AC. From almost informal (Schramm, 
2020, p.49), environmental, and scientific (Hønneland, 2020, p.154) beginnings, 
the AC has evolved into a forum that begins to resemble a more classical intergov-
ernmental organization, albeit without actually becoming one while maintaining 
a strong role for nongovernmental participants (Koivurova and Heinämäki, 2006). 
The limited role of the organization itself, the space it gives to members and per-
manent participants, but also the inclusion of non-Arctic actors in debates, but 
their exclusion from decision-making can be seen as an organizational advantage: 
while the AC as a forum is fairly open, for example, to observer states, binding 
rules are not made by the AC but in the traditional form of multilateral treaties 
between the Arctic states which are the member states of the AC.

Conclusions and outlook

As an institution, the AC itself gives every indication of functioning as effectively 
as before long beyond 2035. It not only has a future as a forum, but it also has 
the potential to grow as a decision-making entity, provided it remains true to its 
established modus operandi and that it is neither exhausted by demands of Arctic 
or non-Arctic actors nor hampered by lack of commitment on the part of Arctic 
states and permanent participants. The same positive outlook applies to the way 
the AC addresses sustainability issues. Its approach, science-informed governance 
through soft and hard law with a focus on issues that are practically relevant for 
the people who live in the Arctic and which transcend political considerations, 
can allow the AC to be a role model or at least an example for regional coopera-
tion elsewhere, in particular in parts of the world where cooperation has not met 
expectations despite shared concerns.

Sustainability will remain a key concern for the AC also by 2035. Efforts to 
achieve and promote sustainable development in the Arctic will continue at that 
time. While many challenges will be similar to the way they present themselves 
now, some will hopefully have been overcome while new challenges are likely to 
emerge, in particular as climate change continues to impact the Arctic. The AC 
has the tools needed to address these challenges. Neither today nor in 2035, how-
ever, should it be expected to be able to solve all problems. The AC will continue 
to contribute to Arctic governance, not just in the form of governance through 
regulation but also by providing governance through the sharing of scientific 
knowledge. It will, however, only be as strong as the commitment of its member 
states. In the future, as today, the AC’s effectiveness will depend on them.

December 2021

Ex-post reflections

When we wrote the chapter “International Governance Facilitating Sustainable 
Development in the Arctic – The Arctic Council as a Multi-Role Actor 
and Forum” in 2021, it was with a conception of the AC as a success story for 
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international cooperation. Since then, the escalation of Russia’s war against 
Ukraine has dramatically impacted international cooperation, also in the Arctic. 
As a result of Russia’s invasion, the AC has put on hold all meetings since early 
March 2022. Since then, relations between Russia and the West have deteriorated 
markedly, already leading to Finland and Sweden seeking to join North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO). This does not mean that international coopera-
tion for Arctic governance has come to an end; we consider it highly likely that 
cooperation between the seven Western Arctic states is going to continue, but 
the future form of international Arctic governance is, for the moment, uncertain. 
While cooperation with Russia does not appear feasible at the moment, it is pos-
sible that this future cooperation will happen within the framework of a revised 
version of the AC. What is certain is that sustainable development will continue 
to remain a challenge for the Arctic. As one of the concerns that are shared 
throughout the circumpolar north, sustainable development suggests itself as an 
issue for cooperation across borders and the AC, in particular its SDWG has made 
significant contributions to the advancement of sustainable development in the 
region. This knowledge, these experiences, and the connections that have been 
forged over years are too valuable for Arctic states to give them up at this time.

May 24, 2022
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