



Concept Note

Project on Arctic and Transboundary Issues

Global Benefits of a Healthy Arctic Environment:  A healthy Arctic environment provides essential local, regional and global benefits.  The world’s climate is moderated by Arctic cold.  Polar sea ice and the adjacent snow cover on land reflect a significant amount of solar radiation back into space, cooling the planet.  Arctic living resources are essential parts of indigenous peoples’ diets and way of life, and are part of local and regional ecosystems.  The remarkable natural beauty of the Arctic has made it a major tourist destination.  The Arctic’s indigenous peoples have unique cultures and heritage, and contribute valuable knowledge related to the Arctic natural environment. Effective management and protection of the Arctic and its resources is essential to ensure that these benefits continue.  

The Rapidly Changing Arctic Environment:  The Arctic environment is changing rapidly in ways that may affect the natural environment and give rise to greater human access and intervention in the region.  The Arctic climate is warming rapidly.  As a result, Arctic ecological zones are beginning to shift.  Thawing of the ground is already disrupting transportation, buildings and other infrastructure.  Indigenous human communities are likewise facing major economic and cultural changes and are impacted by contaminants transported from other regions.  Many coastal communities and facilities face increasing exposure to shoreline erosion and storms.   Warming soils and water will release methane and other gases that will contribute to global warming.  

Regional and Global Implications:  The drivers of these changes come from both inside and outside the Arctic, and their consequences will have regional and world-wide impacts.  Melting land ice, glaciers and ice sheets, particularly on Greenland, will contribute to global sea level rise.  The warming Arctic may threaten to alter global weather patterns and ocean circulation.  There will be greater human access to the Arctic region, giving rise to greater maritime transport, tourism and exploitation of natural resources, such as oil and gas, minerals and fisheries.  Animal species’ diversity, ranges and distribution are changing.   The habitat, food supplies and migratory routes of a significant number of migratory birds, marine and other species for which the Arctic provides essential habitat are being disrupted.  Greater human access to the region will call for increased efforts to enhance maritime safety, prevent oil spills and other sources of pollution, protect regional and local plant and animal species and engage and support indigenous peoples.  In order to effectively address these regional and global impacts, actions both within and outside the Arctic region will be required.  

UNEP’s Environmental Responsibilities:  As the principal United Nations body in the field of the environment, UNEP assists governments to address national, regional and global environmental problems.  UNEP has a well-recognized mandate to keep the environment under review and provide scientific information to governments and to other stakeholders.
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Among international organizations UNEP has a unique convening authority by which it brings governments together to identify critical environmental issues and promote regional and global collaboration to address them.  UNEP has employed this authority to bring countries to the table to build consensus and forge international programs and agreements.

UNEP’s Governing Council Decisions on the Arctic:  In 2003, UNEP’s Governing Council requested the UNEP Executive Director to increase the organization’s engagement in Arctic issues by requesting the Executive Director “to provide continuous assessments and early warning on emerging issues related to the Arctic environment, in particular the impacts on the global environment,” working in close cooperation with the Arctic Council, Arctic parliamentarians, Arctic indigenous peoples and the private sector.   

In 2008, the Governing Council encouraged UNEP “to cooperate, as requested, with the Arctic Council, relevant Multilateral Environmental Agreements and other relevant regional and international bodies, as appropriate,” in addressing the identified, urgent, needs for action to address the growing concerns about the vulnerability of the Arctic environment to impacts from climate change and accelerating development. 

Current UNEP Activities in the Arctic

In implementing the 2010-11 Programme of Work UNEP’s programme offices are collaborating with GRID Arendal, UNEP’s Polar Collaborating Centre, to carry out a number of activities related to polar issues, some of which are conducted in close cooperation with the Arctic Council’s working groups.  Among them are (1) collaboration on the production of a UNEP global mercury assessment report as a contribution to the negotiation of a global legally binding instrument on mercury; (2) an integrated assessment of black carbon and tropospheric ozone focusing on Arctic and Himalayan region impacts;  (3) an assessment of the impacts of climate change and land-use change on nomadic pastoralist and their adaptation options and opportunities; and (4) publication of an Arctic biodiversity assessment, “Protecting Arctic Biodiversity: Strengths and limitations of environmental agreements.”  UNEP is also an Observer on the Arctic Council and collaborates in a number of the Council’s Working Group projects.

A number of UNEP multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs), intergovernmental programs and regional cooperation initiatives have potential application in the Arctic, including those dealing with endangered and migratory species, transboundary movement of hazardous wastes, biological diversity, land-based sources of marine pollution, and persistent organic pollutants.

UNEP has a specific and long-standing responsibility to consult and cooperate closely with the Indigenous Peoples and their Communities, one of nine Major Groups, in all regions, including the Arctic.  UNEP seeks to engage these groups at the policy level by taking into account their knowledge and views and incorporating them into UNEP’s programme of work.

Surveying Ways to Further Assist Governments to Address Arctic Issues:  Pursuant to its existing mandate, UNEP wishes to ascertain where it might best serve governments and other stakeholders to identify and address environmental  issues in the Arctic region and the linkages between Arctic and global issues.  To this end UNEP plans to consult with Arctic country governments, key multilateral entities such as the Arctic Council and the International Maritime Organization, indigenous peoples and civil society.




Potential Areas for UNEP Contributions  

Based upon UNEP’s mandate and the global implications summarized above, the following are examples of areas where UNEP could contribute to addressing environmental issues related to the changing Arctic:

· Scientific assessment and outreach.  The Arctic Council working groups are already engaged in a number of assessments.  UNEP could assist in linking these assessments to broader global initiatives.  In outreach, UNEP could assist in incorporating Arctic research into global reports and help explain why changes in the Arctic have implications for other regions of the world.  

· Science-Policy Interface.  UNEP can also reinforce cooperation between scientists and policy makers to ensure that research informs policymaking for the benefit of all stakeholders.

· Evaluating and identifying ways to improve the effectiveness of relevant Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) and other environmental initiatives in the Arctic.  As noted above, a number of UNEP MEAs and other programs have potential application in the Arctic.  UNEP could undertake work to strengthen the relevance of such agreements and programs in the Arctic, in close collaboration with existing initiatives such as those of the Arctic Council.  

· Developing initiatives to ensure the sustainability of human activities in the Arctic, e.g., with respect to tourism, shipping and exploitation of natural resources.  UNEP has successfully worked with governments, the private sector and civil society on sustainability initiatives and could do so in sectors likely to be active in the Arctic.

· Considering how to address impacts on migratory species and their management. As Arctic ecosystems shift, UNEP could play a role in convening global and regional discussions to identify changing patterns of migration and helping to shape management and policy frameworks required to address them.

· Strengthen the linkages between the Arctic Council’s working group on the Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) and UNEP’s Regional Seas Programme.  UNEP might seek to work with relevant governments and stakeholders to find areas of possible collaboration between PAME and UNEP’s Global Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans. 

· Strengthening consultation with indigenous peoples and civil society.  UNEP may be able to play a role in holding consultations with Arctic indigenous peoples and civil society organizations to identify areas of potential policy input and collaboration related to the changing Arctic environment and its global implications.

· Employing UNEP’s governmental convening authority to address Arctic environmental issues.  At the request of governments, UNEP could use its unique convening authority to provide a forum for bringing together governments and other stakeholders to identify and discuss critical environmental issues in the Arctic and assist in promoting regional and/or global collaboration to address them.
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