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Time for Action on Climate Change 

A Statement by Arctic Indigenous Peoples

To Arctic Indigenous Peoples, the message in the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA) is clear and stark: human-induced global climate change is happening in the Arctic now and will accelerate in decades ahead with dramatic and widespread impacts, effects and consequences.

With summer sea-ice reduced by the end of the century to a remnant in the vicinity of the North Pole; the projected decrease and possible disappearance of polar bears, walrus, and some species of seals; disruptions to the migratory patterns of caribou and loss of reindeer habitat; the possible disappearance of traditional fisheries; and wholesale changes to coastal zones, permafrost and treed areas, and settlement patterns; the ways of life of Arctic residents, particularly Indigenous Peoples, are at risk. Global climate change will drive and determine social and economic development throughout this vast region in the 21st Century and beyond. What is to be done about it is the challenge of our times.

To Arctic Indigenous Peoples climate change is a cultural issue. We have survived in a harsh environment for thousands of years by listening to its cadence and adjusting to its rhythms. We are part of the environment and if, as a result of global climate change, the species of animals upon which we depend are greatly reduced in number or location or even disappear, we, as peoples would become endangered as well. 

For some years we have seen and reported environmental and social impacts of global climate change. Climate change is already threatening our ways of life and poses everyday, practical questions, such as when and where to go hunting, and when and when not to travel. Indeed, the findings of the ACIA show that the Arctic climate is changing twice as fast as that of the rest of the world. There is very little time for Indigenous Peoples and the resources on which we depend to adjust and adapt.

Worldwide ecological impacts that result from global climate change are first noticeable in the circumpolar North, explaining why this region is often characterized as the globe's "barometer" of environmental health. It is also why in 2003 the Governing Council of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) called for increased monitoring in the Arctic. Alteration of the Arctic climate is very likely to affect the rest of the world through increased sea levels and increased warming of lower latitudes causing major economic and social disruption. What is happening to us now will occur to others further south in years to come.

Our environmental observations are supported in the ACIA. Our traditional knowledge – incorporating historic and contemporary observations – complements science-based observations. Both are reported in the ACIA, a unique and important feature of this assessment.

This four-year, multi-million dollar assessment concludes that global climate change is already causing measurable and significant impacts in the Arctic. The best available computer models developed in Canada, the United Kingdom, United States, and western Europe all project more rapid climate change in the Arctic than any other region on Earth. 

In the face of climate change we will defend our cultures and ways of life by actively participating in concerted efforts to reduce human-induced causes of climate change. We encourage the Arctic states singly and collectively through the Arctic Council to help us to do so. It is of central importance that the Arctic states, armed with the ACIA, set an example to the world by reducing significantly their own emissions of greenhouse gases.

Climate change of the magnitude projected by the ACIA requires urgent, timely, and concerted actions by all countries using both domestic and international law. We have the tools: the Montreal Protocol, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Convention on Biological Diversity, and the Stockholm POPs Convention can all mitigate environmental damage to Arctic regions, protecting us and our age-old cultures. But we need to hone these tools and make sure they are applied to address Arctic concerns. To that end we call upon the eight Arctic countries to jointly sponsor the following addition to the preamble of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change:

Acknowledging that climate change is amplified in high latitudes, raising questions of cultural health and survival for Arctic Indigenous Peoples who rely heavily on the natural environment;

By sponsoring this addition to the framework convention, Arctic states would be defending the interests of their northern citizens. By adopting the statement the world would acknowledge the special place of the Arctic and its residents in the ongoing global debate on climate change.

In addition, we recommend that:

· Arctic states inject Arctic perspectives, as outlined in the ACIA, into the heart of the ongoing global debate on the impacts and effects of global climate change;

· Arctic states assist Arctic Indigenous peoples bring their views, perspectives, and recommendations to international institutions mandated to combat the impacts and effects of global climate change;

· Arctic states adopt and implement as a matter of urgency strategies to reduce the emission of greenhouse gases and to enhance carbon sinks; 

· Arctic states encourage Arctic Indigenous peoples to adapt to and manage the impacts of climate change by equipping them with information and budgets, by acknowledging their authority to make decisions to protect and promote their ways of life, and by working closely with their representative organizations; and

· The Arctic Council instruct AMAP, CAFF, and the Sustainable Development Working Group to propose an ACIA follow-up research agenda.

More than 250 scientists from 15 countries prepared the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment. Many worked closely with us, particularly Dr. Robert Corell who chaired the exercise. We thank them all and recommend the assessment to Arctic Council Ministers for their serious consideration. 
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