Mr Chairman
Senator Lisa Murkowski
Distinguished parliamentarians
Ladies and gentlemen
I am very pleased to have this opportunity to update you on the work of the Arctic Council, and I am looking forward to hearing more about how you, the parliamentarians of the Arctic countries, view the situation in this region. 
The current chair of the Arctic Council, the Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Jonas Gahr Støre, is unfortunately unable to attend this conference. However, it gives me great pleasure to represent him here in Fairbanks; this is in fact my very first visit to Alaska.
The timing of the conference is excellent, as the Senior Arctic Officials will soon start to sum up this chairmanship and plan for the next one. The six Working Groups will present their draft reports and recommendations to the SAO meeting in November. Discussions on the Ministerial Declaration and the Senior Arctic Officials’ Report to Ministers will start soon afterwards. The Ministerial Meeting itself will take place in Tromsø, Norway, on 28–29 April next year.
During this conference you will hear interventions on many of the issues on the Arctic Council’s agenda. I will therefore not go into these in detail, but will try to give you an overview of the priorities and general direction of the Arctic Council’s work. 
Ladies and gentlemen
Climate change issues continue to be at the very top of the Council’s agenda. There are currently three major projects related to this area.
The first is the SWIPA project (Snow, Water, Ice and Permafrost in the Arctic), which is mapping the status and consequences of the retreat of the Arctic sea ice, the melting of the Greenland ice sheet and the changes in Arctic permafrost and snow cover.
Both physical changes and impacts on human life will be examined. The final report will be presented to the Ministerial Meeting in 2011, and a progress report will be submitted to the Ministers next spring. I should also mention that the expert report on the Greenland ice sheet will be presented at the Conference of Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in Copenhagen in December 2009. 
The second major climate project is on three short-lived pollutants, also called non-CO2 drivers of climate change: black carbon, methane and tropospheric ozone. Recent research indicates that these pollutants may have a major effect on Arctic warming. Reducing them could slow the rate of Arctic warming and ice melting relatively effectively, and could possibly help to prevent near-term climate tipping points.

Two workshops have already been held by other institutions on these pollutants, and another workshop – which will be organised by the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP) – will be held in September. In addition, this topic will be on the agenda of the Arctic Council meeting at political level in Norway in October, which I will say more about later.

The third project is on adaptation, a topic that is both of great importance to the Council and high on the agenda of the indigenous peoples of the Arctic. It was initiated by the Sustainable Development Working Group, at the request of the Ministers, and is seeking to identify and share adaptation expertise, best practices and possible actions that are tailored to the needs and conditions of the Arctic. A workshop on vulnerability and adaptation to climate change in the Arctic will be held in October, which will bring together leading experts, policy makers, representatives of Arctic Council working groups and key stakeholders to prepare recommendations for future work.
Ladies and gentlemen, turning now to sustainable development:
In 2007, the Norwegian Government drew up an integrated management plan for the Norwegian part of the Barents Sea and the sea areas off the Lofoten Islands. It provides a framework for the sustainable management of marine resources and for ensuring viable coexistence between new and old industries.
This plan inspired the Norwegian chairmanship to propose a project to identify best practices in ecosystem-based ocean management in the Arctic. The report is expected to be published this autumn. Meanwhile, the draft report and lessons learned – listed as best practices – will be discussed at an international workshop in October. I would also like to mention that the University of the Arctic is now developing a course on ecosystem-based ocean management on the basis of this project.

There are still health disparities between indigenous and non-indigenous populations in many areas of the Arctic. Many indigenous populations suffer from serious health problems, a number of which are due to rapid modernisation and associated social and cultural change in their communities.

There is no easy solution to this situation. We are however pleased to note the increased cooperation between experts on Arctic human health, and the establishment of the Arctic Human Health Expert Group, which will advance knowledge and support circumpolar communities in developing practical responses to the human health impacts of social change.

Ladies and gentlemen
When I addressed the Standing Committee of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region at their meeting in Rovaniemi in February, I mentioned that disagreement had arisen between Members over the AMAP Oil and Gas Assessment overview report and recommendations. I am happy to report that this has now been sorted out and that the documents have been released for publication and will be distributed within two weeks.
The report clearly demonstrates the vulnerability of Arctic ecosystems, and calls for the strictest regulations on operations involving drilling and emergency response equipment. It also calls for an update of the Arctic Offshore Oil and Gas Guidelines with this in view. The guidelines were first formulated in 1997 and revised in 2002. Work on a second revision has now begun. These guidelines are non-binding and intended to ensure common policy and practice. They do not, however, prevent individual countries from setting stricter standards, where appropriate.
Turning now to Arctic monitoring:
At the last Ministerial, Ministers urged all Members to maintain and extend long-term monitoring of climate change in all parts of the Arctic. Furthermore they requested AMAP to cooperate with other working groups, the International Arctic Science Committee and other partners in creating a network for Arctic monitoring. Initial discussions were held in Tromsø in January, and the Sustaining Arctic Observing Networks (SAON) group, which is made up of 13 international partners, has been established. The group will develop recommendations to the Ministers on how to achieve long-term Arctic-wide observing activities “that provide free, open and timely access to high quality data that will realise pan-Arctic and global value-added services and provide societal benefits”.
We hope that the SAON project will provide us with the monitoring network we need for knowledge-based conservation and sustainable management of the Arctic.

Ladies and gentlemen
The International Polar Year is a major, international research programme involving thousands of scientists. The results of this research effort is of great value for the Arctic Council.

Early this year, the Norwegian chairmanship therefore presented a proposal on maximising the IPY legacy with regard to the societal application of research findings, maintaining an Arctic observing network, ensuring access for scientists to Arctic areas (especially Russia) and increasing circum-Arctic scientific cooperation and funding.
Since our proposal was not accepted by all the SAOs, we decided to implement the project together with the Members who were interested and the IPY Secretariat. We intend to present the preliminary results at the SAO meeting in November. The project includes a scoping study of these issues to identify where the Arctic Council should pay special attention. It will culminate in a workshop for preparing recommendations to the Arctic Council.
Time does not allow me to give you a full picture of ongoing Arctic Council projects and activities. Yesterday, however, Mr. Lawson Brigham gave you an update on the Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment, which will be a major deliverable to the next Ministerial Meeting.
For the sake of good order let me also mention that good progress is being made on the Intergrated Hazardous Waste Management Strategy as well as on developing the Project Support Instrument, to which Russia at the last SAO meeting committed to allocate 2 mill euros annually the next 5 years, provided there is commensurate input from other members.
Ladies and gentlemen
During the past few years, interest in Arctic issues has increased considerably, also on the part of non-Arctic states. One of the reasons for this is the evident and rapid decrease of the Arctic sea ice cover, which is opening up new opportunities for Arctic shipping and access to natural resources and the Arctic in general. The International Polar Year has also drawn a good deal of attention to developments in this part of the world.
Increased attention is also being directed to legal issues and the question of a possible need for a new legal instrument for the Arctic. On this point, let me draw your attention to the declaration issued by the US, Canada, Russia, Denmark/Greenland and Norway in Ilulissat, Greenland, in May, concluding that the Law of the Sea Convention fully satisfies our needs in this regard.
The increased interest in the Arctic has also led to more applications for observer status. Last year we received applications from China and Italy, and in May this year from South Korea. The Rules of Procedure state that observer status in the Arctic Council may be granted to non-Arctic states, intergovernmental organisations and non-governmental organisations that, in the Council’s view, could contribute to its work. However, further criteria are needed both for how to consider applications and on the role observers should play within the Council. The SAOs have started a discussion on these questions, and we hope to present our recommendations to the next Ministerial. 
Ladies and gentlemen
Mr Støre, the current chair, believes that strong involvement at political level is crucial for meeting the challenges we face in the Arctic.
State Secretary Elisabeth Walaas has therefore invited certain deputy ministers of member and observer countries, the SAOs, the Permanent Participants and certain international experts and key players to a meeting in Tromsø in October. The meeting will focus on new scientific findings on Arctic climate change and the regional and global consequences of these, the implications of decreased sea-ice cover for cooperation on Arctic search and rescue operations and the ongoing work to update the guidelines for Arctic oil and gas activities.
Madam (?) Chair, ladies and gentlemen
There is full agreement among Members and Permanent Participants that the Arctic Council has an important role to play in meeting today’s many challenges in the High North. The mandate given to the Norwegian chairmanship at Salekhard two years ago was therefore an ambitious one. We are doing our best to fulfil expectations. 
However, in order to reach the objectives the Council has set itself, a close dialogue with you, the parliamentarians of the Arctic countries, is essential. I will therefore take careful note of your views and comments and bring your input back to the Council.
Thank you.
