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Mr Chair, colleagues and friends,

It is a true pleasure to be able to address you as the chair of the Standing Committee at this 8th Arctic Parliamentary Conference in Fairbanks. Thank you, Senator Murkowski, for taking the responsibility to host the Conference and for bringing us to Alaska, and Fairbanks. We greatly appreciate your participation in the Arctic parliamentary cooperation and your commitment to Arctic issues.

The University of Alaska in Fairbanks is an excellent venue for the Conference. The close contact between Arctic political cooperation and the science community in the Arctic is one of the cornerstones of Arctic cooperation. As recently as 28th February this year the Standing Committee of Arctic Parliamentarians and the University of the Arctic arranged a joint seminar together in Rovaniemi. I had the pleasure of chairing the seminar together with Professor Steven Jones, the Chancellor of the University of Fairbanks. (If present: It’s a pleasure to be here at your University and I’m most grateful for your generous hospitality.) The seminar in Rovaniemi was a resounding success and the relationship between the Arctic parliamentarians and the University of the Arctic remains as close and productive as ever.  

The two main tasks for the Standing Committee of Arctic Parliamentarians are to work to implement the Conference Statement from the last conference and to prepare the next.  In my speech today I will give you a report of the activities of the Standing Committee since the last Arctic Parliamentary Conference, held in Kiruna in August 2006. Based upon my experiences I would also like to share some thoughts and perspectives with you regarding future Arctic cooperation. 

Mr. Chair,

To be able to promote the implementation of the Kiruna Statement, a close dialogue with the Arctic Council is essential. At its first meeting after Kiruna, the Committee met the Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mr Støre, who had recently taken over as Chair of the Arctic Council. The Committee was introduced to the Chairmanship program of Norway and was able to present and discuss the conclusions from Kiruna directly with Mr. Støre. 

In subsequent committee meetings, a close dialogue with the Norwegian Chairmanship has been important; both to be informed about the current work of the Arctic Council and to reiterate the conclusions in the Kiruna Statement. I would like to take this opportunity to thank the Norwegian Chairmanship for its contribution to the constructive and good cooperation that developed between us. We look forward to continuing and further improving this cooperation with the incoming Danish Chairmanship of the Arctic Council. 

One of the main topics of the conference in Kiruna was the legal regime governing the Arctic. Together with UNEP Grid-Arendal, the Committee hosted a seminar on “Multilateral Environmental Agreements and their relevance for the Arctic” in September 2006. The seminar was a direct follow-up of the Kiruna Statement, its intention being to gain an overview of the environmental agreements relevant to the Arctic. 

To further follow-up on this topic, I met the Chief of the Treaty Section in the UN, Ms Annebeth Rosenboom, to propose that UN treaties relevant to the Arctic should become part of the UN Annual Treaty Event. As a result of this, the UN Secretary-General agreed to have treaties relevant to the International Polar Year included in the list of treaties in this year’s Annual Treaty Event. 

I also had meetings with representatives from other divisions in the UN, including the Sustainable Development Division and indigenous peoples’ representatives.  

To further visualize Arctic challenges to the UN system, the Committee hosted the seminar “The Arctic – A barometer for global climate change” in the UN on 4th June this year. The seminar gathered around 80 participants, and responses afterwards have especially come from small island states which will feel the consequences of the rise in sea level as a result of the melting ice. 

It is essential to make these connections between what is happening in the Arctic and its relevance to the rest of the world clear. I would like to thank the Norwegian Permanent Mission to the UN for the practical assistance they provided in preparing the meeting, and the Norwegian ambassador for chairing the meeting. 

Based on our experience of working with the UN, I would encourage the Arctic Council to involve the different UN bodies more closely in its cooperation, especially with regard to the impending climate negotiations in Copenhagen in December 2009. 

The development of the Northern Dimension in the European Union has been high on the agenda of the Standing Committee. 

As the Northern Dimension has developed into a partnership between the EU, Norway, Iceland and Russia (with Canada and the US as observers), the Standing Committee participated at the Northern Dimension Parliamentary Conference in February 2007. 

The main objective of the Committee is to ensure that the Northern Dimension policy has a strong Arctic dimension. The European Parliament is in the process of preparing the first Northern Dimension Parliamentary Forum, which is expected to take place in the spring of 2009. I believe the Standing Committee must play a constructive role in the preparation of this conference, and continue to raise a strong Arctic voice in this forum. 

Also allow me to mention that the EU is now in the process of preparing an Arctic policy. I believe the Standing Committee must follow the work in the EU on this topic closely and encourage the EU to develop a forceful policy for the Arctic. 

The Standing Committee contributed input to the process of establishing a Marine policy within the EU. I believe this is one way of influencing transparent international processes the Committee must continue to use.

Mr. Chair,

I mentioned in the beginning of my statement that the Standing Committee arranged a joint seminar with the University of the Arctic in Rovaniemi on 28 February 2008. The topics of the joint seminar were “Adaptation to climate change” and “Borders and access to the sea”.  The proceedings from this seminar is awailable outside the conference hall.

The Arctic parliamentarians were strongly engaged in establishing the University of the Arctic. It gives me great pleasure to witness the development of this virtual University and to see how the cooperation between universities and colleges committed to higher education and research in the North is increasing and growing stronger.

Dear Arctic friends,

The Arctic indigenous peoples are participating in the meetings of the Committee. At our two last meetings, topics related to indigenous peoples have been prominent on the agenda. We have been informed about the situation for the Udege-people in North-West Russia, and how climate change is influencing reindeer husbandry, studied in the IPY-project EALAT. 

I want to thank the indigenous peoples for participating in our meetings and for bringing valuable perspectives into the discussions.

The Standing Committee is using a broad range of working methods to achieve results and promote Arctic policies adopted by Arctic parliamentary conferences.

To follow up on specific topics, the Committee has appointed rapporteurs, whose responsibility is to monitor the work-specific topics. So far rapporteurs on “Human health” and “Information and Communication Technology” have been appointed. I find this way of working rewarding, and I believe we shall continue to use it in the future work of the Committee.

Dear colleagues,

To meet the challenges in the Arctic, the Arctic Council is our most important instrument for Arctic political cooperation. 

The Arctic Council has provided us with high quality scientific reports, which have been used as tools in political decision-making.  This will also be a vital task for the Arctic Council in the future. Now, allow me to share with you some thoughts on how we can strenghten the Arctic cooperation.

Since the Arctic Council’s inception in 1996, the world’s attention towards the Arctic, and political interest in the region have increased dramatically. To meet this development, our most important tool for political cooperation - the Arctic Council - needs stronger political involvement and leadership.  At present, the ministers meet every second year. In my opinion this does not adequately reflect the challenges and the attention focused on the Arctic today. I believe the Foreign Ministers must meet on a yearly basis in the Arctic Council. This will provide a better political leadership needed to deal with the current challenges. 

The number of states with observer status to the Arctic Council is growing. At the last Senior Arctic Officials meeting six diplomats from China participated, as well as representatives from countries like Spain, Italy and the United Kingdom. Also at this conference we have increased participation from observing countries. 

It is essential for us to have improved cooperation and dialogue between the Arctic countries and the outside world. Most of the pollution in the Arctic derives from outside the region. To solve these problems, close cooperation with non-Arctic states is vital. In my opinion, the process of enhancing the political leadership must run parallel to the work of involving the state observers to the Arctic Council in a more efficient way.

 In the process of making the Arctic Council a more political tool, we, the Arctic parliamentarians, will take our responsibility and contribute to this course. This will also be important in connecting the policy-making in the Arctic Council with the national parliaments. 

At last, allow me to address one more perspective of future Arctic cooperation. We are approaching the last phase of the fourth International Polar Year. The International Polar Year has contributed to increased interest in Arctic, especially among scientists. The IPY will generate important new knowledge and has enhanced the cooperation in the Arctic science community. 

The heritage of the IPY is at this point a significant topic. The International Arctic Science Committee and others must be given the possibility to do the job regarding the scientific heritage. I believe the Arctic Council has a key role in managing the political heritage of the IPY. With 60 countries involved, initiatives to how we can keep them interested in the Arctic must be taken. I expect the Arctic Council to take steps to make this happen.  

Dear friends of the Arctic,

As many of you will know, Fairbanks was founded as the gold rush took place in Alaska over 100 years ago. Some people are trying to tell us that a new rush for the natural resources of the Arctic is taking place. I don’t believe that this is the whole truth. Today the Arctic is governed by several international treaties and agreements.

In the “Ilulissat Declaration” from the 28th of May this year, the five Arctic coastal states reiterate their commitment to the protection of the Arctic Ocean. In this declaration the countries underline the importance of the United Nations Law of the Sea Convention which provides the legal basis for settling the outer limits of the continental shelf, the protection of the marine environment, freedom of navigation, and more. Furthermore the “Ilulissat Declaration” underlines the need to protect the pristine environment in the Arctic as well as increased cooperation in the field of search and rescue.

I am encouraged by the commitment shown by the five coastal states in this declaration, and to the fact that they point at the Arctic Council as the main forum for future Arctic cooperation. 

There is no doubt that the Arctic holds large reserves of natural resources. These resources must be developed in a sustainable manner, for the benefit of the people living in the Arctic and the Arctic nations. 

However, the Arctic is so much more than natural resources. The most important resource in the Arctic is the people. The items on the Agenda for our conference in Fairbanks reflect this very positively. “Human health” and “adaptation to climate change” are two highly topical issues for the Arctic peoples. The development of renewable energy resources is also greatly relevant for people facing extremely high energy costs. By putting these items on the agenda for the Conference, we signal that the people of the Arctic must always be the top priority in Arctic parliamentary cooperation.

From this Conference we shall send a message to Arctic communities that we are taking their daily life challenges and future seriously. The diverse and beautiful Arctic shall continue to be a good home for future generations.

Thank you for your attention.
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