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Abstract 

The geo-political importance of the Arctic is growing while at the same time 

the onset of climate change has resulted in increasing environmental and 

social pressures both on Arctic states and the governance architecture through 

which Arctic issues are addressed. The Arctic Council is the primary 

intergovernmental forum promoting cooperation, coordination and interaction 

among Arctic States, Indigenous communities and peoples. This thesis looks 

at how this body is evolving in response to these pressures. It explores the 

drivers and barriers to its institutional effectiveness; and through the lens of 

biodiversity considers how these may hinder or be conducive to its ability to 

have an impact upon the issues it was formed to address i.e. environmental 

protection and sustainable development. It does so through considering 

Actions needed to ensure the sustainable conservation and management of the 

Arctic’s biodiversity; identifying barriers to the effectiveness of the Council 

in achieving its goals; and identifying mechanisms through which it seeks to 

achieve its objectives. 
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Útdráttur 

Landfræðilegt og pólitískt mikilvægi norðurslóða fer vaxandi á sama tíma og 

loftslagsbreytingar hafa í för með sér aukið umhverfis- og samfélagslegt álag 

bæði á ríki norðurslóða og stjórnkerfið þar sem málefni norðurslóða eru tekin 

fyrir. Norðurskautsráðið er megin stjórnvettvangur Norðurskautsríkja og 

samtaka frumbyggja og er markmið þess að stuðla að samvinnu, samhæfingu 

og samskiptum. Þessi ritgerð skoðar þróun Norðurskautsráðsins með tilliti til 

hvernig það bregst við ofangreindum áskorunum. Drifkraftar og hindranirnar 

á virkni stofnana ráðsins eru kannaðar og í gegnum linsu líffræðilegrar 

fjölbreytni er skoðað hvernig þessir þættir geta hindrað eða stuðlað að 

framgangi þeirra mála sem ráðið var stofnað til að takast á við, þ.e.a.s. 

umhverfisvernd og sjálfbær þróun. Þetta er gert með því að skoða aðgerðir 

sem nauðsynlegar eru til að tryggja sjálfbæra verndun lífríkis og stjórnun 

líffræðilegs fjölbreytileika norðurslóða; að greina hindranir fyrir árangri 

ráðsins við að ná markmiðum sínum; og greina aðferðir sem ráðið leitast við 

nota til að ná markmiðum sínum. 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Research focus and structure 

The Arctic Council is an intergovernmental forum established in 1996 which 

promotes cooperation, coordination and interaction among Arctic States, 

Indigenous communities, and peoples on issues of common importance 

(Arctic Council 1996). The rising geo-political importance of the Arctic and 

the onset of climate change has resulted in the Council becoming a focus of 

increasing interest from both inside and beyond the Arctic. This has resulted 

in new demands placed on the Council, attracted an increasing number of 

participants and instigated a period of transformation as Arctic states work to 

find a way to balance conflicting demands for improving the effectiveness of 

the Council and taking care of national interests (Barry et al 2020). The 

failure of the Foreign Ministers of the Arctic States for the first time in the 

history of the Council to agree upon a Declaration at the 2019 Arctic Council 

Ministerial underlines the challenges being faced. This thesis considers if 

during this time of change the Council is having an impact upon the issues it 

was formed to address i.e. environmental protection and sustainable 

development. It focuses on understanding: how, the Council operates; if it is 

effective in securing its goals; and the mechanisms through which it tries to 

achieve its objectives.  In order to do so it focuses on one aspect of its work, 

biodiversity and asks if the Council’s activities have made a difference to the 

conservation of Arctic biodiversity and if so how? To provide answers the 

thesis:  

• Reviews the recommendations made by the Arctic Council on actions 

needed to ensure the sustainable conservation and management of the 

Arctic’s biodiversity and describes their path from science to policy 

(Paper I).  

• Explores changes in the extent and nature of Arctic protected areas as 

one of the key tools used to maintain and conserve Arctic biodiversity 

and the functioning land and seascapes upon which Arctic species 

depend (Paper II); 
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• Analyses how the Council operates and through the lens of biodiversity 

identifies drivers and barriers to its institutional effectiveness; providing 

an understanding of the norms and rules which constitute the Council, 

and which are central its problem-solving abilities (Paper III); and 

• Considers how the Council reports on and evaluates progress towards 

implementation of recommendations it makes regarding biodiversity, 

identifies where activities have had impacts and uncovers mechanisms 

through which they were successful, to provide insight into how the 

Arctic Council can be an agent of change (Paper IV). 

This introductory chapter provides a general background to the issues 

discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters, section 1.2 provides an 

overview of the Arctic Council and its biodiversity Working Group, the 

Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF); section 1.3 considers the 

Arctic Council and effectiveness: and section 1.4 outlines the methods and 

research questions particular to each paper. 

1.2 The Arctic Council and biodiversity 

Established in 1996 the Arctic council focuses on environmental protection 

and sustainable development and has evolved into a forum with both regional 

and global implications. It is a consensus forum comprised of eight member 

states (Canada, the Kingdom of Denmark (including Greenland and the Faroe 

Islands), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States); 

six indigenous organizations known as Permanent Participants (Aleut 

International Association, Arctic Athabaskan Council, Gwich’in Council 

International, Inuit Circumpolar Council, Russian Association of Indigenous 

Peoples of the North, and the Saami Council) and thirty-eight Observer States 

and organisations (Arctic Council 2019). It has no ability to enforce a 

member state or organization to implement any of its guidelines, advice or 

recommendations, which remain the responsibility of member States and 

organizations (Arctic Council 2013). The Permanent Participants sit at the 

same table as the member States and can intervene and speak according to the 

same procedures applied to member States. The Arctic States are obliged to 

consult them on all the Council’s negotiations and decisions but ultimately it 

is the Arctic States who are the final decision makers (Arctic Council, 2013).  

The Council has six Working Groups where the majority of its work is 

conducted, each dealing with different thematic areas. These include the 

Arctic Contaminants Action Program (ACAP), Arctic Monitoring and 
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Assessment Programme (AMAP), CAFF, Emergency Prevention, 

Preparedness and Response (EPPR), Protection of the Arctic Marine 

Environment (PAME) and the Sustainable Development Working Group 

(SDWG). While aspects of biodiversity are touched upon across several 

Working Groups, CAFF is the primary instrument through which the Council 

addresses biodiversity (Barry et al 2020) and has a mandate to “address the 

conservation of Arctic biodiversity, and to communicate its findings to the 

governments and residents of the Arctic, helping to promote practices which 

ensure the sustainability of the Arctic’s living resources” (CAFF 1996). 

CAFF does so through monitoring what’s happening to Arctic biodiversity, 

assessing changes detected, developing policy recommendations and 

management advice which are designed to contribute towards informed 

decision making (CAFF 1996). Through reporting to the Arctic States and 

Permanent Participants and via a framework of agreements with global 

conventions and initiatives relevant for Arctic biodiversity CAFF informs on 

activities related to Arctic biodiversity and provides policy and advice. In 

2013 CAFF released the first Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (Meltofte 2013) 

which provided a circumpolar overview of status and trends in Arctic 

biodiversity, identifying key conservation issues, relationships and actions 

needed to ensure conservation and sustainable management of the Arctic’s 

biodiversity and ecosystems. 

Each of the Council’s Working Groups have strategic documents defining 

overarching goals. However, only two specify in detail actions needed to 

achieve these goals i.e. the Actions for Arctic Biodiversity 2013-2021: 

implementing the recommendations of the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment 

(Actions for Biodiversity) (CAFF 2015) and the Arctic Marine Strategic Plan 

2015-2025 (PAME 2015), thereby providing a reporting mechanism and a 

potential framework to facilitate evaluation of the effectiveness of the 

Council. In the Actions for Biodiversity, for each Arctic Biodiversity 

Assessment recommendation a series of actions were defined that need to be 

accomplished in order for a recommendation to have an impact upon the 

issue it was designed to address. The current Actions for Biodiversity is 

scheduled to be completed in 2021, with a final report, including a new 

Actions for Biodiversity, to be delivered to the foreign ministers of the Arctic 

states in 2021. The Actions for Biodiversity provides the framework within 

which this thesis explores how the Council addresses biodiversity. See Paper 

III for a more detailed description of how the Council and CAFF are 

structured and operate; Paper IV for more detail on the Action Plan for 

Biodiversity; and Annex I for papers providing an overview on the status and 

trends of Arctic biodiversity. 
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1.3 The Arctic Council and effectiveness 

Evaluating the effectiveness of international organizations and conventions is 

challenging and there is a diverse literature focused on defining how this 

might be achieved (e.g. Levy 1996; Oberthür and Stokke 2011; Johns, Thorn 

and VanNijnatten 2018) and a broad range of approaches that might be taken 

e.g. problem-solving, legal, economic, normative and political (Young and 

Levy 1999; Smieszk 2019). Common to all these approaches are the obstacles 

posed in defining how to measure effectiveness and establish causality; as 

well as their tendency to focus on entities with a regulatory role. Considering 

the impacts of the Council’s work is further complicated by its consensual 

nature; lack of binding obligations placed upon its members; and a lack of 

information on how states implement or follow-up on Council outcomes. 

This means that while the Council has had impacts at the global scale 

detecting impacts at national or local levels is difficult. As a result, attention 

given to the Council’s effectiveness both by the Council itself and by 

researchers has largely focused on the structure of the Council and how this 

might be improved (Barry et al 2020). 

A need to find ways to improve efficiency have surfaced intermittently within 

the Council. However, it was not until recently when Ministerial Declarations 

instructed Senior Arctic Officals
1 

(SAOs) to develop an overall strategic plan 

for the Council (Arctic Council 2017) and to provide guidance on how to 

improve its efficiency and effectiveness (Arctic Council 2019a) that the issue 

began to receive more attention. In response a strategic planning workshop 

was held in 2018 and in 2020 a strategic retreat (Smieszek and Oddsdóttir 

2020) explored the role and mandate of Ministerial meetings, Senior Arctic 

Officials
1
 (SAOs)  and Permanent Participants. These initiatives reflect an 

understanding of the need for a more cohesive strategy for the Council but 

have thus far failed to deliver guidance on ways to either develop an Arctic 

Council strategy or on how improve its effectiveness (Barry et al 2020). 

Although independently of such processes, Arctic Council subsidiary bodies 

have begun to design strategies and action plans which contain reporting and 

evaluation components i.e. Actions for Biodiversity and the Arctic Marine 

Strategic Plan (AMSP). While environmental cooperation has received some 

                                                 

1
. Ministries for Foreign Affairs of the Arctic States who are tasked with acting upon the 

interests of the Ministers, which includes providing guidance and direction to the Council’s 

subsidiary bodies. The Arctic Council Secretariat provides administrative support to the 

SAOs. 
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attention, consideration of the Council’s work on biodiversity is with a few 

exceptions absent from the literature (e.g. Barry 2019; Koivurova 2019; 

Smieszek 2019; 2019a). A notable exception being the efforts of the World 

Wildlife Fund (WWF) to measure progress on implementation of Arctic 

Council recommendations through scorecards which assign grades on 

progress being made on implementation (WWF 2017; 2019). While the 

scorecards shed light on the need for the Council to be able to assess the 

effectiveness of its actions, they do not establish causality by identifying clear 

linkages between a State’s actions and a Council recommendation. 

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEA) are the tools normally used 

by States to address regional and global environmental challenges and 

promote sustainable development (Johnsen et al 2010). In the absence of a 

clear framework through which to consider the effectiveness of the Council, 

they provide a starting point as they contain core concepts of relevance when 

considering the Council’s effectiveness. While the Council is not an MEA it 

reflects many of their concerns e.g. through efforts to ensure synergies; create 

more effective governance; and setting priorities leading to the development 

of legally binding agreements (Barry et al 2020). The Working Group on 

Environmental Auditing (WGEA), under the International Organization of 

Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI) provides guidance specific to auditing 

biodiversity which provide a useful way to quantify progress towards 

implementation (WGEA 2010). These approaches inform this thesis through 

a focus on changes in behaviour related to the outputs and infrastructure 

being created as the Council evolves i.e. outcomes or actions taken by actors 

e.g. States relevant to the issue in question.  

1.4 Summary of methods and results 

The thesis can be divided into two phases. Phase 1 focused on understanding 

status and trends in Arctic biodiversity; challenges being faced; and how 

biodiversity issues are addressed by the Arctic Council. Phase 2 focused on 

development of a framework to provide insight into how the Council can be 

an agent of change and inform discussions on its future. Methods used to 

inform both phases included interviews with bureaucrats and experts with a 

long history of engagement in the Council both as State, Indigenous and 

Observer representatives; meetings to evaluate the status of implementation 

of biodiversity actions in the Arctic Council; participation in numerous Arctic 

Council meetings between 2008-2019; and a review of Arctic Council 

meeting documents from 1996-2020. The authors role as a participant in the 
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work of the Arctic Council and CAFF facilitated access to people and 

understanding as to how the organisation operates and the challenges it faces.  

In order to inform Phase 1 the thesis began with participation by the author in 

the design, management and evaluation of programmes to monitor Arctic 

biodiversity and ecosystems (e.g. Barry and Christensen 2019); a series of 

circumpolar assessments based upon these monitoring programmes focused 

on reporting on status and trends in Arctic biodiversity and ecosystems (e.g. 

CAFF 2013; 2017; Christensen et al 2020; Jenkins et al 2020; Taylor et al 

2020); considering how the resultant information is managed (Barry et al 

2016; Barry 2019); efforts to communicate the findings and outcomes of 

these activities to policy and decision makers in the Arctic (CAFF 2014; 

CAFF 2018); and an assessment of the extent and nature of area protection 

afforded Arctic ecosystems and biodiversity, as one of the primary tools 

available to conservation (Barry et al 2017). For Paper I based on information 

submitted by the Arctic Council Member States a database was developed 

containing information on the extent and nature of Arctic Protected areas and 

areas recognized under international conventions (ABDS 2017).  

Based upon these foundations Phase 2 focused on development of a 

framework to provide insight into how the Council can be an agent of change 

and inform discussions on its future. This entailed considering Actions 

needed to ensure the sustainable conservation and management of the 

Arctic’s biodiversity (Paper II and III); 2) identifying barriers to the 

effectiveness of the Council (Paper III); and 4) mechanisms through which 

the Arctic Council seeks to achieve its objectives (Paper IV). To provide the 

baseline to inform Papers III and IV a database was created detailing actions 

taken by the Arctic Council in response to Arctic Biodiversity Assessment 

recommendations (CAFF 2015). This baseline was informed by a series of 

workshops to evaluate the status of implementation of biodiversity actions in 

the Arctic Council and delivered to the Foreign Ministers of the Arctic States 

in 2017 and 2019 in the form of reports on progress towards implementation 

of the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment recommendations (Barry 2017; 2019).  

See Annex 1 for a full list of the papers developed through these activities. 
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1.4.1  Paper I2 

Barry, T. and Price, C. J., (2015) ‘Arctic biodiversity: from science to policy’. 

Environ Stud Sci, 5: 283. 

Received: 2 March 2015 / Accepted May 5 / Available online: 19 May 2015  

© Springer Ltd. All rights reserved. Reprinted in this thesis with permission 

from the publisher.  

This paper focuses on the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment released by the 

Arctic Council in 2013 (Meltofte 2013), a report containing the best available 

science informed by traditional knowledge on the status and trends of Arctic 

biodiversity and accompanying policy recommendations for biodiversity 

conservation. The Arctic Biodiversity Assessment comprises three 

components: the, 1) Science assessment which explored the potentially 

dramatic consequences of climate change and other factors that adversely 

affect species and their habitats in the Arctic; 2) Summary for policy makers 

which identified nine key findings and seventeen policy recommendations 

which provide a guide for actions needed in response to the findings of the 

Arctic Biodiversity Assessment and 3) the Actions for Biodiversity 2013-

2021: implementing the recommendations of Arctic Biodiversity Assessment 

(CAFF 2015), an eight year implementation plan which identifies a suite of 

actions for each recommendation which need to be undertaken in order for an 

Arctic Biodiversity Assessment recommendation to have an impact on the 

issues it was designed to address.  

This paper published shortly after the Actions for Biodiversity 2013-2021 

was approved by the Arctic Council outlines key research themes for this 

thesis i.e. how science findings translated into policy recommendations; and 

how are these acted upon. To do so it provides an overview of the Arctic 

Biodiversity Assessment nine key findings and seventeen recommendations. 

Through a consideration of Arctic Biodiversity Assessment recommendation 

no.8 on the need to reduce pressure on Arctic migratory species illustrates 

how scientific findings led to a policy recommendation and subsequently 

informed policy actions.  

                                                 

2
. The role of the doctoral student (Tom Barry) in this paper was to carry out research 

activities and analysis relating to the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment and its policy 

recommendations and the writing of the paper. Courtney Price was responsible for 

contributing to writing, review and analysis during the process. 
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Arctic Biodiversity Assessment Key finding no.3 states that many Arctic 

migratory species are threatened by overharvest and habitat alteration outside 

the Arctic and key finding no.9 highlighted that the challenges facing Arctic 

biodiversity are interconnected, requiring comprehensive solutions and 

international cooperation. These findings informed Arctic Biodiversity 

Assessment recommendation no.8, which recommended the reduction of 

stressors on migratory species range-wide, including habitat degradation and 

overharvesting on wintering and staging areas and along flyways and other 

migration routes. The Council’s response was the creation of the Arctic 

Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI) designed to improve the status and secure 

the long-term sustainability of declining Arctic breeding migratory bird 

populations. 

The path from completing the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment to the 

development of policy recommendations and the first efforts towards 

implementation illustrates the role the Arctic Council can play in promoting 

and facilitating conservation actions for Arctic biodiversity. It also 

emphasizes the urgency needed to take action to sustain the Arctic´s 

biodiversity and highlights that doing so requires speeding and scaling up of 

actions to implement the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment recommendations 

and commitments under international agreements relevant to the Arctic. This 

paper provides a first indication of how Arctic Biodiversity Assessment 

recommendations are being acted upon, but it will not be until the Actions for 

Biodiversity 2013-2021 is completed that a more comprehensive 

understanding can be reached on how effective this process has been and 

what impacts it may have had. 

1.4.2  Paper II3 

Barry, T., Helgasson, H., Guðmundsdóttir, S. (2017) ‘Arctic protected areas 

in 2017: status and trends’. Biodiversity, 18:4, 186-195 

Received: 3 October 2017 / Accepted 6 October 2017 / Available online: 20 

November 2017  

                                                 

3
. The role of the doctoral student (Tom Barry) in this paper was to carry out all data 

collection, research activities and analysis relating to the developing the Arctic protected 

areas indicator; Hólmgrímur Helgason was responsible for data curation and analysis; and 

Soffía Guðmundsdóttir was responsible for review and guidance during the writing process. 
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© Taylor & Francis Group Ltd. All rights reserved. Reprinted in this thesis 

with permission from the publisher.  

The Arctic States have recognised that the Arctic environment needs to be 

protected as a basis for sustainable development, prosperity, lifestyles and 

human well-being. The findings and recommendations of the Arctic 

Biodiversity Assessment underscore this need with Key Finding no.1 stating 

while biodiversity was being degraded, decisive action could help sustain the 

Arctic’s vast, relatively undisturbed ecosystems of tundra, mountains, fresh 

water and seas and the valuable services they provide. Arctic Biodiversity 

Assessment recommendation no.5 highlights the goals which need to be 

attained in order to advance the protection of large areas of ecologically 

important Arctic marine, terrestrial and freshwater habitats. This paper 

considers one of the key tools used in efforts to maintain and conserve Arctic 

biodiversity and the functioning landscapes upon which species depend i.e. 

protected areas. In the Arctic these areas are also important for global 

biodiversity conservation as the majority of Arctic species use the region 

seasonally, with Arctic habitats providing resources for the maintenance of 

many bird and mammal species that migrate to areas around the world. The 

importance of this role is increasing due to climate-driven ecological change, 

industrial development and resource exploitation.  

The Actions for Biodiversity subsequently identified a suite of tasks to be 

undertaken in order for progress to be made in achieving these goals. To 

provide an understanding of the framework within which these actions might 

occur the main questions addressed by this paper are:  

• What is the current extent and coverage of protected areas in the Arctic 

and how have these changed since the beginning of the twentieth 

century?  

• What is the coverage of areas in the Arctic recognised under global 

international conventions and how have these changed since the 

beginning of the twentieth century?  

This analysis found that the extent of protected areas in the Arctic has almost 

doubled since 1980 but that while progress has been made in extending 

protection, it has not been even across ecosystems. Currently, in 2016, 20.2% 

of the Arctic’s terrestrial area and 4.7% of the Arctic’s marine areas were 

protected. With protected area coverage of the Arctic’s terrestrial ecosystems 

exceeding Aichi Biodiversity Target 11 which aims for at least 17% of 

terrestrial and inland water to be protected by 2020. The protected area 
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coverage of marine areas currently falls short of the Aichi Target goal for 

10% of coastal and marine areas to be protected by 2020. An increasing focus 

on areas recognised under global international conventions can be seen in 

how the total area covered by sites recognised by the Ramsar Convention on 

Wetlands almost doubled, while the total area designated as World Heritage 

Sites increased by about 50% in the same time period. 

While this paper is an important step towards understanding the nature and 

extent of protected areas in the Arctic further work is required to analyse how 

well the Arctic’s framework of protected areas meet the test of being an 

ecologically connected and representative network and support resilience of 

Arctic ecosystems and biodiversity. Are existing networks of protected areas 

sufficient to ensure conservation or are we faced with a situation where what 

is desirable to protect today is changed or lost as ecosystems change, species 

shift ranges and previously inaccessible regions become accessible? 

1.4.3  Paper III4 

Barry, T., Daviðsdóttir, B., Einarsson, N., Young, O.Y. (2020) ‘The Arctic 

Council: an agent of change?’. Global Environmental Change, Volume 63, 

102099. 

Received: 15 January 2020 / Accepted 25 April 2020 / Available online: 3 

June 2020  

© Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved. Reprinted in this thesis with permission 

from the publisher.  

The rising geo-political importance of the Arctic and the onset of climate 

change has resulted in the Council becoming a focus of increasing interest 

from both inside and beyond the Arctic. This has resulted in new demands 

placed on the Council, attracted an increasing number of participants and 

instigated a period of transformation as Arctic states work to find a way to 

balance conflicting demands for improving the effectiveness of the Council 

and taking care of national interests. This paper considers if during this time 

of change the Council is having an impact upon the issues it was formed to 

address i.e.  environmental protection and sustainable development. In order 

                                                 

4
. The role of the doctoral student (Tom Barry) in this paper was to carry out all of the 

research activities. Professor Brynhildur Daviðsdóttir, Professor Oran Young and Dr. Níels 

Einarsson guided the doctoral student during the research activities and writing process. 
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to do so the paper looks at how the Council operates and through the lens of 

biodiversity identifies drivers and barriers to the Council’s institutional 

effectiveness; providing an understanding of the norms and rules which 

constitute the Council, and which are central to its problem-solving abilities. 

In order to do so it asks the following questions: 

• Who are the main players in the Council and what are the limitations 

they face? 

• What are the norms and rules of how the Council operates and how are 

they evolving? 

• What does it cost and how does it operate; and  

• Where does the Council fit within the Arctic governance architecture? 

This paper illustrates how the Council is changing and how its operations are 

evolving in response to the increasing attention paid to all things Arctic. The 

paper’s findings identify the challenges to ensuring effective outcomes from 

the Council’s activities and highlights that without clear strategies many of 

the Council’s efforts can appear ad-hoc and without due recourse to forward 

planning. Answering the above questions provide steps towards an 

understanding of how the Council can be more effective and why it can fail to 

influence progress towards implementation of its recommendations for 

policymakers. 

This paper also discusses the barriers to the institutional effectiveness of the 

Council and how these are reflected in the ad-hoc nature of new components 

being established within its structure, sometimes with unclear or overlapping 

mandates, which lead to wasted resources and a lack of clarity on who is 

doing what. Similarly, the lack of an overall strategy hinders the Council’s 

ability to address broader issues such as climate change and sustainable 

development; and the absence of obligated reporting lends itself to a lack of 

transparency as to how or if States act on any outcomes from the Council. 

This means that while the Council has had impacts at the global scale 

detecting impacts at national or local levels is difficult. Identifying such 

barriers to its institutional effectiveness provides a framework within which 

to better understand how the Council can influence change. However, when 

clear and detailed plans are in place such as the Action plan for Arctic 

biodiversity 2013-21 to guide the work of the Council on biodiversity then 

glimpses can be seen of its potential to act as an agent of change. While this 

paper contributes towards understanding how the Council can be an agent of 
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change further research is needed to better understand the mechanisms 

through which the Council strives to influence change. 

1.4.4  Paper IV5 

Barry, T.; Daviðsdóttir, B.; Einarsson, N.; Young, O.R. (2020) ‘How Does 

the Arctic Council Support Conservation of Arctic Biodiversity?’. 

Sustainability, 12, 5042. 

Received: 7 May 2020 / Accepted 16 June 2020 / Available online: 20 June 

2020  

© MDPI Ltd. All rights reserved. Reprinted in this thesis with permission 

from the publisher.  

This paper deals with how the Arctic Council is undergoing changes in how it 

operates, while, at the same time, the Arctic is facing growing ecological 

challenges. At this critical juncture, identifying where the Council’s activities 

have had impacts on biodiversity and uncovering the mechanisms through 

which they were successful may provide an insight into how the Arctic 

Council can be an agent of change during these ecological crises and inform 

discussions on its future. To provide answers this paper looks at how the 

Council reports on and evaluates progress towards the implementation of 

recommendations it makes regarding biodiversity. It also identifies where 

activities have had impacts and uncovers mechanisms through which they 

were successful, to provide insight into how the Arctic Council can be an 

agent of change. It looks at the creation and implementation of the first 

circumpolar assessment of the Arctic’s biodiversity, the Arctic Biodiversity 

Assessment), and asks if it has made a difference to the conservation of 

Arctic biodiversity and if so, how was this achieved? Attempting to answer 

this question entailed considering the process to develop the Arctic 

Biodiversity Assessment and using its subsequent implementation plan as a 

framework to analyse how the Council is following up on these 

recommendations. 

This paper illustrates how the Actions for Biodiversity provide a means to 

evaluate and guide the Council’s work on biodiversity and help focus the 

                                                 

5
. The role of the doctoral student (Tom Barry) in this paper was to carry out all of the 

research activities. Professor Brynhildur Daviðsdóttir, Professor Oran Young and Dr. Níels 

Einarsson guided the doctoral student during the research activities and writing process. 



13 

Council’s efforts to influence change. The findings of this paper demonstrate 

how the Actions for Biodiversity has resulted in a more coordinated approach 

by the Council on how it follows up on its biodiversity recommendations. 

While the absence of obligated reporting makes it difficult to pinpoint where 

the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment has had a direct impact, the examples 

provided, e.g., the role played by CAFFs Circumpolar Biodiversity 

Monitoring Programme (CBMP) in filling knowledge gaps and raising 

awareness, illustrate how the implementation of Council recommendations in 

tandem with the influence mechanisms described in this paper can play an 

important role in conserving Arctic biodiversity i.e. knowledge building, 

facilitating dialogue, enhancing capacity, making data accessible, supporting 

regional and global frameworks and providing advice to decision makers. 

However, it is important to keep in mind that, as multiple causal factors are 

often involved in shaping outcomes, it can be difficult to trace the role a 

Council activity might have played in ensuring a specific outcome.  

While the Actions for Biodiversity has been effective in focusing attention on 

the importance of implementation and follow-up reporting, it is also clear 

that, when it comes to taking the jump from knowledge to action, the tools or 

willingness to translate this into action at the national level are often missing. 

The Council can also suffer from a lack of forward planning, in that attention 

can be focused on a product itself, without enough thought given to structure 

and planning to ensure follow ups on its findings in order to facilitate clear 

reporting and an evaluation of responses. A more thorough understanding of 

how the Council’s activities have been used and acted upon in global, 

national, and more local contexts will require more comprehensive reporting 

within the Council by member states and organisations.  





15 

2 Summary and discussion  

The outcomes of the first phase of the thesis: illustrate that the Arctic is 

experiencing cumulative and accelerating change with its ecosystems and 

species coming under increasing pressure from within and outside the Arctic 

by contaminants, over-exploitation of species, anthropogenic disturbance, 

resource extraction, landscape alteration, habitat loss and fragmentation 

(CAFF 2013a; 2017; Christensen et al, 2020); emphasize how these threats 

are further intensified by climate change which presents by far the most 

serious threat to Arctic biodiversity (CAFF 2013); and demonstrate that the 

challenges being faced are interconnected, requiring comprehensive solutions 

and international cooperation (CAFF 2013). Subsequently the assessment of 

the extent of area protection afforded Arctic biodiversity (Barry et al 2017) as 

one of the most important tools available to conservation found, that while 

progress has been made in extending protection, it has not been even across 

ecosystems and in the face of climate change questions whether existing 

networks of protected areas are sufficient to ensure conservation whether we 

are faced with a situation where what is desirable to protect today is changed 

or lost as ecosystems change, species shift ranges and previously inaccessible 

regions become accessible? Based upon this foundation and understanding 

the second phase focused on providing insight into how the Council can be an 

agent of change in helping address the many challenges faced when trying to 

sustainably manage the Arctic’s Biodiversity and ecosystems. The findings of 

the thesis are summarised and discussed under the following sections: 

• Actions needed to ensure the sustainable conservation and management 

of the Arctic’s biodiversity;  

• Barriers to the effectiveness of the Council in achieving its goals; and  

• Mechanisms through which the Arctic Council seeks to achieve its 

objectives. 

The findings of this thesis contribute to a growing body of work focused on 

the Arctic Council, its structure (e.g. Haavisto 2001; Koivurova 2019), 

effectiveness (e.g. Smieszk, 2019) and where it fits into the Arctic 

governance architecture (e.g. Young 2019). It does so by shedding light on 
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how the Council works to influence change; providing examples of where it 

does so with regards to biodiversity (Barry et al 2020a); and illustrating how 

the Council interacts with other governance structures relevant to the Arctic 

e.g. the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (Prip 2016; Barry 

et al 2020). 

2.1  Actions to ensure the sustainable 
conservation and management of the 
Arctic’s biodiversity 

In 2013 the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (Meltofte 2013) was released and 

provided for the first time a circumpolar synthesis of the best available 

science informed by traditional knowledge on the status and trends of Arctic 

biodiversity. Based upon this baseline the Arctic States and Permanent 

Participants agreed that decisive action could help sustain the Arctic’s 

ecosystems and the services they provide and negotiated a suite of seventeen 

policy recommendations for biodiversity conservation designed in response to 

the key findings of the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (CAFF, 2013). In 

order for these recommendations to have an impact requires clear guidance 

on how the Council and its members should act upon its findings and 

therefore upon their approval the foreign ministers of the Arctic states, 

encouraged Arctic states to follow-up on the recommendations and instructed 

the Senior Arctic Officials of the Arctic Council to develop a plan to support 

and implement its recommendations and deliver a progress report to the next 

ministerial meeting (Arctic Council 2013a). Subsequently in 2015 the Arctic 

Council approved a comprehensive plan, the Actions for Biodiversity which 

outlined actions needed to be undertaken if these recommendations were to 

impact on the problems they were designed to address (CAFF 2015).  

The Arctic Biodiversity Assessment recommendations have since guided and 

informed the actions taken by the Council in relation to biodiversity (Barry et 

al 2019a). While the Council as a whole does not yet have a strategic plan, for 

the first time it now had a clear overarching framework to guide and inform 

its actions on biodiversity, and to align these actions within broader global 

biodiversity frameworks, e.g., the upcoming Post-2020 global biodiversity 

framework (Barry & Price 2015; Barry et al 2020a). The Actions for 

Biodiversity also provides for the first time a reporting mechanism and a 

potential framework to facilitate evaluation of the effectiveness of the 

Council’s biodiversity activities. Furthermore, its structure provides a means 

of tracing the path between a Council recommendation and an effective 
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response, thus increasing the visibility of Council effectiveness, and better 

connecting disparate actions into an overall strategic direction (Barry et al 

2020). Prior to the approval of the Actions for Biodiversity much of the 

Council’s work when it came to biodiversity was characterised by its 

fragmented nature and lack of overall cohesion and subsequent inability to 

provide clear overall direction and guidance (Barry et al 2020a).  

This eight-year action plan is coming to an end in 2021 and work is underway 

to report on its outcomes with a new Action Plan origianlly scheduled for 

delivery at the 2021 Arctic Council Minsiterial meeting. However 

development of the new Actions Plan has been delayed because of the 

impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has impacted the ability to 

organize workshops and facilitate discussions needed to complete the Plan in 

time for the 2021 Ministerial; and .to facilitate alignment with the post-2020 

UN Global Biodiversity Framework, which is currently under development 

and has also been delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In the meantime 

the lifespan of the current plan has been extended until 2023 and will 

continue as the guiding framework for CAFF and the Arctic Council on 

biodiversity activities. A report providing an overview of implementation of 

the current Action Plan, and of possible ways forward, is being prepared as a 

deliverable for the 2021 Ministerial. 

The ability of the Council to agree upon a new action plan with enough detail 

and direction to continue to effectively guide the Council’s work on 

biodiversity will say much on the commitment of Arctic states to using the 

Council as a means to address the many challenging issues facing the Arctic´s 

biodiversity and ecosystems. Also, while the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment 

recommendations were an essential first step in developing a foundation to 

support informed decision making, the assessment upon which they are based 

was released almost a decade ago. In light of the rapid rate and cumulative 

nature of change in the Arctic they need to be revisited to evaluate whether in 

light of new changes and knowledge over the intervening eight years to 

consider if they should continue to form the framework within which the 

Council considers its actions on biodiversity (Barry et al 2020a). Do the 

issues they highlight remain valid or have some been overtaken by the 

changes occurring in the Arctic with new issues emerging which need to be 

taken into account?  
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2.2 Barriers to the effectiveness of the Council 
in achieving its goals 

In order to determine if the Council is able to deliver on the promises found 

in the Actions for Biodiversity the thesis looks at how the Council operates 

and through the lens of biodiversity identified drivers and barriers to its 

institutional effectiveness; providing an understanding of the norms and rules 

which constitute the Council and which are central its problem-solving 

abilities (Barry et al 2020; 2020a). When considering the institutional 

effectiveness of the Arctic Council it is clear that the Council has changed 

significantly since its formation. How it is structured and operates is evolving 

in response to the increasing international and national attention paid to all 

things Arctic and the resulting increased focus by Arctic States in pursuing 

geopolitical agendas in the region. Factors which help enable this change 

include the willingness of member states, Permanent Participants and 

Observers to commit resources to support its activities; its ability to often 

facilitate consensus; and the passionate commitment of individuals engaged 

in the Council’s work (Barry et al 2020).  

However, challenges to ensuring effective outcomes from the Council’s 

activities remain as illustrated by its recent inability to reach consensus on 

climate change which led for the first time in its history to failure to agree 

upon a Declaration at the 2019 Arctic Council Ministerial (Barry et al 2020a). 

Central to these barriers to its effectiveness are that as a consensus-based 

body it has no means or resources to compel implementation of any decisions 

or recommendations it makes. In the absence of agreement across all Arctic 

states to act on a specific issue the Council can only recommend or advise on 

best practices or guidelines on the issue in question and leave it to the 

discretion of individual members as to the extent they might make changes to 

how they act in response. There is also the danger when trying to agree upon 

an issue that the least offensive outcome is chosen rather than the most 

effective (Barry et al 2020). However, the Council has displayed an ability to 

facilitate consensus among its members e.g. as can be seen through its 

facilitation of three legal agreements on the Arctic (Arctic Council 2013b; 

2013c; 2017a). Additionally, the absence of an underlying legal agreement 

means it may be more flexible regarding changes to what it does and how it is 

structured than may be the case with formal agreements and their clearly 

defined roles and restrictions (Barry et al 2020). 

A significant barrier to effectiveness is posed by how the Council and its 

activities are funded on a voluntary basis by individual Arctic states where all 
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states do not necessarily contribute to every activity, or to supporting 

subsidiary bodies. This depends upon where their interests lie. It has no 

programming budget with activities being supported by a mixture of direct 

funding provided to a subsidiary body and in-kind support e.g. funding 

provided towards the salary and running costs of Working Group secretariats.  

Such a voluntary structure means that the ability to implement workplans can 

be limited and unbalanced depending upon the prevailing interests of states or 

other funding sources (Barry et al 2020). This can pose an obstacle to the 

Council’s effectiveness leading to inequalities in influence, as countries 

willing to provide the most resources are able to push their priorities simply 

by funding them, even if the funded projects may not be priorities of the 

Arctic Council as a whole; lower priority projects undertaken simply because 

they receive funding; time and resources spent on finding resources for 

projects; and projects being halted or delayed because of a lack of funding.  

The lack of a programming budget and insufficient operational budgets for 

Working Group Secretariats places financial constraints upon their ability to 

fulfil their mandates and complete tasks in accordance with agreed upon 

timelines (Barry et al 2020). This in turn impacts upon the Council’s ability 

to better harness knowledge and capacity to inform timely and effective 

decisions in the face of the cumulative and accelerating change affecting the 

Arctic. The future ability of the Council to evolve into an organization with 

the ability to more effectively address challenges in the Arctic will to an 

extent be reflected in the willingness of Arctic States to devise a sustainable 

funding framework for its activities (Barry et al 2020; 2020a). 

In the absence of a sustainable funding framework and in the face of the 

increasing complexity of the Council’s activities considerations on how to 

improve its effectiveness have largely focused on how the Council is 

structured and how this might be modified to increase administrative 

effectiveness (e.g. Haavisto 2001; Norwegian Arctic Council Chairmanship 

2008). This has led to the establishment of the Arctic Council Secretariat to 

increase administrative effectiveness and the creation of Task Forces and 

Expert Groups to place emphasis on specific issues outside the framework of 

the Working Groups e.g. the Expert Group in operation in support of 

implementation of the framework for action on Black Carbon and Methane. 

The Working Groups are required to support the work of such bodies without 

any additional resources to facilitate this support.  Therefore, existing 

capacity and resources are often stretched to accommodate these new 

requirements to the detriment of the tasks Working Groups are mandated to 

address. The Ad-hoc nature of new components being established, sometimes 
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with unclear or overlapping mandates e.g. as between PAME and the Task 

Force on Arctic Marine Cooperation, can also lead to wasted resources and a 

lack of clarity on who is doing what (Barry et al 2020). These may also reflect 

uncertainty among Arctic States as to the ability of the current institutional 

structure to fulfil their needs; and a desire to exert more direct control on 

specific issues rather than through existing subsidiary bodies with established 

rules and processes which guide how priorities are acted upon.  

Perhaps one of the most challenging structural and procedural issues at 

present for the Arctic States is how to accommodate the desires of Observers
6
 

for greater involvement while retaining control. Its ability to do so will have 

consequences in terms of access to resources and knowledge; including how 

States and bodies outside the Council respond to and act upon the products of 

the Council. To manage this challenge, the Council has developed guidelines 

for Observer engagement (Arctic Council 2016) and is trying to find ways to 

ensure more effective engagement and access to resources both monetary and 

scientific that Observers can contribute (Barry et al 2020; 2020a). 

In addition to the challenges posed by structure and funding, the Arctic 

Council currently has no overall strategy to guide its activities or help 

ascertain if its goals are being achieved and evaluate any impact its activities 

                                                 

6
. Thirteen Non-arctic States have been approved as Observers to the Arctic Council (France, 

Germany, Italy, Japan, The Netherlands, China, Poland, India, Republic of Korea, Singapore, 

Spain, Switzerland, UK).  

Thirteen Intergovernmental and Inter-Parliamentary Organizations have been approved as 

Observers (International Council for the Exploration of the Sea, International Federation of 

Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, International Maritime Organization, International 

Union for the Conservation of Nature, Nordic Council of Ministers, Nordic Environment 

Finance Corporation, North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission, OSPAR Commission, 

Standing Committee of the Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region, United Nations 

Development Programme, United Nations Environment Programme, World Meteorological 

Organization, West Nordic Council).  

Twelve Non-governmental Organizations are approved as Observers (Advisory Committee 

on Protection of the Sea, Arctic Institute of North America, Association of World Reindeer 

Herders, Circumpolar Conservation Union, International Arctic Science Committee, 

International Arctic Social Sciences Association, International Union for Circumpolar 

Health, International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs, Northern Forum, Oceana, 

University of the Arctic, World Wide Fund for Nature, Arctic Programme) (Arctic Council 

2020). 



21 

may have, hindering its ability to address broader issues such as Climate 

Change and sustainable development.  Under the US Chairmanship (2015-

2017) efforts were instigated to develop an overarching strategy and these 

efforts were continued by the Finnish Chairmanship (2017-2019). However, 

this process was not completed in time for the 2019 Ministerial meeting and 

it remains a task for the Icelandic Chairmanship (2019-2021) to complete. 

While the Council as a whole does not yet have a strategic plan, each of the 

Council’s Working Groups have a strategic document (CAFF 2015; PAME 

2015; EPPR 2016; ACAP 2016; SWDG 2017; AMAP 2019) defining 

overarching goals and objectives. Only two specify in detail actions needed to 

achieve these goals i.e. the Actions for Arctic Biodiversity 2013-2021: 

implementing the recommendations of the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment 

(CAFF 2015) and the Arctic Marine Strategic Plan 2015-2025 (PAME 2015), 

thereby providing a reporting mechanism and a potential framework to 

facilitate evaluation of the effectiveness of the Council. To the lack of a clear 

overarching strategy for the Council is added the concept of Chairmanship 

priorities which define priorities or themes for a state’s Chairmanship. Over 

time these have become more substantive whereby States consult with other 

Member States and Permanent Participants producing detailed lists of priority 

initiatives or themes via which they plan to define their Chairmanships. 

2.3 Mechanisms of influence 

Through development of the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment and its 

implementation plan, the Council has created a means to more effectively 

guide its activities and decision-making concerning biodiversity. However, 

while it is relatively easy to map progress on developing outputs such as the 

Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (Barry 2017; 2019), Circumpolar 

Biodiversity Monitoring Programme (CBMP) (Barry et al 2020) and the 

Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI) (Provencher et al 2017), detecting 

changes in behaviour in response 

is more challenging. 

Understanding how an 

organisation such as the Arctic 

Council which has no formal 

authority and limited resources 

can make a difference requires not 

just an understanding of barriers 

to its effectiveness but also 

identification of the mechanisms 
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through which it strives to be an agent of change. To uncover the Council’s 

potential to act as an agent of change requires looking deeper to find those 

hidden, examples of how the Council’s work has directly led to or influenced 

change (Barry et al 2020; 2020a).  

Delivering policy recommendations and advice for management are key to 

how the Council draws attention to issues of concern. Through the 

identification of actions needed in response, e.g., as in the Actions for 

Biodiversity, the Council can nudge states and others towards necessary 

changes in behaviour. However, reporting on the Actions for Biodiversity in 

terms of whether tasks have been initiated only reflects those issues and 

actions that states are willing to address collectively within the context of the 

Council. It does not capture changes in behaviour by individual states, for 

example, in state policy or regulations in response to a recommendation. 

What the progress reports on implementation of the Arctic Biodiversity 

Assessment recommendations (Barry 2017; 2019) begin to highlight is how, 

despite its lack of formal authority and resources to directly engage in 

implementation, the Council can influence behaviour and movement towards 

the desired actions through knowledge building, facilitating dialogue, 

enhancing capacity, making data accessible, supporting regional and global 

frameworks, providing advice to decision makers; and creating a community 

of people in key organisations across the Arctic with a passion for the Arctic 

and who are well placed to influence decisions and nudge issues forward 

(Barry et al 2020a). Such mechanisms can be viewed as an exercise in “soft 

power” and are often overlooked by those who think in terms of formal 

authority or material resources but can be key in ensuring change occurs. 

However, they are not always effective and a consideration of how they are 

deployed by the Council can help tease out the conditions that are conducive 

to success in exercising such soft power (Barry et al 2020a). 

Building knowledge through monitoring and assessment is a core activity of 

the Council where it has received widespread recognition as a credible and 

legitimate source on the challenges being faced in the Arctic (Prip 2016; 

Stokke 2013). This mechanism can sometimes trigger political action with a 

recent example of how cooperation between states engaged in the 

implementation of CAFF’s Arctic Marine Biodiversity Monitoring Plan (Gill 

et al 2011) led to the identification of time and cost-effective possibilities for 

marine benthos monitoring. This resulted in a benthic biodiversity monitoring 

component being added to the existing annual monitoring process for 

commercial fish-stocks in several Arctic countries (Greenland, Iceland and 

Norway), thus improving the coverage of overall biodiversity monitoring 
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with relatively little extra cost (Barry 2017). This synergy might seem simple, 

but may not have occurred, without the Council’s recognition of a gap in 

knowledge and subsequent investment by Arctic states to facilitate the 

gathering and exchange of knowledge (Barry et al 2020a). 

Other important influence mechanisms are the efforts to facilitate and 

increase engagement with Arctic biodiversity among diverse stakeholders at 

different scales. This can be seen in how the Council is trying to 

accommodate the desires of observer states and organizations for greater 

involvement, while retaining Arctic state sovereignty. Its ability to do so will 

have consequences in terms of access to resources, knowledge, and how 

states and bodies outside the Council respond to and act upon its products 

(Barry et al 2020). Migratory species are an obvious issue in which to engage 

with non-Arctic states and CAFF’s Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI) 

has become a test case through which the Council is exploring a model for 

how to do so (Barry and Price 2015). Under AMBI, for the first time, the 

Council is recommending specific actions to be taken outside of the Arctic in 

order to help conserve Arctic species (CAFF 2019). This allows Arctic 

Council observer states to directly contribute to the Council’s work within 

their own jurisdictions, thus fulfilling the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment 

recommendations as well as the requirement for observer states to engage 

with the Council at the Working Group level (Barry et al 2020a). 

Facilitating engagement within the Council itself is also an important task 

and a perceived lack of cooperation across its subsidiary bodies is often cited 

in the literature on the Council (e.g., Prip 2016; Supreme Audit Institutions 

2015). The reporting and evaluation component built into the Actions for 

Biodiversity is an example of how cooperation across Arctic Council 

subsidiary bodies can be encouraged, with all subsidiary bodies involved in 

the design of the plan and reporting on its implementation. Increasing 

engagement can also be seen in the growing number of cross-cutting 

initiatives between subsidiary bodies working on tasks identified in the 

Actions for Biodiversity. Enhancing the capacity of the Council is 

challenging to achieve, given the limited resources available. However, 

opportunities are provided for relevant stakeholders to join Council activities, 

learn how the system operates, and to take these skills back to inform their 

organizations (Barry et al 2020a). 
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2.4 Limitations and further research 

The following challenges were encountered during this research with respect 

to the research methods and data used.  

• The Actions for Biodiversity presents a framework to evaluate 

effectiveness of the Council’s work on biodiversity and to track its 

outputs and outcomes. However, the absence of obligated reporting has 

led to a lack of transparency as to how or if States act on any outcomes 

from the Council which means that while the Council has had impacts at 

the global scale detecting impacts at national or local levels is difficult. 

Therefore, while it was possible to gather information comprehensively 

on those issues and actions that states address collectively within the 

context of the Council, it was more challenging to gather information on 

changes in behaviour by individual states, e.g. in state policy or 

regulations. To address this limitation this thesis by identifying the 

mechanisms through which the Council seeks to make an impact and 

discussions with scientists and bureaucrats from Arctic States uncovered 

several examples of impacts at the national and global levels.  

• It is seven years since the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment 

recommendations, which form the framework for the Actions for Arctic 

Biodiversity, were negotiated and the Council has embarked upon 

development of a new Action Plan for 2021+. It is possible that some of 

the issues identified in the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment have been 

overtaken by the changes occurring in the Arctic; and new issues may 

have emerged which need to be taken into account and which might 

shed light on how the Council can/does influence change. To do so 

would require an update to the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment and 

negotiation between Arctic States. Therefore, this issue was not 

addressed within the context of this thesis. However, building upon this 

thesis and as part of the steps to develop a new Action Plan for 2021+, a 

review is currently underway of all key findings, advice and 

recommendations on biodiversity issued by the Council since 2013. The 

outcomes of this review will clarify if the Arctic Biodiversity 

Assessment recommendations and key findings remain valid or need 

revision. 

• Multiple causal factors are often involved in shaping outcomes and it 

can be difficult to trace the role a Council activity might have played in 

ensuring a specific outcome. To address this limitation this thesis 
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identified examples of where the Council’s activities have had impacts 

on biodiversity and uncovered mechanisms through which they were 

successful. This helped provide insights into how the Arctic Council can 

be an agent of change during current crises and to inform discussions on 

its future. 

A more thorough understanding of how the Council’s activities have been 

used and acted upon will require more comprehensive reporting within the 

Council by member states and organisations.  With the above issues in mind 

the following are areas where further research is required to inform our 

understanding of the impacts of the Council’s activities: 

• Consider the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment recommendations to 

evaluate whether in light of new changes and knowledge over the 

intervening eight years they should continue to form the framework 

within which the Council considers its actions on biodiversity.  

• Clarify where and how the Arctic Council fits with the other 

components comprising the architecture of Arctic governance. 

• This thesis has focused on just one aspect of the Council’s, work i.e. 

biodiversity, similar attention paid to other areas within its broad range 

of activities would help inform discussions on the future of the Council.  

• Consider if when faced with the evolving political and environmental 

pressures in the Arctic can the Arctic Council continue to have an 

impact? Will the existing mechanisms of influence described in this 

thesis continue to function in the face of the many forces driving change 

in the Arctic and in its governance architecture? 

2.5  Contribution to knowledge 

As the Arctic Council approaches its 25th anniversary in 2021 and the Arctic 

faces growing ecological and social challenges its purpose and role in Arctic 

governance is increasingly under scrutiny (e.g., Young 2019). Therefore, as it 

reaches this milestone, identifying where the Council’s activities have had 

impacts on biodiversity and uncovering the mechanisms through which they 

were successful provides insights into how the Arctic Council can be an agent 

of change during these crises and inform discussions on its future. Through 

illustrating how the Actions for Biodiversity can provide a robust means of 

reporting on the outcomes of its activities regarding biodiversity and 
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evaluating their effectiveness it provides an important contribution towards 

demonstrating the relevance of the Council, facilitating the setting of 

priorities for its work, and shedding light on potential roles the Council might 

play in the increasingly complex framework of Arctic governance. This 

entailed: 

• Providing an overview of the recommendations made by the Arctic 

Council on actions needed to ensure the sustainable conservation and 

management of the Arctic’s biodiversity and describing their path from 

science to policy;  

• Defining how the Council reports on and evaluates progress towards 

implementation of recommendations it makes regarding biodiversity; 

• Identifying drivers and barriers to its institutional effectiveness; 

providing an understanding of the norms and rules which constitute the 

Council, and which are central its problem-solving abilities;  

• Identifying where activities have had impacts and uncovering the 

mechanisms through which they were successful; and 

• Analysing the extent and nature of protected areas across the Arctic as 

one of the key tools available to conservation of Arctic biodiversity. 

This thesis also contributes to the literature on the effectiveness of 

international organisations through 1) identifying mechanisms through which 

one organisation (the Arctic Council) strives to exert influence in the pursuit 

of its objectives; 2) uncovering examples of where this has and has not been 

successful; and 3) providing a framework for how such an organisations 

effectiveness could be considered.  

The outcomes of this thesis led to the formulation of the following 

recommendations for future research and for the Council to consider:  

• Revise the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment recommendations and key 

findings to evaluate whether in light of new changes and knowledge 

over the intervening eight years they should continue to form the 

framework within which the Council considers its actions on 

biodiversity.  
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• Allow for more comprehensive reporting within the Council to facilitate 

a better understanding of how the Council’s activities have been used 

and acted upon in global, national, and local contexts.  

• Agree upon an overall strategy for the Council which would help to 

focus and guide its work more effectively when addressing climate 

change and sustainable development. 

• Establish a sustainable funding framework both for the organisation 

itself and to allow for implementation of agreed upon activities. 

• Clarify where and how the Council relates to or fits with other emerging 

components of Arctic governance which at present remain unconnected 

e.g. the Agreement to prevent unregulated high seas fisheries in the 

Central Arctic Ocean. 

• Consider how the development of an international legally binding 

instrument under UNCLOS on the conservation and sustainable use of 

marine biological diversity of areas beyond national jurisdiction 

(UNCLOS 2017) will impact on how the Council deals with Arctic 

biodiversity. 

• Consider whether the Council in the face of increasing environmental 

and political pressures can continue to exert influence e.g. will the 

mechanisms described remain effective means to influence change. 

2.6 Conclusions 

The Arctic Council is undergoing changes in how it operates, while, at the 

same time, the Arctic is facing growing ecological and social challenges. At 

this critical juncture, identifying where the Council’s activities have had 

impacts on biodiversity and uncovering the mechanisms through which they 

were successful may provide insight into how the Arctic Council can be an 

agent of change during these ecological crises and inform discussions on its 

future.  

It is clear that the Actions for Biodiversity provide a means to evaluate and 

guide the Council’s work on biodiversity and help focus the Council’s efforts 

to influence change. It has resulted in a more coordinated approach by the 

Council on how it follows up on its biodiversity recommendations. While the 

absence of obligated reporting makes it difficult to pinpoint where the Arctic 
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Biodiversity Assessment has had a direct impact, the examples provided, e.g., 

the role played by the CBMP in filling knowledge gaps and raising 

awareness, illustrate how the implementation of Council recommendations in 

tandem with the influence mechanisms described above can play an 

important role in conserving Arctic biodiversity. While the Actions for 

Biodiversity have been effective in focusing attention on the importance of 

implementation and follow-up reporting, it is also clear that, when it comes to 

taking the jump from knowledge to action, the tools or willingness to 

translate this into action at the national level are often missing (Prip 2016, 

Barry et al 2020). The Council can also suffer from a lack of forward 

planning, in that attention can be focused on a product itself, without enough 

thought given to structure and planning to ensure follow ups on its findings 

(Barry et al 2020) in order to facilitate clear reporting and an evaluation of 

responses. A more thorough understanding of how the Council’s activities 

have been used and acted upon in global, national, and more local contexts 

will require more comprehensive reporting within the Council by member 

states and organizations. 

Despite these challenges it is clear that the Council has had positive impacts 

both at national and global scales through increasing common awareness and 

understanding of issues such as the challenges facing Arctic biodiversity; 

generating knowledge to support evidenced based decision making; 

addressing gaps in Arctic governance through facilitating creation of legal 

agreements; and providing a venue for communication in times of 

geopolitical tension. The mechanisms used to exercise the soft power 

described in this thesis—knowledge building, facilitating dialogue, enhancing 

capacity, making data accessible, supporting regional and global frameworks 

and providing advice to decision makers—play important roles in how the 

Council works to influence change. However, we must keep in mind that, as 

multiple causal factors are often involved in shaping outcomes, it can be 

difficult to trace the role a Council activity might have played in ensuring a 

specific outcome.  

The Council’s ability to continue to have positive impacts and to function as 

a forum for cooperation will be tested by how it responds to climate change 

and the extent to which Arctic States may allow security issues to be 

addressed. The development of an international legally binding instrument 

under UNCLOS on the conservation and sustainable use of marine Biological 

diversity of areas Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ) (UNCLOS 2017) 

may have significant impacts on how the Council deals with Arctic 

biodiversity. These impacts are already being reflected in the increased 
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emphasis placed on the need for improved coordination on ocean governance 

e.g. the Task Force on Arctic Marine Cooperation and the SAO Marine 

Mechanism currently underway which is intended to create a framework 

within which  Arctic States, Permanent Participants, Working Groups and 

Observers can call attention to ocean-related matters they believe to be of 

particular relevance for the Arctic Council.  

What role might the Council play in implementing the BBNJ once it has been 

completed? Without clear strategies many of the Council’s efforts can appear 

ad hoc, reactive rather than responsive and without due recourse to forward 

planning. Although , when clear and detailed plans are in place to guide the 

work of the Council as in biodiversity e.g. the Action plan for Arctic 

biodiversity (CAFF 2015) and the AMBI work plans (Provencher et al. 2017; 

CAFF 2019) then glimpses can be seen of the potential of the Council to act 

as an agent of change. However, when faced with evolving political and 

environmental pressures can the Arctic Council continue to have an impact? 

Will the existing mechanisms of influence described in this thesis continue to 

function in the face of the many forces driving change in the Arctic and in its 

governance architecture? 
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Abstract In 2013, the Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna
(CAFF) and the biodiversityworking group of theArctic Council
released the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (ABA), a report
containing the best available science informed by traditional eco-
logical knowledge on the status and trends of Arctic biodiversity
and accompanying policy recommendations (ABA 2013a) for
biodiversity conservation. This text provides a summary of the
ABA recommendations and a discussion on their path from key
scientific findings to policy and subsequent actions.

In 2013, the Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF)
and the biodiversity working group of the Arctic Council1

released the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (ABA 2013a, b),
a report containing the best available science informed by
traditional ecological knowledge on the status and trends of
Arctic biodiversity and accompanying policy recommenda-
tions for biodiversity conservation (Fig. 1 ABA boundary).

The assessment explored the potentially dramatic conse-
quences of climate change and other factors that adversely
affect species and their habitats in the Arctic, providing critical
information to policy makers. The ABA found [Box 1] that
large tracts of the Arctic remain relatively undisturbed, pro-
viding a unique opportunity for proactive action that can

minimize or even prevent future problems that would be cost-
ly, or impossible, to reverse.

Box 1: Key findings of the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment

1. Arctic biodiversity is being degraded, but decisive action taken now
can help sustain vast, relatively undisturbed ecosystems of tundra,
mountains, fresh water and seas and the valuable services they provide.

2. Climate change is by far the most serious threat to Arctic biodiversity
and exacerbates all other threats.

3. Many Arctic migratory species are threatened by overharvest and
habitat alteration outside the Arctic, especially birds along the East
Asian flyway.

4. Disturbance and habitat degradation can diminish Arctic biodiversity
and the opportunities for Arctic residents and visitors to enjoy the
benefits of ecosystem services.

5. Pollution from both long-range transport and local sources threatens the
health of Arctic species and ecosystems.

6. There are currently few invasive alien species in the Arctic, but more
are expected with climate change and increased human activity.

7. Overharvest was historically the primary human impact onmanyArctic
species, but sound management has successfully addressed this
problem in most, but not all, cases.

8. Current knowledge of many Arctic species, ecosystems and their
stressors is fragmentary, making detection and assessment of trends
and their implications difficult for many aspects of Arctic biodiversity.

9. The challenges facing Arctic biodiversity are interconnected, requiring
comprehensive solutions and international cooperation.

The Arctic Council ministers agreed to implement the 17
recommendations articulated in the Arctic Biodiversity
Assessment, Report for Policy Makers (Fig. 2 and Box 2).
At the April 2015 Arctic Council Ministerial meeting, the
Arctic states were presented with an 8-year implementation
plan Actions for Biodiversity 2013–2021, (CAFF 2015), an
action plan that has been informed by discussions with
Arctic Council countries, indigenous organizations, observer
organizations, and countries. Actions for Biodiversity 2013–
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1 Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF), Arctic Council
Working Group, Akureyri, Iceland

1 The Arctic Council is a high-level intergovernmental forum promoting
cooperation, coordination, and interaction among the Arctic states, with
the involvement of the Arctic indigenous communities and other Arctic
inhabitants on common Arctic issues, in particular issues of sustainable
development and environmental protection in the Arctic.
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2021 will act as the key guide to Arctic Council biodiversity
conservation in the coming years.

Box 2: ABA Recommendations

Climate change

1. Actively support international efforts addressing climate change,
both reducing stressors and implementing adaptation measures, as an
urgent matter.

2. Incorporate resilience and adaptation of biodiversity to climate
change into plans for development in the Arctic.

Ecosystem-based management

3. Advance and advocate ecosystem-based management efforts in the
Arctic as a framework for cooperation, planning and development.

Mainstreaming biodiversity

4. Require the incorporation of biodiversity objectives and provisions
into all Arctic Council work and encourage the same for on-going
and future international standards, agreements, plans, operations and/
or other tools specific to development in the Arctic.

Identifying and safeguarding important areas for biodiversity

5. Advance the protection of large areas of ecologically important
marine, terrestrial and freshwater habitats, taking into account
ecological resilience in a changing climate.

6. Develop guidelines and implement appropriate spatial and temporal
measures where necessary to reduce human disturbance to areas
critical for sensitive life stages of Arctic species that are outside
protected areas, for example along transportation corridors.

7. Develop and implement mechanisms that best safeguard Arctic
biodiversity under changing environmental conditions, such as loss
of sea ice, glaciers and permafrost.

Addressing individual stressors on biodiversity

8. Reduce stressors on migratory species range-wide, including habitat
degradation and overharvesting on wintering and staging areas and
along flyways and other migration routes.

9. Reduce the threat of invasive alien/non-native species to the Arctic
by developing and implementing common measures for early de-
tection and reporting, identifying and blocking pathways of intro-
duction, and sharing best practices and techniques for monitoring,
eradication and control.

10. Promote the sustainable management of the Arctic’s living
resources and their habitat.

11. Reduce the threat of pollutants to Arctic biodiversity.

Improving knowledge and public awareness

12. Evaluate the range of services provided by Arctic biodiversity in
order to determine the costs associated with biodiversity loss and the
value of effective conservation in order to assess change and support
improved decision making.

13. Increase and focus inventory, long-term monitoring and research
efforts to address key gaps in scientific knowledge identified in this
assessment to better facilitate the development and implementation
of conservation and management strategies.

14. Recognize the value of traditional ecological knowledge and work
to further integrate it into the assessment, planning and management
of Arctic biodiversity.

15. Promote public training, education and community-based moni-
toring, where appropriate, as integral elements in conservation and
management.

16. Research andmonitor individual and cumulative effects of stressors
and drivers of relevance to biodiversity, with a focus on stressors that

are expected to have rapid and significant impacts and issues where
knowledge is lacking.

17. Develop communication and outreach tools and methodologies to
better convey the importance and value of Arctic biodiversity and the
changes it is undergoing.

Although actions to implement the ABA recommenda-
tions are aimed primarily at the Arctic Council, its mem-
ber states and Permanent Participants’2 success in con-
serving Arctic biodiversity depend on actions by non-
Arctic states, regional and local authorities, industry, and
all who live, work, and travel in the Arctic. The ABA
recommendations, therefore, also provide a guide for bio-
diversity conservation action for authorities and organiza-
tions beyond the Arctic Council.

Delving into the report, we can see how the scientific find-
ings led to policy recommendations and subsequently to in-
formed policy actions. For example, ABA key finding no. 3
states BMany Arctic migratory species are threatened by over-
harvest and habitat alteration outside the Arctic, especially
birds along the East Asian flyway.^ (ABA Policy 2013c).
Furthermore, an additional key finding states BThe challenges
facing Arctic biodiversity are interconnected, requiring com-
prehensive solutions and international cooperation.^ (ABA
Policy 2013c). These findings informed ABA recommenda-
tion no. 8, which recommends to BReduce stressors on migra-
tory species range-wide, including habitat degradation and
overharvesting on wintering and staging areas and along fly-
ways (Fig. 3) and other migration routes.^ The Actions for
Biodiversity 2013–2021 response is the creation of the
Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI).

The AMBI is designed to improve the status and se-
cure the long-term sustainability of declining Arctic
breeding migratory bird populations (Fig. 4). It seeks to
reduce the key stressors of habitat loss and degradation
(especially intertidal areas), unsustainable harvest, and
marine by-catch along the migratory routes of selected
priority species. Actions to reverse declining trends in
bird populations have been identified along four flyways:

2 Out of a total of 4 million inhabitants of the Arctic, approx-
imately 500,000 belong to indigenous peoples. Indigenous
peoples’ organizations have been granted Permanent
Participants status in the Arctic Council. The Permanent
Participants have full consultation rights in connection with
the Council’s negotiations and decisions. The Permanent
Participants represent a unique feature of the Arctic Council,
and they make valuable contributions to its activities in all
areas. The following organizations are Permanent
Participants of the Arctic Council: Arctic Athabaskan
Council, Aleut International Association, Gwich’in Council
International, Inuit Circumpolar Council, Russian
Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, and the
Saami Council.
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the East Asian-Australasian, African-Eurasian, America,
and circumpolar flyways. As many of the priority species
identified in the AMBI travel thousands of miles and
stopover in many different countries, the success of this
initiative requires on-the-ground action in cooperation
with many different partner organizations and states on
almost every continent. Furthermore, the engagement of
non-Arctic states is of increasing importance at the
Arctic Council and the AMBI is the first Arctic
Council project to actively seek involvement from the
recently expanded group of Arctic Council observer
countries.3 As such, the project acts as a test case for
involvement of non-Arctic states in Arctic Council
activities.

In the efforts to meet the goal of inclusivity and encourage
the adoption of ABA recommendations beyond the Arctic
Council, CAFF organized the first Arctic Biodiversity

Congress in Trondheim, Norway, in December 2014. Over
450 Arctic scientists, policy makers, government officials,
indigenous peoples, students, and industry and civil society
representatives convened to discuss the challenges facing
Arctic biodiversity and the most appropriate actions for con-
servation and sustainable use of the Arctic’s living resources.

3 Arctic Council observer countries are the following: France,
Germany, The Netherlands, Poland, Spain, the UK, the
People’s Republic of China, Italy, Japan, Republic of Korea,
Singapore, and India.

Fig. 2 Cover for Arctic Biodiversity Assessment, report for policy
makers

Fig. 1 Boundaries of the
geographic area covered by the
Arctic Biodiversity Assessment
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The results informed the Actions for Biodiversity 2013–2021,
ensuring that the action plan was meaningful and transferrable
across geography, disciplines, and sectors.

The path from completing the ABA to the development of
policy recommendations and the subsequent implementation
illustrates the effective role the Arctic Council can play in

Fig. 3 Major flyways of Arctic birds. Bird migration links Arctic breeding areas to all other parts of the globe [from Arctic Biodiversity Assessment,
BChapter 4, Birds^]

Fig. 4 Avian biodiversity in
different regions of the Arctic.
Charts on the inner circle show
species numbers of different bird
groups in the high Arctic, on the
outer circle in the low Arctic. The
size of the charts is scaled to the
number of species in each region,
which ranges from 32 (Svalbard)
to 117 (low Arctic Alaska) [from
Arctic Biodiversity Assessment,
BChapter 4, Birds^]
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promoting and facilitating global conservation actions for
Arctic biodiversity and ecosystems.

The Arctic Biodiversity Congress held on December 2014,
the largest gathering of people in the history of the Arctic
Council, brought together over 450 Arctic scientists, policy
makers, government officials, industry and civil society rep-
resentatives, and indigenous peoples to discuss the status,
trends, and actions for conservation and sustainable use of
Arctic biodiversity. The Congress helped to advise CAFF on
the development of BActions for Arctic Biodiversity:
Implementation of the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment
Recommendations 2013–2021.^

A key finding of the ABAwas that BArctic biodiversity is
being degraded, but decisive action taken now can help sus-
tain vast, relatively undisturbed ecosystems of tundra, moun-
tains, fresh water and seas and the valuable services they
provide.^ (ABA 2013a). An overriding message from the
Arctic Biodiversity Congress was that while there is an urgen-
cy to take some actions now, all actions must be sustained over
the long term. There is an urgent need to speed up and scale up
actions to implement the recommendations of the Arctic

Biodiversity Assessment and the commitments under related
international agreements relevant to the Arctic, such as the
Aichi Biodiversity Targets developed by the United Nations
Convention on Biological Diversity (Smith et al. 2015).

Further Information:

& www.caff.is; www.arcticbiodiversity.is; www.caff.is/ambi

References

CAFF (2013a) Arctic biodiversity assessment: report for policy makers.
Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna, Akureyri

CAFF (2013b) Arctic biodiversity assessment. Status and trends in Arctic
biodiversity. Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna, Akureyri

CAFF (2013c) Arctic biodiversity assessment synthesis. Conservation of
Arctic Flora and Fauna, Akureyri

CAFF (2015) Actions for Arctic biodiversity: implementation of the
Arctic Biodiversity Assessment recommendations 2013–2021

Smith R, Barry T, Kateras F (2015) Thoughts on the Arctic biodiversity
congress. Biodiversity. 16 (1)

J Environ Stud Sci (2015) 5:283–287 287

http://www.caff.is/
http://www.arcticbiodiversity.is/
http://www.caff.is/ambi




47 

Paper II 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paper II 

























59 

Paper III 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paper III 





Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Global Environmental Change

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/gloenvcha

The Arctic Council: an agent of change?

Tom Barrya,⁎,1, Brynhildur Daviðsdóttira, Níels Einarssonb, Oran R. Youngc

a Environment and Natural Resources. Department of Economics and Department of Life-and Environmental Sciences, University of Iceland, Sæmundargötu 2, 102
Reykjavík, Iceland
b Stefansson Arctic Institute, Borgir, Norðurslóð 4, IS-600 Akureyri, Iceland
c Bren School of Environmental Science and Management, University of California (Santa Barbara), Santa Barbara, CA 93103, USA

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Arctic
Arctic Council
CAFF
Biodiversity
Institutional effectiveness
Conservation
Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna

A B S T R A C T

The Arctic Council is an intergovernmental forum promoting cooperation, coordination and interaction among
Arctic States, Indigenous communities and peoples on issues of common importance. The rising geo-political
importance of the Arctic and the onset of climate change has resulted in the Council becoming a focus of
increasing interest from both inside and beyond the Arctic. This has resulted in new demands placed on the
Council, attracted an increasing number of participants and instigated a period of transformation as Arctic states
work to find a way to balance conflicting demands for improving the effectiveness of the Council and taking care
of national interests. This paper considers if during this time of change the Council is having an impact upon the
issues it was formed to address i.e. environmental protection and sustainable development. To provide answers it
looks at how the Council operates and through the lens of biodiversity identifies drivers and barriers to the
Councils institutional effectiveness; providing an understanding of the norms and rules which constitute the
Council and which are central its problem-solving abilities. It is clear that the Council is changing and how it
operates is evolving in response to the increasing attention paid to all things Arctic. However, challenges to
ensuring effective outcomes from its activities remain and without clear strategies many of the Councils efforts
can appear ad-hoc and without due recourse to forward planning. However, when clear and detailed plans are in
place to guide the work of the Council as for biodiversity then glimpses can be seen of its potential to act as an
agent of change.

1. Introduction

The Arctic Council is an intergovernmental forum established in
1996 to promote cooperation, coordination and interaction among the
Arctic States , with the involvement of Arctic indigenous communities
and other Arctic inhabitants on issues of common importance
(Arctic Council, 1996). Originally focused primarily on environmental
protection and sustainable development it has evolved into a forum
which also addresses social, cultural and economic issues with both
regional and global implications. Its founding documents explicitly
exclude any focus on military security and it is interesting to note that
the Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR), one of
the Councils 6 Working Groups is chaired by a Danish naval Officer,
perhaps reflecting evolving positions from at least one Arctic State on
how security might be addressed within the Council.

This broadening of the Council's agenda coinciding with the rising
geopolitical importance of the Arctic and the onset of climate change

has resulted in the Council becoming a focus of increasing interest from
both inside and beyond the Arctic (Knecht, 2017). This has resulted in
new demands placed on the Council, attracted an increasing number of
participants and instigated a period of transformation as Arctic states
work to find a way to balance conflicting demands for improving the
effectiveness of the Council and taking care of national interests. The
failure of the Foreign Ministers of the Arctic States for the first time in
the history of the Council to agree upon a Declaration at the 2019 Arctic
Council Ministerial underlines the challenges being faced
(Koivurova, 2019).

The goal of this paper is to look at how the Arctic Council is
changing; explore drivers and barriers to its institutional effectiveness;
and through the lens of biodiversity consider how these may hinder or
be conducive to its ability to have an impact upon the issues it was
formed to address i.e. environmental protection and sustainable de-
velopment.
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2. Effectiveness of the Arctic Council

This paper understands effectiveness as the extent to which an or-
ganisation has had an impact on or contributed to the resolution or
improvement of the problem(s) it was created to address
(Young, 2011). Evaluating effectiveness is challenging and there is a
diverse literature focused on defining how this might be achieved (e.g.
Levy, 1996; Oberthür and Stokke, 2011; Johns, Thorn and
VanNijnatten, 2018) and a broad range of approaches that might be
taken e.g. problem-solving, legal, economic, normative and political
(Young and Levy, 1999; Smieszk, 2019). WWF have tried to measure
progress on implementation of Arctic Council recommendations
through scorecards which assign grades on progress being made on
implementation (WWF, 2017, WWF, 2019). While the scorecards shed
light on the need for the Council to be able to assess the effectiveness of
its actions they do not establish causality by identifying clear linkages
between a States actions and a Council recommendation. Common to
all these approaches are the obstacles posed in defining how to measure
effectiveness, and establish causality; as well as their tendency to focus
on entities with a regulatory role.

Conducting an evaluation of the effectiveness of the Council's work
on biodiversity is complicated by its consensual nature; lack of binding
obligations placed upon its members; lack of information on how states
implement or follow-up on Council outcomes; and because biodiversity
is such a broad and diverse area it can be difficult to decide where to
begin. The approaches taken to evaluating the effectiveness of
Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEA) the tools normally used
by States to address regional and global environmental challenges and
promote sustainable development (Johnsen et al., 2010) provide a
starting point. They contain core concepts of relevance when con-
sidering the Council's effectiveness and while the Council is not an MEA
it reflects many of their concerns e.g. through efforts to ensure syner-
gies; create more effective governance; and setting priorities leading to
the development of legally binding agreements.

There are currently over 1300 MEAs (Mitchell, 2020) however their
existence does not guarantee improved environmental conditions and
evaluations of their effectiveness are often hindered by gaps in data,
conceptual difficulties and methodological problems e.g. a lack of clear
criteria (WGEA, 2010). The Working Group on Environmental Auditing
(WGEA), under the International Organization of Supreme Audit In-
stitutions (INTOSAI) which has a mandate to improve the use of audit
instruments in the field of environmental protection policies, has pro-
posed approaches to evaluate effectiveness of MEAs which entail uti-
lizing auditing techniques to determine effectiveness (WGEA 2019). It
has produced guidance specific to auditing biodiversity which provides
a useful way to quantify progress towards implementation and com-
pliance. These approaches inform the conceptual framework for this
paper focusing on changes in behaviour related to the outputs and in-
frastructure being created as the Council evolves e.g. outcomes or ac-
tions taken by actors e.g. States relevant to the issue in question. This
requires an understanding of the norms and rules of how the Council
operates and which are central to its problem-solving abilities i.e.:

• Who the main players are and the constraints to which they are
subject;

• How it is structured, funded and operates; and

• Where the Council sits in the Arctic Governance framework.

The methods used to inform this analysis include interviews with
bureaucrats and experts with a long history of enagement in the Council
both as State, Indigenous and Observer representatives; reviews of this
paper by bureaucrats and experts with a long history of enagement in
the Council both as State, Indigenous and Observer representatives;
four meetings to evaluate the status of implementation of biodiversity
actions in the Arctic Council; participation in numerous Arctic Council
meetings between 2008-2019; and a review of Arctic Council meeting

documents from 1996-2019.

3. Who are the main players and what are the limitations they
face?

The Arctic Council is a consensus forum comprised of 8 member
states (Canada, the Kingdom of Denmark (including Greenland and the
Faroe Islands), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the
United States) and 6 indigenous organizations known as Permanent
Participants (Aleut International Association, Arctic Athabaskan
Council, Gwich'in Council International, Inuit Circumpolar Council,
Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, and the Saami
Council) (Arctic Council, 2019a). It has no ability to enforce a member
state or organisation to implement any of its guidelines, advice or re-
commendations, which remain the responsibility of member States and
organisations (Arctic Council, 2013a). The Permanent Participants sit at
the same table as the member States, and can intervene and speak ac-
cording to the same procedures applied to member States. The Arctic
States are obliged to consult them on all the Council's negotiations and
decisions but ultimately it is the Arctic States who are the final deci-
sions makers (Arctic Council, 2013a). The importance of engaging in-
digenous peoples and incorporating their knowledge in the work of the
Council is regularly highlighted in Council reports and Declarations.
However, their ability to engage is restricted by limited resources and
capacity. Of the 90 Council ongoing activities only 16 have a Perma-
nent Participant as a co-Lead (Arctic Council, 2019b), reflecting the
impacts of these limitations. The ability to engage also varies between
organisations and is largely dependent upon individual State’ will-
ingness and capacity to provide resources. In an effort to address this
challenge, 5 of the Permanent Participants formed in 2017 the Álgu
Fund (Website)

In addition, the Council also has the category of Observers which
currently consists of 13 Non-arctic States, 13 Intergovernmental and
Inter-Parliamentary Organizations and 12 regional and Non-govern-
mental Organizations (for a full list of all observer states and organi-
sations see here: https://arctic-council.org/en/about/observers). The
number of Observers has almost tripled since 1998, reflecting the in-
creased global interest in the Arctic with most recently approved
Observer States coming from Asia (Fig 1). The EU is an ad-hoc observer
in the Arctic Council, but in practice is treated the same as other Arctic
Council observers.

Observers are directed to focus their engagement within the activ-
ities of the Council's 6 Working Groups where they can propose projects
through an Arctic State or a Permanent Participant, with a caveat that
their total financial contributions may not exceed funds from Arctic
States (Arctic Council, 2015). Projects with engagement from Observers
are increasing with 10 projects currently listed where Observers are co-
leads (Arctic Council, 2019b). However, this does not reflect the
broader engagement of Observers who may lead on components nested
within broader initiatives, a detail not captured in Senior Arctic Offi-
cials (SAO) progress reports to Ministers. For example, scientists from
Observer states and organisations make important contributions in as-
sessments of status and trends of biodiversity (Meltofte et al, 2013;
CAFF, 2017); and play key roles in implementation of components of
broader tasks e.g. through the Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI)
(Provencher et al., 2017).

Fig. 1. Numbers of Observers to the Arctic Council
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A key-challenge is how can the Council accommodate the desires of
Observers for greater involvement while retaining control. Its ability to
do so will have consequences in terms of access to resources; knowl-
edge; and how States and bodies outside the Council respond to and act
upon the products of the Council. To manage this challenge, it has
developed guidelines for Observer engagement (Arctic Council, 2015)
and is trying to find ways to ensure more effective engagement and
access to resources both monetary and scientific that Observers can
contribute. For example, it is now common practice for SAO meetings to
have components focused on Observer engagement where Observers
can discuss their concerns and highlight how they are contributing to
the Council's work. Observer states also meet in what are known as
“Warsaw Format” meetings to discuss their role in the Council and to
address the Arctic Council chairmanship without representatives from
Arctic Council member states present. Six such events have been held,
most recently in 2019 (Arctic, Council 2019c).

The Council is experimenting with different approaches to engaging
Observers. Examples include an initiative co-led by the US, Republic of
Korea, Italy and Poland which is developing an approach to more sys-
tematically engage with Observers on shipping-related work
(PAME, 2019); and AMBI through which the Council is exploring a
model for engaging with Observer States whereby for the first time it is
recommending specific actions to be undertaken within non-Arctic
States. AMBI flyway workplans extend into the southern hemisphere
and were developed in cooperation with states along those flyways
(Provencher et al., 2017; ).

States such as China, Germany, India, Netherlands, Republic of
Korea, Singapore and Spain have become active on implementation of
AMBI goals and objectives. Reflecting this engagement, Flyway co-
ordinators for AMBI have been based in Observer States (Germany and
Singapore). Reflecting the global relevance of Arctic issues, non-Arctic
States who otherwise have no connection to the Arctic Council have
engaged with AMBI, e.g. Mexico, Brazil, Australia and Guinea-Bissau,
and the Americas Flyway Coordinator is based in Ecuador. Such an
initiative requires more parity of leadership between Arctic and non-
Arctic States than is currently the case and in response the Council is
exploring agreements with National institutes within Observer States as
a means to provide a foundation to facilitate engagement on im-
plementation actions (CAFF, 2019). This framework for Observer en-
gagement raises procedural questions regarding how projects co-led by
Observers address development of policy recommendations that might
flow from such activities, this currently being within the purview of
Arctic States alone. In the case of the AMBI East Asian Australasian
Flyway, stakeholders identified the Council as a more direct route to
higher powers within their respective States i.e. providing a channel to
speak to Ministries of Foreign Affairs and bypassing other ministries
where they may have been less effective in achieving their aims.

4. How are the norms and rules of how the Council operates
evolving?

Upon its formation in 1996, the Council took over the framework of
the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS, 1991) and con-
sisted of 4 Working Groups with no central administrative component.
In the intervening years, as attention on the Council increased, calls to
restructure the Council in order to increase its effectiveness surfaced
regularly (Haavisto, 2001; Norwegian Chairmanship, 2008). As a result,
its framework began to evolve and currently consists of the following
components (Fig 2):

• Meetings of Foreign Ministers as the primary decision-making body for
the Council.

• Senior Arctic Officials (SAOs) comprising representatives from
Ministries for Foreign Affairs of the Arctic States and Permanent
Participants who are tasked with acting upon the interests of the
Ministers, which includes providing guidance and direction to the

Council's subsidiary bodies. The Arctic Council Secretariat (ACS)
provides administrative support to the SAOs.

• Working Groups where the majority of the Council's work is under-
taken and who deliver the outcomes of their activities to the SAOs
for consideration. There are 6 Working Groups, each dealing with
different thematic areas. These include the Arctic Contaminants
Action Program (ACAP),Arctic Monitoring and Assessment
Programme (AMAP), Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna
(CAFF), Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR),
Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) and the
Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG).

• Task Forces formed at Ministerial meetings to work on specific issues
for a limited period, after which they are disbanded. Eleven Task
Forces have been formed, all of which are now disbanded and 3 of
which facilitated the development of legal agreements i.e. the
Agreement on cooperation on aeronautical and maritime search and
rescue in the Council, 2011; Agreement on Cooperation on Marine
Oil Pollution Preparedness and Response in the Arctic (2013b); and
the Agreement on scientific cooperation (2017b).

• Expert Groups outside of Working Groups which are not defined within
the Council's foundation documents and may differ from Task Forces
in the level of representation assigned and the duration of their
existence. Two Expert Groups have been formed, one of which is still
operational the Expert Group in operation in support of im-
plementation of the framework for action on Black Carbon and
Methane which is required to submit at each Ministerial a progress
report and recommendations.

While aspects of biodiversity are touched upon across several of the
Council's subsidiary bodies, the working group on the Conservation of
Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF), is the primary instrument through
which the Council addresses biodiversity. CAFF serves as a vehicle to
cooperate on species and habitat management and utilization; share
information on management techniques and regulatory regimes; and
facilitate evidence-based decision making. It provides a mechanism to
develop common responses on issues of importance for the Arctic
ecosystem such as development and economic pressures, conservation
opportunities and political commitments (CAFF, 1996).

There have been calls for the Council to alter its structure to help
improve its efficiency and effectiveness. For example, in 2002 the SAOs
submitted a review of the Arctic Council's Structure to the Ministers and
Individual states during their Chairmanships have also delivered re-
ports to inform this discussion (Haavisto, 2001; and
Norwegian Chairmanship 2008 (Arctic Council 2008). In 2015 several
Arctic States conducted a Multilateral Audit on their national autho-
rities’ work with the Arctic Council which found that the Council faced
challenges in relation to its organizational structure (Supreme Audit
Institutions of Denmark, Norway, The Russian Federation, Sweden and
the USA, 2015). In response to such calls the Council created the SDWG

Fig. 2. Organisation of the Arctic Council
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Working Group in 1998 and ACAP in 2006. More recently it has created
new forms of subsidiary bodies with the introduction of Task Forces and
Expert Groups in 2011; and the ACS in 2013. These additions were
introduced in response to the increasing complexity of the Council's
agenda and aimed in the case of the ACS to increase administrative
effectiveness and through Task Forces and Expert Groups to place
emphasis on specific issues outside the framework of the Working
Groups e.g. the Expert Group in operation in support of implementation
of the framework for action on Black Carbon and Methane.

Two Task Forces had mandates touching upon Arctic Council
structure and efficiency. In the case of the Task Force for Institutional
Issues (2011-13) this led to the establishment of the ACS. However, the
Task Force on Arctic Marine Cooperation (TFAMC) (2015-19) estab-
lished to consider the need for a regional seas program or other me-
chanism, to facilitate increased cooperation (Arctic Council, 2019d)
proved unequal to the task posed by the necessity to take into account
areas outside the jurisdiction of Arctic States and instruments of Arctic
governance outside the remit of the Council (Young, 2019). It failed to
come to any conclusion on several key needs it was formed to address
e.g. it did not produce terms of reference for a new Arctic Council
subsidiary body per its mandate (Arctic Council, 2017a) and thus far
has been unable to extend cooperation throughout the marine stew-
ardship cycle; and integration across sectors and jurisdictional bound-
aries (Arctic Council, 2019d). The only action to date has been agree-
ment to establish a SAO based mechanism consisting of additional days
added to SAO meetings focused on marine issues
(Arctic Council, 2019b), with a first meeting scheduled in 2020. Ad-
ditional challenges posed by the TFAMC included overlapping man-
dates between the TFAMC and the PAME Working Group.

The Council has also facilitated the creation of bodies outside the
framework of the Council itself, which address issues of common con-
cern e.g. the Arctic Economic Council (2014), Arctic Coastguard Forum
(2015) and Arctic Offshore regulators forum (2015). Why introduce
new mechanisms like this? is it because the SAOs are unable to have
working groups prioritize what they want to prioritize? In this context
the creation of the Arctic Economic Council might reflect that this lay
outside the scope of SDWGs mandate or that the Working Group was
not willing or unable to address economics in the way that the SAOs
wanted.

New roles are also being created outside the existing structure of
subsidiary bodies e.g. an innovation by the current Icelandic
Chairmanship has been the appointment of a Special Coordinator on
Plastics and marine litter. However, in the absence of specifics as to
what such an advisor should do other than “coordinate” it remains
unclear how this role will add value to already existing mechanisms e.g.
the Regional Action Plan for Marine Litter being developed by
(PAME, 2019) and if this post will disappear at the end of the Icelandic
Chairmanship. A Connectivity Coordinator position staffed by the US
has also been agreed upon with the purpose of improving commu-
nication between the Arctic Council and the Arctic Economic Council.
The creation of such positions with unclear mandates seemingly in an
unplanned fashion may reflect uncertainty among the Arctic States as to
the effectiveness of the current institutional structure; or a desire to
exert more direct control on specific issues rather than through Sub-
sidiary bodies with established rules and processes which guide how
priorities are acted upon.

In addition to these new instruments, an important evolution has
been the use of the Council to facilitate negotiation of legal agreements
where gaps in Arctic governance have been identified. Three such
agreements have been formed, 2 of which, focusing on response to oils
spills and scientific cooperation, are relevant for biodiversity. Reporting
on and coordination of activities related to the Agreement on
Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue (SAR) in
the Arctic (Council, 2011); and Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution
Preparedness and Response in the Arctic (MPOR)
(Arctic Council, 2013b) is conducted via the EPPR Working Group. The

SAR led to the creation of the Arctic Coast Guard Forum in 2015 de-
monstrating the potential casual impacts of Arctic Council activities.
While an important step in how the Council might operationalise out-
comes from its work, neither the SAR or MOPR agreements create any
significant new obligations to its parties to take concrete measures.
Rather, they build on existing general international treaties and en-
courage practical cooperation (Durfee & Johnstone, 2019). Disputes are
settled by direct consultations between parties meaning they are “ba-
sically unenforceable“ (Johnstone, 2015).

The addition of such new components without clear agreement as to
what structural changes might be needed to improve the Councils ef-
ficiency and effectiveness presents potential barriers to effectiveness
through duplication of processes and waste of resources e.g. more than
one expert group addressing the same issue; and overlapping of roles
e.g. between the role of the Special Coordinator on Plastics and Marine
Litter and PAMEs responsibility to develop and implement a Regional
Action Plan on Marine Litter (PAME, 2019).

From the outside the Council can seem a large organisation pro-
ducing well respected assessments and reports. However, these are
developed using a very small administrative core and the capacities of
subsidiary body secretariats varies significantly. For example, the ACS
has a staff of 9 to provide administrative support to the SAOs while
ACAP, EPPR and SDWG each have a staff of 1. An additional complexity
that can prove a hindrance to effectiveness is how different agencies
often represent states within different subsidiary bodes. For example,
the SAOs are comprised of representatives from the Ministries of
Foreign Affairs while some Working Groups such as CAFF and AMAP
are composed of representatives from Ministries of Environment or
Environment institutes. Consequently, a barrier to effectiveness in de-
cision making may be the need for improved coordination between
differing national agencies on their positions across several subsidiary
bodies. The challenges posed by this structure can be seen in the in-
ability of the Council to thus far act on any of the goals or priority
actions identified in the Arctic Invasive Alien Species (ARIAS) Strategy
and Action Plan (CAFF and PAME, 2017) and approved by the Council
over 3 years ago.

5. What does it cost?

A question often asked by the Council of itself is what does it all cost
i.e. what resources are applied to support the activities it undertakes.
This is difficult to answer as the Council has no programming budget.
Activities are supported by a mixture of direct funding provided to a
subsidiary body and in-kind support from various Arctic Council
member states, Permanent Participants, Observers, national agencies
and international organizations e.g. funding provided towards the
salary and running costs of Working Group secretariats. In-kind support
can consist of experts’ time or hosting of meetings. Quantifying the
value of in-kind support is something only an individual state or or-
ganisation can do (Arctic Council, 2016).

Arctic Council activities are funded on a voluntary basis by in-
dividual Arctic states and not all states necessarily contribute to every
activity, or to supporting subsidiary bodies. This depends upon where
their interests lie. Such a voluntary structure means that the ability to
implement workplans can be limited and unbalanced depending upon
the prevailing interests of states or other funding sources. This can pose
an obstacle to the Council's effectiveness leading to (Haavisto, 2001;
Norwegian Chairmanship, 2008; Supreme Audit Institutions of
Denmark, Norway, Sweden, the Russian Federation and the USA, 2015;
Soltvedt and Rottem, 2016):

• Inequalities in influence, as countries willing to provide the most re-
sources are able to push their priorities simply by funding them,
even if the funded projects may not be priorities of the Arctic
Council as a whole;

• Lower priority projects undertaken simply because they receive
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funding;

• Time and resources spent on finding resources for projects; and

• Projects being halted or delayed because of a lack of funding.

An example of how this process can hinder the Councils ability to
act upon its priorities can be seen in how it took 12 years from when the
need for a comprehensive Arctic Biodiversity Assessment was identified
(CAFF, 2001) until the assessment was completed in 2013
(Meltofte 2013). Given the rapid rate of Arctic environmental change,
12 years from identification of an urgent issue until action is taken is
not reflective of an efficient process.

A partial exception to the lack of a programming budget is the
Project Support Instrument (PSI) which finances Arctic Council activ-
ities aimed at preventing and mitigating pollution within the Arctic.
However, this fund is managed outside the framework of the Council
with a separate governing body and rules of procedure that are not the
same as those of the Council. The PSI currently excludes any support for
administration of Arctic Council subsidiary bodies and until 2017 only
supported activities conducted by ACAP. CAFF however has recently
secured funding focused on migratory bird issues addressing areas be-
yond Russia extending into Europe and Asia (NEFCO 2018).

In 2015 several states conducted a multilateral audit to consider the
cost of national authorities’ work with the Arctic Council
(Supreme Audit Institutions of Denmark, Norway, The Russian
Federation, Sweden and the USA, 2015). However, while termed an
audit the exercise did not entail any examination of actual costs or
resources being committed by States to Arctic Council activities. Rather
it provided descriptions of activities that contributed towards Council
activities and highlighted perceived challenges the current structure
posed to its effectiveness. The national reports contained within the
audit were not standardised making it difficult to harmonize their
findings.

Building upon this audit the Working Group Secretariats delivered a
report on Arctic Council Funding Arrangements (Arctic Council, 2016).
This report highlighted that the majority of direct funding for Council
activities came from Arctic States and that while other sources of direct
funding were limited there was a broad range of sources of in-kind
contributions. Efforts have also been made to estimate costs associated
with individual programmes and to calculate the funds leveraged by a
specific programme. For instance, CAFFs Circumpolar Biodiversity
Monitoring Programme (CBMP) has an estimated annual cost of
1.740.000 USD (CAFF 2018a); and it was calculated that AMBI lever-
aged 1,343,806 USD between 2015-2017 in support of migratory bird
actions (Provencher et al, 2017). Through AMBI, Observer States are
also starting to provide direct funding to support Council activities, e.g.
Germany, the Netherlands and Singapore have supported positions of
AMBI Flyway Coordinators and Spain has offered to support the costs
for a coordinator for the AMBI African-Eurasian Flyway (CAFF 2019b).

Funding provided to support the operational costs of subsidiary
bodies varies significantly (Fig 3) and this imbalance has significant
impacts upon abilities to fulfil mandates. For example, direct funding
provided to the CAFF and PAME Secretariats covers only about 40-50%
of annual operating costs (Arctic Council, 2016). This presents a sig-
nificant barrier to effectiveness in terms of time and resources required
to ensure this funding gap is filled. Operational funding is also not
linked to inflation meaning that for CAFF operational funds provided by
Arctic states between 1996-2017 increased by just 1,000 USD
(CAFF, 2018b). The legal status of the Secretariats of subsidiary bodies
also varies and can restrict their ability to raise and receive funding e.g.
the ACAP, EPPR and SDWG Secretariats are not legal entities
(Arctic Council, 2016).

The lack of a programming budget and insufficient operational
budgets for Working Group Secretariats places financial constraints
upon their ability to fulfil their mandates and complete tasks in ac-
cordance with agreed upon timelines. This in turn may then impact
upon the Councils ability to better harness knowledge and capacity to

inform timely and effective decisions in the face of the cumulative and
accelerating change affecting the Arctic.

6. How does it operate?

The Arctic Council currently has no overall strategy to guide its
activities or help ascertain if its goals are being achieved and evaluate
any impact its activities may have. Under the US Chairmanship (2015-
17) efforts were instigated to develop an overarching strategy and were
continued by the Finnish Chairmanship (2017-19). However, this pro-
cess was not completed in time for the 2019 Ministerial meeting and it
remains a task for the Icelandic Chairmanship (2019-21) to complete.
The Rovaniemi Joint Ministerial Statement (Arctic Council 2019e) did
not provide strong encouragement to complete the process any time
soon, it simply “welcomed the ongoing work and instructed SAOs to con-
tinue strategic planning, in order to provide guidance and improve the effi-
ciency and effectiveness of the Arctic Council, further instructed the SAOs to
review the roles of ministerial meetings, the SAOs and the Permanent Par-
ticipants and to report to Ministers in 2021”.

While the Council as a whole does not yet have a strategic plan,
each of the Council's Working Groups have a strategic document
(CAFF 2015; PAME 2015; EPPR 2016; ACAP 2016; SWDG 2017;
AMAP 2019) defining overarching goals and objectives. Only two
specify in detail actions needed to achieve these goals i.e. the Actions for
Arctic Biodiversity 2013-21: implementing the recommendations of the
Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (CAFF 2015) and the Arctic Marine Stra-
tegic Plan 2015-25 (PAME 2015), thereby providing a reporting me-
chanism and a potential framework to facilitate evaluation of the ef-
fectiveness of the Council.

To the lack of a clear overarching strategy for the Council is added
the concept of Chairmanship priorities which define priorities or
themes for a state's Chairmanship. Over time these have become more
substantive whereby States consult with other Member States and
Permanent Participants producing detailed lists of priority initiatives or
themes via which they plan to define their Chairmanships. For a full list
of Chairmanship programmes see here: https://arctic-council.org/en/
about/previous-chairmanships. These priorities tend to reflect national
interests and not necessarily the ongoing work of the Council. They also
differ between Chairmanships and can sometimes be described in
general terms such that any Council activity can be related to them
thereby limiting their impact and usefulness.

The practice of establishing Chairmanship priorities has also been
adopted by some Working Groups. For example, in CAFF the Canadian
(2011-13); Russian (2013-15); Norwegian (2013-15); and US (2017-19)
chairmanships introduced priorities which helped facilitate action. For
example, both Canada and Russia identified ABA recommendation 8
(CAFF 2013a) on reducing stressors on migratory species as crucial and

Fig. 3. Operational funding provided to subsidiary body Secretariats in 2015
(Arctic Council 2016)
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during their Chairmanships developed a mechanism to act on this re-
commendation i.e. AMBI. Preliminary results from the US Chairman-
ship for 2017-19 indicate that one of their priorities to improve national
follow-up on CAFF outcomes has helped increase attention to national
coordination in following-up on implementation of recommendations
from CAFF reports (Jacobson, 2019).

In the absence of an overarching strategy the work of the Council is
guided by SAO Progress Reports submitted to the Foreign Ministers of
the Arctic States for approval every 2 years. These Reports contain a
summary of achievements from the preceding 2 years and workplans
for each of the Council's subsidiary bodies for the coming 2 years.
Workplans are not fixed and can be added to and changed as needed
between Ministerial meetings. They consist of lists of all activities
planned and while all items contain a rationale and description of tasks,
often there is no indication of the timeline or resources required to
undertake an activity. This inconsistency reflects the nature of planning
within the Council whereby an activity is often decided upon prior to a
commitment of resources. Upon approval of workplans subsidiary
bodies may then need to consider who will lead on each item, and
source the funding and resources required (Arctic, Council 2016).

When considering workplan items of relevance beyond a specific
subsidiary body, efforts are made to refer to relevant subsidiary bodies
and identify specific activities of importance. However, it is usually left
until after a Ministerial meeting to consider how different activities
addressing similar issues should interact; and how subsidiary bodies
should contribute or participate in each other's activities. This has the
potential to create challenges in coordinating resources and avoiding
overlapping activities, e.g. the Council currently has two initiatives
with a focus on black carbon, one within the AMAP Working Group and
the other an expert group operating outside the Working Group fra-
mework.

At Ministerial meetings the Foreign Ministers of the Arctic States
usually sign a Declaration containing a series of statements in response
to the SAO progress report to Ministers which: welcomes, endorses or
approves deliverables from the previous 2 years; approves workplans
for the next 2 years; highlights emerging issues which are considered
important; and instructs SAOs on actions needed. The recommenda-
tions arising from Council reports and declarations are not legally
binding and can be general and lacking in specifics on what actually
needs to be done. They entail no reporting requirements either at a
regional or national level and have no resource implications, without
which it can be challenging to convince national authorities of the need
to act on Council outcomes (Supreme Audit Institutions of
Denmark, Norway, Sweden, the Russian Federation and the USA, 2015;
Prip, 2016).

Despite the challenges outlined above the Arctic Council has pro-
duced several notable achievements where it has succeeded in: focusing
attention on issues of urgency e.g. climate change in the Arctic and its
global implications (ACIA 2005); Informing international conventions
e.g. the ABA led to recognition by the UN Convention of Biological
Diversity of Arctic biodiversity as an emerging issue and an invitation
to the Arctic Council to provide relevant information and assessments
of Arctic biodiversity (CBD, 2010); in support of article 4 of the
Stockholm Persistent Organic Pollutants Convention every 4 years
AMAP conducts a regional analysis of data on reduction of POPs
emissions for the Arctic; the Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment
(PAME, 2009) and the Arctic Ocean Review (PAME, 2013) were im-
portant contributions to the development of the International Code for
Ships Operating in Polar Waters (Polar Code) and are examples of the
Arctic Council impacting the development of international law to pro-
tect the marine environment (Johnston 2015), and facilitation by the
Council of agreements (Arctic Council, 2011; 2013b; 2017b) where
gaps in governance had been identified.

It is easier to map impacts of Arctic Council work on a regional or
global scale than it is on a local or national scale where examples of
impacts are harder to discern. This is due in part to a lack of cohesion,

accountability and long-term planning described above which hinders
the ability to evaluate effectiveness and helps create a lack of trans-
parency on how issues move from science to policy and contribute to on
the ground impacts. Perhaps one of its most significant achievements
has been that it has helped to keep the Arctic a relatively peaceful and
cooperative region of the world, despite very significant tensions
among its members relating to other regions and issues.

7. Where does it fit within the Arctic Governance architecture?

In order to consider the effectiveness of the Council we need to
understand the Arctic's existing governance architecture and the
Council's place within this framework. The architecture for Arctic
governance comprises intergovernmental fora (i.e. the Arctic Council),
inter-parliamentary and inter-governmental bodies and Sub-regional
cooperative bodies (e.g. Northern Forum) to hard law instruments such
as the United Nations Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), regional multi-lateral
environmental agreements (e.g. the agreement on the conservation of
Polar Bears) and global multi-lateral environmental agreements (e.g.
Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-
East Atlantic (OSPAR Convention) and the Convention on
Environmental Impact Assessment in a Transboundary Context (Espoo
Convention)).

The Council is a consensus-based body without any means to
compel implementation of its recommendations and this has been used
to support arguments to re-establish the Arctic Council or to replace it
with some other international body on the basis of an Arctic treaty
(Prip, 2016). Arctic States have emphasized that they do not see the
Arctic as an area in need of additional governance (Ilulissat, 2008) and
that there is an extensive legal framework in the Arctic and the need is
not to address gaps in governance but rather better coordinate re-
lationships between the various but often overlapping arrangements for
Arctic governance (Fenge, 2013). Nevertheless, Arctic States have
moved to strengthen Arctic governance in a number of notable ways,
e.g. through efforts to strengthen the Arctic Council itself, development
of legal agreements, the Polar Code and the Agreement to prevent
unregulated high seas fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean
(DFO, 2018).

A good example of the potential for overlap and the role the Council
can play in ensuring coordination and alignment of activities between
different instruments can be seen in the activities of the OSPAR
Convention; and the African Eurasian Waterbird Agreement (AEWA)
under the Convention on Migratory Species (CMS). These bodies are
developing conservation actions and strategies for Arctic seabirds, an
area where CAFF has a long-established programme of work including
agreed upon species conservation strategies and actions plans. Both
AEWA and OSPAR are working with CAFF to both use its work and to
facilitate coordination across these three different programmes. AEWA
has also asked its member States to ensure national coordination with
CAFFs activities on seabirds to avoid any duplication or overlap.
Another relevant example is the cooperation between PAME, the
International Council for Exploration of the Seas (ICES) and the North
Pacific Marine Science Organization (PICES) to develop an integrated
ecosystem assessment of the Central Arctic Ocean (ICES/PICES/
PAME 2019).

The Arctic Council presents itself as “the leading intergovernmental
forum promoting cooperation, coordination and interaction among the
Arctic States” (Arctic Council 2019a). The language the Council uses to
describe itself reflects this perceived role and has evolved from policy
informing, policy shaping to most recently a policy making body. The
evolution of the Council's ability to facilitate the creation of legal
agreements also reflects such a role whereby it identified areas in need
of more formal arrangements and moved to fill these gaps in govern-
ance. This function can also be seen in how the Council has facilitated
the creation of bodies outside its framework, to address issues of
common concern and where it was agreed there was need for
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cooperation e.g. establishment of the Arctic Economic Council
(Arctic, Council 2013c).

To facilitate coordination and engagement with regard to biodi-
versity the Council has through CAFF developed a framework of
agreements with those global conventions and initiatives relevant for
Arctic biodiversity (CAFF, 2019b) i.e. the UN Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD) (CAFF 2009a); Association of Early Polar Career sci-
entists (CAFF 2009b); UN Convention on Migratory Species (CMS)
(CAFF 2013b); AEWA (CAFF, 2013c); Ramsar Convention on Wetlands
(CAFF, 2013d); and the East Asian-Australasian Flyway Partnership
(CAFF, 2013e), The Arctic Spatial Data Infrastructure (Arctic SDI);
Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) (CAFF 2016); Ocean
Biogeographic Information System (OBIS); and Group on Earth Ob-
servations Biodiversity Observation Network (GEOBON); and the
agreement on the conservation of Polar Bears (CAFF, 2019) . These
provide a means to inform and guide activities related to Arctic bio-
diversity in these fora. For example, the process to develop the ABA led
to recognition by the CBD of Arctic biodiversity as a new and emerging
issue (CBD, 2010); and an invitation to the Arctic Council to provide
relevant information and assessments of Arctic biodiversity resulted in
a decision on cooperation with the Arctic Council (CBD, 2012).

Recent years have seen an increase in the number of instruments
touching upon Arctic governance. Aside from the development of legal
agreements under the auspices of the Arctic Council, a number of in-
struments have also been established outside the framework of the
Council. These provide non-Arctic States with a more substantive role
than is the case within the Council. Key developments have included
the adoption of the Polar Code by the International Maritime
Organisation (IMO) (2017); the initiation of annual Arctic science
ministerial meetings with 2 of the 3 being held outside of the Arctic;
and the 2018 International agreement to prevent unregulated high seas
fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean where the European Union and
Non-Arctic States China, Japan and Republic of Korea are signatories
alongside Arctic States. This increasing complexity of Arctic governance
raises questions as to the role of the Council and how it might evolve in
response. For example, the fisheries agreement entails taking into ac-
count Indigenous and local knowledge; cooperating in science and re-
search; establishing conservation and management measures; and en-
suring the engagement and participation of Arctic Indigenous peoples.
All of these are tasks conducted by the Arctic Council and what role if
any will the Council have, or will there be duplication of tasks with the
resultant impacts on resources and capacity? It also raises issues of
sovereignty whereby Arctic Council states are trying to declare their
sovereignty over the Arctic, while other States outside the Arctic are
trying to interject their own legitimacy in Arctic governance.

8. Is the Arctic Council an agent of change?

It is challenging to discern where Council activities have resulted in
clear and measurable impacts, where you can see that without it
something would not have happened and improved as a result. For
example, the work of the TFAMC consumed energy and resources for
over 4 years and to what outcome - an additional meeting to be held
every other year? The same can be said of many of the Councils nu-
merous reports and assessments. Drawing clear lines between the idea,
the process and ultimate impacts if any is challenging, especially given
the lack of reporting obligations. Although Voluntary reporting has
begun on the status of implementation of recommendations for two
Council assessments i.e. the Arctic Biodiversity Assessment
(Barry 2017, 2019) and the Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment
(PAME, 2011; 2013; 2015a; 2017). Impacts recorded are often those
that point upwards e.g. through informing decisions at the CBD and the
Stockholm Convention. As a result, it is often easier to focus on gen-
eralities and higher-level issues rather than on specific outputs from
activities other than bureaucracy. To uncover the Councils potential to
act as an agent of change requires looking deeper to find those hidden,

examples of how the Councils work has directly led to or influenced
change(s).

At a fundamental level, the gathering of knowledge by the Council
has led to clear impacts on behaviour. For example, cooperation between
states engaged in the implementation of CAFFs Circumpolar Marine
Biodiversity Monitoring Plan (Gill et al., 2011) led to the identification
amongst Arctic States of time and cost-effective possibilities for marine
benthos monitoring (CAFF, 2017). This resulted in an initiative to add a
benthic component to the annual monitoring of commercial fish-stocks
by several Arctic States leading to improved biodiversity monitoring in
both geography and taxonomy with little extra cost and thereby adding
value to existing endeavours. A very basic and simple task yet one that
had would not have occurred without the Councils recognition of a gap
in knowledge and subsequent investment by Arctic States in a frame-
work to facilitate the gathering and exchange of knowledge. In this case
the Council acted as the agent of change by identifying the gap in
knowledge and what was needed to fill this gap. The Nordic Council of
Ministers who play a key role in actualising much of the Councils work
through seed funding provided the resources necessary to oper-
ationalise the outcomes. This is a clear impact showing how effective an
agent of change it can be, leading to improved baseline data and un-
derstanding of what's happening to a key component of the Arctic's
ecosystems and supporting informed decision making (Barry, 2019).

Similarly, the potential impact of Arctic Council activities on the
conservation and sustainable management of biodiversity can be seen
through its work on Seabirds. During the 1980s and 1990s there were
reports of population declines in Canada, Russia, Greenland and Alaska
e.g. in west Greenland an 80% reduction in breeding numbers was re-
corded between 1960-2000 (Merkel, 2004). In response facilitated by
CAFFs Circumpolar Seabird Expert group (CBird) a population model
was developed demonstrating that current harvest levels were un-
sustainable and that in order to halt declines harvest levels should be
reduced by ≥40% (Merkel, 2010). These findings supported by actions
defined in the Circumpolar Eider Conservation Strategy and Action Plan
(CAFF, 1997) provided arguments in Greenland which led to: changes
in harvest regulations e.g. restricting the hunting season; and im-
plementation of a community-based monitoring program. As a result,
some eider populations began to recover and human disturbance and
egging in breeding colonies was reduced (Merkel 2010). More recent
work facilitated by CBird entailed development of a harvest model on
thick-billed murre quantifying the impacts of hunting and oil pollution
in one country on the breeding population in other countries
(Frederiksen et al, 2019). As a result, Canada, Greenland, Iceland and
Norway initiated discussions on development of an international
management plan for the thick-billed murre. Such examples demon-
strate how the Arctic Council through providing a forum to foster co-
operation e.g. CBird, can lead to changes in conservation and man-
agement practices for Arctic biodiversity.

The Council has also directly impacted the behaviour of non-Arctic
states both in how they engage in the Council and how they act upon its
recommendations. It has facilitated improved cooperation between
Arctic and non-Arctic states leading to high-level communiques be-
tween Arctic Ambassadors and diplomats on the issue of migratory bird
conservation, thus raising this topic beyond Arctic States, resulting in
more active Observer engagement and support. It is too early to say if
AMBI can contribute to direct impacts on migratory bird populations
e.g. if any are rebounding or stabilising as result; or the threats they
face e.g. habitat degradation and overharvesting. However, room for
optimism can be seen in how AMBI facilitated the creation of a Task
Force on Illegal Hunting along the EAAF. Prior to AMBIs intervention
on this issue the various States in this flyway despite recognition that
illegal hunting was a key threat were unable to agree on how to address
this issue. It remains to seen how effective this Task Force may be, but
there now exists a means to address this issue, one which would not have
existed without the intervention of the Council. Observer States are in-
creasingly active within AMBI asking where they can contribute, how
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they can influence outcomes; and requesting agreements between their
national agencies and CAFF to facilitate implementation of Arctic
Council recommendations on migratory birds.

Change in the behaviour of how Observers engage in an Council
initiative such as AMBI and direct on the ground impacts regarding how
data is collected and analysed indicate that the Council has the po-
tential to be an agent of change. However, as such examples of such
change are often not reported further research is needed to ascertain if
they are isolated examples and why other initiatives such as ARIAS
have thus far failed to produce any outcomes.

9. Conclusion

When considering the institutional effectiveness of the Arctic
Council it is clear that the Council has changed significantly since its
formation. How it is structured and operates is evolving in response to
the increasing attention paid to all things Arctic and the resulting in-
creased focus by Arctic States in pursuing geopolitical agendas in the
region. Factors which help enable this change include: the willingness
of member states, Permanent Participants and Observers to commit
resources to support its activities; its ability to often facilitate con-
sensus; and the passionate commitment of individuals engaged in the
Councils work. Additionally, the absence of an underlying legal
agreement means it may be more flexible regarding changes to what it
does and how it is structured than may be the case with MEAs and their
clearly defined roles and restrictions. However, challenges to ensuring
effective outcomes from the Council's activities remain.

The ad-hoc nature of new components being established, sometimes
with unclear or overlapping mandates, can lead to wasted resources and
a lack of clarity on who is doing what. These may also reflect uncertainty
among Arctic States as to the ability of the current institutional structure
to fulfil their needs; and a desire to exert more direct control on specific
issues rather than through existing subsidiary bodies with established
rules and processes which guide how priorities are acted upon.

The lack of an overall strategy is one factor which hinders the
Council's ability to address broader issues such as Climate Change and
sustainable development; and the absence of obligated reporting lends
itself to a lack of transparency as to how or if States act on any out-
comes from the Council and means that while the Council has had
impacts at the global scale detecting impacts at national or local levels
is difficult. The Arctic States have agreed that while climate change is
the most serious threat to the Arctic's biodiversity decisive action could
help sustain its ecosystems and the services they provide
(CAFF, 2013a). A comprehensive plan outlining the actions needed has
been developed (CAFF, 2015) however the lack of obligated reporting
means the extent to which these are being acted upon remains unclear.

All the Arctic Council member States have developed documents
defining their goals and objectives in the region (Heininen et al., 2019),
and with the Council chairmanship changing every two years these play
a role in defining Chairmanship priorities. For example, Iceland's focus
as an island nation on marine issues is reflected in its plans to organise a
meeting of Ministers with responsibilities for Oceans during its 2019-
2021 Chairmanship. The outcome of disagreement between State in-
terests can also be seen in the failure of the Arctic States to agree upon a
Ministerial declaration in 2019 due to disagreements as to how or even
if climate change should be reflected in the proposed Declaration
(Koivurova, 2019).

Despite these challenges it is clear that the Council has had positive
impacts both at national and global scales through increasing common
awareness and understanding of issues such as the challenges facing
Arctic biodiversity; generating knowledge to support evidenced based
decision making; addressing gaps in Arctic governance through facil-
itating creation of legal agreements; and providing a venue for com-
munication in times of geopolitical tension. However, the Council's
ability to continue to have positive impacts and to function as a forum
for cooperation will be tested by how it responds to climate change and

the extent to which Arctic States may allow security issues to be ad-
dressed. The development of an international legally binding instru-
ment under UNCLOS on the conservation and sustainable use of marine
biological diversity of areas beyond national jurisdiction (UNCLOS
2017) may have significant impacts on how the Council deals with
Arctic biodiversity. These impacts are already being reflected in the
increased emphasis placed on the need for improved coordination on
ocean governance e.g. the TFAMC. What role might the Council play in
implementing this agreement once it has been completed?

Without clear strategies many of the Councils efforts can appear ad-
hoc, reactive rather than responsive and without due recourse to forward
planning. However, when clear and detailed plans are in place to guide
the work of the Council as in biodiversity e.g. the Action plan for Arctic
biodiversity (CAFF 2015) and the AMBI work plans (Provencher et al.
2015; CAFF, 2019) then glimpses can be seen of the potential of the
Council to act as an agent of change.
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Abstract: The Arctic Council is an intergovernmental forum promoting cooperation, coordination
and interaction among Arctic states, indigenous communities, and peoples on issues of common
importance. The rising geo-political importance of the Arctic and the onset of climate change has
resulted in the Council becoming a focus of increasing interest from both inside and beyond the
Arctic. This has resulted in new demands placed on the Council, attracting an increasing number
of participants, and instigating a period of transformation as Arctic states work to find a way to
balance conflicting demands to improve the Council’s effectiveness and take care of national interests.
This paper considers whether, during this time of change, the Council is having an impact on the issues
it was formed to address, i.e., environmental protection and sustainable development. To provide
answers, it looks at how the Council reports on and evaluates progress towards the implementation of
recommendations it makes regarding biodiversity, how it identifies where activities have had impacts
and uncovers the mechanisms through which they were successful, to provide an insight into how
the Arctic Council can be an agent of change.

Keywords: Arctic; Arctic Council; CAFF; biodiversity; conservation; conservation of Arctic flora and
fauna; Arctic biodiversity assessment; institutional effectiveness

1. Introduction

Arctic biodiversity is under serious threat from climate change [1] and, with temperatures
increasing by more than double the global average over the last two decades [2], this is expected to
drive widespread changes in its wildlife [3–5]. Large tracts of the Arctic, however, remain relatively
undisturbed, providing a unique opportunity for proactive action that can minimize or even prevent
future problems that would be costly, or impossible, to reverse [1]. In response, there is an urgent
need to speed up and scale up actions to ensure Arctic biodiversity conservation. This includes
the implementation of relevant Arctic Council recommendations, as well as commitments under
international agreements relevant to the Arctic, such as the Aichi Biodiversity Targets under the United
Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) [6].

The Arctic Council is an intergovernmental forum promoting cooperation, coordination, and
interaction among Arctic States, with the involvement of Arctic indigenous communities and other
Arctic inhabitants [7]. It is a consensus forum with no ability to enforce its guidelines, advice or
recommendations, which remain the responsibility of member states The Arctic Council is comprised
of eight member states (Canada, the Kingdom of Denmark (including Greenland and the Faroe
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Islands), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States) and six indigenous
organizations known as Permanent Participants (Aleut International Association, Arctic Athabaskan
Council, Gwich’in Council International, Inuit Circumpolar Council, Russian Association of Indigenous
Peoples of the North, Saami Council). The Permanent Participants sit at the same table as the member
States and can intervene and speak according to the same procedures applied to member States.
The Arctic States are obliged to consult them on all the Council’s negotiations and decisions but
ultimately it is the Arctic States who are the final decisions makers [8]. In addition, the Council also has
the category of Observers which currently consists of 13 Non-arctic States, 13 Intergovernmental and
Inter-Parliamentary Organizations and 12 regional and Non-governmental Organizations. There are
six Working Groups where the majority of the Council’s work is undertaken: the Arctic Contaminants
Action Program (ACAP), Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP), Conservation of
Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF), Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR), Protection
of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) and the Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG).

While the Council is not a Multi-Lateral Environmental Agreement (MEA) it reflects many of their
concerns, e.g., through efforts to ensure synergies, create more effective governance and set priorities
leading to the development of legally binding agreements [9]. The importance of linkages between
the Council and MEAs that touch on the Arctic can be seen in how its activities inform the work of
MEAs and in some cases contribute towards their formation. For example, the work of its subsidiary
bodies has led to recognition by the UN Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD) of Arctic biodiversity
as an emerging issue [10] and subsequent reporting to the CBD on the status of Arctic biodiversity
(e.g., [11]); every 4 years, an analysis of data on the reduction in Persistent Organic Pollutant emissions
for the Arctic is conducted by the Council in support of article 4 of the Stockholm Persistent Organic
Pollutants Convention; and the Council’s work on shipping contributed to the development of the
International Code for Ships Operating in Polar Waters (Polar Code) [12].

The Council, however, has no overall strategy to guide its activities or evaluate any impact its
activities may have to help ascertain if its goals are being achieved, hindering its ability to address
broader issues such as climate change and sustainable development [9]. While the Council as a whole
does not yet have a strategic plan, each of its Working Groups have strategic documents defining
overarching goals [13–18]. However, only two specify in detail the actions needed to achieve these
goals, i.e., the Actions for Arctic Biodiversity 2013–2021: implementing the recommendations of the
Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (Actions for Arctic Biodiversity) [15] and the Arctic Marine Strategic
Plan 2015–2025 (AMSP) [17], thereby providing a reporting mechanism and a potential framework
to facilitate the evaluation of the effectiveness of the Council [9]. The absence of obligated reporting
as to how Arctic states are following up on the implementation of the Council’s recommendations
also lends itself to a lack of transparency as to how, or if, states act on outcomes from the Council’s
work, meaning that while the Council’s impacts on a global scale are visible, detecting the effects of
the Council’s work at national or sub-national levels is difficult. While reporting by Arctic states is
voluntary, observer states and organisations are required to submit reports every four years on their
contributions to the work of the Council [8].

It is within this context that this paper considers whether, during this time of change, the Council
is having an influence on the issues it was formed to address, i.e., environmental protection and
sustainable development. To provide answers it focuses on biodiversity as one aspect of its work
which touches on both goals and looks at how the Council reports on and evaluates progress towards
the implementation of recommendations it makes regarding biodiversity. It identifies where activities
have had impacts and uncovers mechanisms through which they were successful, to provide insight
into how the Arctic Council can be an agent of change. In order to do so, it looks at the creation and
implementation of the first circumpolar assessment of the Arctic’s biodiversity, the Arctic Biodiversity
Assessment (ABA) [19], asks whether it has made a difference to the conservation of Arctic biodiversity
and, if so, how this was achieved. Attempting to answer these questions entails considering the process
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of developing the ABA and the use of its subsequent implementation plan [15] as a framework to
analyse how the Council is following up on these recommendations.

2. Materials and Methods

To provide a baseline to inform this analysis, a database was created detailing actions taken by
the Arctic Council in response to ABA recommendations [1]. This baseline was informed by a series of
meetings to evaluate the status of the implementation of biodiversity actions in the Arctic Council,
delivered to the Foreign Ministers of the Arctic States in 2017 and 2019 in the form of reports on progress
towards the implementation of the ABA recommendations [20,21]. Methods used to inform the analysis
include reviews by bureaucrats, experts and programme staff with a long history of engagement in
the Council, both as state and indigenous representatives, participation in numerous Arctic Council
meetings between 2008–2020, and a review of Arctic Council meeting documents from 1996–2020.

3. Results

3.1. Arctic Council

Arctic Council members are committed to consensual decision making and, as an organization,
it lacks the resources and often the mandates to engage directly in implementation. Despite this lack
of formal authority and resources, the Council can influence the behaviour of member states and
organisations, e.g., through knowledge building, capacity enhancement, facilitating dialogue and
transferring information or advice to decision makers. However, the lack of obligated reporting on
national follow-up can make it difficult to discern when Council actions have led to or influenced
an effective response [8], and challenging to trace the pathways via which this may have happened,
e.g., through nudging movements by decision makers towards desired outcomes. Furthermore,
progress towards achieving a goal may also be due to a combination of multiple causal factors, such as
the timing and prominence of the issue to the state in question, contributing to the difficulty in tracing
the roles a Council activity might have played in ensuring a specific outcome. Therefore, identifying
where Council activities have had impacts and uncovering the mechanisms through which they were
successful may provide an insight into how the Council can be an agent of change.

Research on the Council has largely focused on approaches to how its organisational effectiveness
might be evaluated [22] and the role its structure plays [23–25]. While environmental cooperation has
received some attention (e.g., [26–29]), consideration of the Council’s work on biodiversity is, with a
few exceptions, absent from the literature (e.g., [21–24]). Notable exceptions include the World Wildlife
Funds (WWF) Arctic Council Scorecards [30,31], which attempt to measure how state governments are
responding to key Council recommendations. This analysis includes a biodiversity category, where
in 2017 efforts by the Council and Arctic states were assigned grades of C or D meaning either some
or little progress on implementation while in 2019 only Sweden scored higher with a grade of B
meaning encouraging progress towards implementation. While the scorecards shed light on the need
for both Arctic Council and state action to demonstrate Council effectiveness, they do not establish
causality, e.g., identify clear links between a State’s actions and a Council recommendation. The use of
different approaches used in the scorecards also makes comparisons between them difficult and the
2019 scorecard does not provide an assessment of the Councils overall implementation [32].

The Arctic Council has made some efforts to improve how it reports on what it does and, in 2015,
it introduced the Amarok tracking tool [33] intended to report on the status, duration and leads of
an activity. However, this tool is of limited use as it fails to capture the level of detail and actions
found in strategies such as the Actions for Biodiversity. A promising development are efforts by the
Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF) and the Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment
(PAME) Working Groups to align reporting on the implementation of the AMSP [17] and the Actions
for Biodiversity [15], offering a potential step towards a broader and more detailed reporting model
within the Council.
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3.2. Arctic Council and Biodiversity

While aspects of biodiversity are touched upon across several of the Council’s subsidiary
bodies, the CAFF Working Group is the primary instrument through which the Council addresses
biodiversity [9] with a mandate to address the conservation of Arctic biodiversity, and to communicate
its findings to the governments and residents of the Arctic, helping to promote practices which ensure
the sustainability of the Arctic’s living resources [34]. It does so through monitoring what is happening
to Arctic biodiversity, assessing changes detected and, based on the outcomes from these activities,
developing policy recommendations and management advice designed to contribute towards informed
decision making (Figure 1).
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CAFF also reports on Arctic biodiversity through a framework of agreements with global
conventions and initiatives relevant for Arctic biodiversity [35–41]. One example of how an Arctic
Council report can directly inform and support decisions relating to global biodiversity frameworks
is demonstrated by the release of the Arctic Biodiversity Trends 2010: Selected Indicators of Change
report [42], which led to recognition by the Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD) of Arctic
biodiversity as an emerging issue [43] and an invitation to the Arctic Council to provide information
and assessments on Arctic biodiversity [44]. While CAFF has delivered information to the CBD
(e.g., [45]), Arctic states have so far made limited use of CAFF products in national reporting to the
CBD. However, there are exceptions, with Canada, for example, using data from the first component of
the ABA, the Arctic Biodiversity Trends 2010: Selected Indicators of Change report and CAFF’s Arctic
Species Trend Index (ASTI) [46] to inform on the status and trends of Arctic ecosystems and species
in its 2014 national report to the CBD [47]. Information is also provided to the Intergovernmental
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), but without an agreement to
guide this cooperation, it has been less coordinated than, e.g., with the CBD. Climate change is the
most serious threat to Arctic biodiversity, driving a broad range of stressors on biodiversity [1] and
its relative failure is a key factor impacting Arctic biodiversity, e.g., in determining the fate of polar
bears. Links between the Council and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) reflect the thematic structure of how the Council’s subsidiary bodies are coordinated via
the AMAP Working Group, which deals with pollutants and climate change.

As a bridging organization in the divide between science and policy, CAFF is accountable to both
worlds, as can be seen through the abovementioned framework of agreements. However, few studies
have considered its role in any detail (e.g., [48]) or the outcomes of its activities (e.g., [8,49,50]). Research
that considers CAFF has largely done so peripherally in the context of the structure and operation of
the Council (e.g., [51]) rather than through an analysis of its role or the impact of its activities.

3.3. Assessing the Status and Trends of Arctic Biodiversity

The ability to develop effective management advice and policy recommendations on Arctic
biodiversity requires a baseline to provide an understanding of status, trends and gaps in knowledge.
In 2001 CAFF provided the first circumpolar overview of Arctic biodiversity, identifying key
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conservation issues and relationships, and the actions needed to achieve an assessment of the
overall state of the Arctic environment [52]. However, it was not until 2006 that the Foreign Ministers of
the Arctic States approved a proposal to develop a comprehensive assessment, agreeing that it would
be a “ . . . major contribution to international conventions and agreements in regard to biodiversity
conservation; providing policymakers with comprehensive information on the status and trends of
Arctic biodiversity” [53].

The Tromsø Ministerial Declaration reiterated the need for an ABA to improve our understanding
of the “ . . . impacts of climate change and other stressors on nature and biodiversity and the adaptability
and sustainable use of all living resources in the Arctic” [54] and highlighted its importance as a
contribution towards the United Nations 2010 goal to reduce the loss of biodiversity. However,
it took four years after the proposal to develop an ABA, was approved before the first component,
the Arctic Biodiversity Trends 2010: Selected Indicators of Change report [42], was delivered. This was
a preliminary report ahead of the full assessment itself, which the Nuuk Ministerial Declaration [55]
emphasized had still not been completed. In 2013, the Arctic Council finally released the ABA [56],
highlighting the dramatic consequences of climate change and other factors adversely affecting Arctic
species and their habitats, and providing critical information and recommendations to policymakers [1].

Despite unanimous agreement amongst Arctic States and being reflected in three Ministerial
Declarations [54–56], it took three years after the ABA proposal was approved to find the resources
and capacity to initiate the process and another five before its completion in 2013. That it took the
greater part of a decade to complete a unanimously agreed upon, urgent task is not reflective of an
efficient approach to harnessing the knowledge and capacity needed to make informed, timely and
effective decisions in the face of cumulative and accelerating change [9,57]. As the Arctic faces an
ever-increasing rate of change, this delay underscores the need to find ways to speed up and scale up
actions to support the sustainable conservation of the Arctic’s biodiversity, and to shorten the time
between the detection of changes in Arctic ecosystems, and effective policy responses.

In order to keep the baseline created by the ABA up to date, CAFF’s Circumpolar Biodiversity
Monitoring Programme (CBMP) [58] is implementing a series of ecosystem-based monitoring
plans [59–62] to compile, harmonize and compare results from existing Arctic biodiversity and
ecosystem monitoring efforts. Each plan identifies key elements, Focal Ecosystem Components (FEC),
where changes in their status likely indicate changes in the overall environment [58]. The first outcomes
from the implementation of these plans are a series of State of Arctic Biodiversity Reports [55,63],
which respond to ABA recommendations on the need to fill gaps in knowledge and detect trends [1].
These reports reflect a move towards more coordinated and integrated reporting on biodiversity by
the Council.

3.4. Developing Key Findings and Recommendations

The ABA was an essential first step in developing a foundation to support informed decision
making. However, a 678-page document is not easily digested and ensuring its findings and
recommendations might be understood and acted upon required a distilling of its key messages
into a form that was more readily understood and less technical. Therefore, upon completion of the
scientific assessment, the experts involved summarised its findings and identified a suite of suggested
conservation and research priorities [64]. Informed by these priorities, the Arctic states, in consultation
with the indigenous organizations who are members of the Council and assisted by the ABA Chief
Scientist [65], negotiated nine key findings and seventeen policy recommendations designed to act
on these findings. As part of this process, recommendations from all Arctic Council initiatives were
also reviewed to ensure that the ABA recommendations, while they may sometimes overlap, are also
mutually supportive [15]. It is interesting to note that the conservation and research priorities are more
far reaching than the policy recommendations, but are not tracked or reflected in reporting on the
status of implementation of the ABA recommendations, reflecting an oversight on how the outcomes
of the ABA have been addressed.
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These seventeen recommendations for policymakers (Table 1) are directed to the Arctic Council
as a whole, and while some are intended to be implemented through CAFF, others are intended
to be addressed via other Arctic Council subsidiary bodies, while others still require action by
national/sub-national authorities, stakeholders, non-Arctic States and international organizations [15].
Upon approval of the policy recommendations at the 2013 Kiruna meeting of the Foreign Ministers of
the Arctic States [56] the Arctic Council had, for the first time, a comprehensive framework identifying
the issues affecting biodiversity and an agreement about where action was needed.

Table 1. Arctic Biodiversity Assessment (ABA) Recommendations [1].

Climate Change

1 Actively support international efforts addressing climate change, both reducing stressors and
implementing adaptation measures, as an urgent matter.

2 Incorporate resilience and adaptation of biodiversity to climate change into plans for development
in the Arctic.

Ecosystem-based management

3 Advance and advocate ecosystem-based management efforts in the Arctic as a framework for
cooperation, planning and development.

Mainstreaming biodiversity

4
Require the incorporation of biodiversity objectives and provisions into all Arctic Council work and
encourage the same for on-going and future international standards, agreements, plans, operations
and/or other tools specific to development in the Arctic.

Identifying and safeguarding important areas for biodiversity

5 Advance the protection of large areas of ecologically important marine, terrestrial and freshwater
habitats, taking into account ecological resilience in a changing climate.

6
Develop guidelines and implement appropriate spatial and temporal measures where necessary to
reduce human disturbance to areas critical for sensitive life stages of Arctic species that are outside
protected areas, for example along transportation corridors.

7 Develop and implement mechanisms that best safeguard Arctic biodiversity under changing
environmental conditions, such as loss of sea ice, glaciers and permafrost.

Addressing individual stressors on biodiversity

8 Reduce stressors on migratory species range-wide, including habitat degradation and
overharvesting on wintering and staging areas and along flyways and other migration routes.

9
Reduce the threat of invasive alien/non-native species to the Arctic by developing and implementing
common measures for early detection and reporting, identifying and blocking pathways of
introduction, and sharing best practices and techniques for monitoring, eradication and control.

10 Promote the sustainable management of the Arctic’s living resources and their habitat.

11 Reduce the threat of pollutants to Arctic biodiversity.

Improving knowledge and public awareness

12
Evaluate the range of services provided by Arctic biodiversity in order to determine the costs
associated with biodiversity loss and the value of effective conservation in order to assess change
and support improved decision making.

13
Increase and focus inventory, long-term monitoring and research efforts to address key gaps in
scientific knowledge identified in this assessment to better facilitate the development and
implementation of conservation and management strategies.

14 Recognize the value of traditional ecological knowledge and work to further integrate it into the
assessment, planning and management of Arctic biodiversity.

15 Promote public training, education and community-based monitoring, where appropriate, as
integral elements in conservation and management.

16
Research and monitor individual and cumulative effects of stressors and drivers of relevance to
biodiversity, with a focus on stressors that are expected to have rapid and significant impacts and
issues where knowledge is lacking.

17 Develop communication and outreach tools and methodologies to better convey the importance and
value of Arctic biodiversity and the changes it is undergoing.
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3.5. Creating a Framework to Guide Implementation

A challenge facing some Arctic Council products is that, upon delivery of a report or assessment,
no plan for implementing findings or recommendations may be asked for, leading to the lack of a
framework to guide and report on follow-up actions. For example, in the case of the Arctic Human
Development Reports [66,67], the lack of a clear set of approved policy recommendations hindered how
they might have helped frame the work of the Council with regards to sustainable development [9].
However, upon approving the ABA recommendations, the foreign ministers of the Arctic states also
encouraged Arctic states to follow-up on the recommendations, and (importantly) instructed the Senior
Arctic Officials (SAOs) to develop a plan to support and implement its recommendations and deliver a
progress report to the next ministerial meeting [56].

In response, CAFF developed the Actions for Biodiversity [15], which entailed each ABA
recommendation being analysed to identify gaps and implementation options, with all Arctic Council
subsidiary bodies reviewing their activities and indicating how they have or would respond to the
recommendations. A broader realm of stakeholders were engaged through the first Arctic Biodiversity
Congress [68], where participants had opportunities to advise on the development of the Actions
for Biodiversity [15]. For each recommendation, a series of actions were then defined that need to
be accomplished in order for a recommendation to have an impact upon the issue it was designed
to address.

The Actions for Biodiversity are organized into two-year implementation periods, corresponding
to the cycle of rotation of the Arctic Council and Working Group chairmanships, with each period
finishing at a Ministerial Meeting where the focus and deliverables for the next phase are reviewed.
This was designed to help align priorities, resource allocation, and reporting, thus smoothing the
groundwork for implementation. The current Actions for Biodiversity are scheduled to be completed
in 2021, with a final report, including new Actions for Biodiversity, to be delivered to the foreign
ministers of the Arctic states in 2021.

While the Council as a whole does not yet have a strategic plan, for the first time it now has a
clear overarching framework to guide and inform its actions on biodiversity, and to align these actions
within the broader global biodiversity frameworks, e.g., the upcoming Post-2020 global biodiversity
framework. Furthermore, the structure of the Actions for Biodiversity has provided a means of
tracing the path between a Council recommendation and an effective response, thus increasing the
visibility of Council effectiveness, and better connecting disparate actions into an overall strategic
direction. This provides a reporting mechanism and a potential framework to facilitate evaluation of
the effectiveness of the Council’s biodiversity activities. However, in the absence of obligated reporting,
a challenge remains to ensure that follow-up progress reports are conducted and that the gaps and
challenges identified in this reporting process are acted upon.

3.6. Reporting on Implementation

In order to understand if a recommendation has had a positive impact on the issues it was
created to address, certain minimum criteria need to be met: (1) an activity needs to be initiated in
response to the recommendation; (2) the design of the activity should include a means to evaluate
outcomes; and (3) these outcomes and evaluation should be reported within the Council. The Actions
for Biodiversity go some way towards meeting these criteria in that they provide the means to track
what actions are being taken in response to each ABA recommendation and contains a reporting and
evaluation component. However, the utility of the current Actions for Biodiversity is limited in that the
overview it provides is of initiatives taken by the Council itself and, except for isolated examples, does
not capture how or if the behaviour of Arctic Council states, Permanent Participants and/or Observers
might have changed in response to recommendations.

The reporting framework for the Actions for Biodiversity comprise annual reports on progress
towards implementation; biennial reports providing a more in-depth evaluation to review progress
and make revisions as needed; and a final report, which will include recommendations for follow-up,
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to be delivered at the Arctic Council Ministerial Meeting in 2021. Thus far two biennial progress reports
have been delivered to the Foreign Ministers of the Arctic Council [20,21] and regular reports delivered
to the CAFF Board [69] providing a status on implementation of tasks described in the Actions for
Biodiversity. In addition, progress reports have been developed for three CAFF programmes which
are key to the implementation of the Actions for Biodiversity, i.e., the CBMP [70], Arctic Migratory
Birds Initiative (AMBI) [71], and Arctic Biodiversity Data Service (ABDS) [72,73].

Given CAFF’s role as a mechanism to develop common responses on issues of importance
for Arctic biodiversity and ecosystems [28], the implementation of the Actions for Biodiversity
could serve an important function in reporting on progress in the Arctic towards achieving global
biodiversity targets, e.g., Aichi Targets, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), and the new
Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework currently under development. To explore this potential, the
ABA recommendations were mapped by CAFF against the Aichi Targets and the SDGs, which found
that CAFF activities relate most directly to SDGs 14, 15 and 17 as well as several targets within SDGs 6,
11–13 and most Aichi Targets [74].

3.7. Status of Implementation

In reporting on the Actions for Biodiversity, each action was assigned a status (initiated; not
started; planned; completed) indicating if implementation was underway, which might result in
steps towards the achievement of a recommendation (Figure 2). In order to assign a status to them,
Arctic Council reports were reviewed and experts queried. Outcomes underwent a review by Arctic
Council Working Groups and representatives of Arctic states and permanent participants. There are
currently 124 implementation actions defined in the Actions for Biodiversity, an increase of 17 from
2013, and of these:

• Seventy-six have been initiated and are ongoing;
• Fourteen planned for 2013–2019 have not started;
• Seven are scheduled to begin between 2019 and 2023;
• Twenty-seven have been completed.
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Failure to initiate a task(s) was determined to be due to one or more of the following factors:
no leads, a lack of funding and/or changing priorities. The progress report on ABA implementation
delivered to the 2019 Arctic Council ministerial meeting contains details on the status of implementation
for each task [21].
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4. Discussion

4.1. Mechanisms of Influence

Delivering policy recommendations and advice for management are key to how the Council
draws attention to issues of concern. Through the identification of actions needed in response, e.g.,
as in the Actions for Biodiversity, the Council can nudge states and others towards necessary changes
in behaviour. However, reporting on the Actions for Biodiversity in terms of whether tasks have
been initiated only reflects those issues and actions that states are willing to address collectively
within the context of the Council. It does not capture changes in behaviour by individual states,
for example, in state policy or regulations in response to a recommendation. What the progress
reports [20,21] do begin to highlight is how, despite its lack of formal authority and resources to directly
engage in implementation, the Council can influence behaviour and nudge movement towards the
desired actions through knowledge building, facilitating dialogue, enhancing capacity, making data
accessible, supporting regional and global frameworks, and providing advice to decision makers.
Such mechanisms can be viewed as an exercise in “soft power” and are often overlooked by those who
think in terms of formal authority or material resources, but can be key in ensuring change occurs.
However, they are not always effective and a consideration of how they are deployed by the Council
can help tease out the conditions that are conducive to success in exercising such soft power.

Building knowledge through monitoring and assessment is a core activity of the Council where
it has received widespread recognition as a credible and legitimate source on the challenges being
faced in the Arctic [48,75]. This mechanism can sometimes trigger political action, with the Arctic
Climate Impact Assessment [76] being perhaps the most well-known example of the potential a
Council assessment has to influence change. A more recent example is how cooperation between states
engaged in the implementation of CAFF’s Arctic Marine Biodiversity Monitoring Plan [62] led to the
identification of time and cost-effective possibilities for marine benthos monitoring. This resulted in a
benthic biodiversity monitoring component being added to the existing annual monitoring process for
commercial fish-stocks in several Arctic countries (Greenland, Iceland and Norway), thus improving
the coverage of overall biodiversity monitoring with relatively little extra cost [20]. This synergy might
seem simple, but may not have occurred, without the Council’s recognition of a gap in knowledge and
subsequent investment by Arctic states to facilitate the gathering and exchange of knowledge [9].

Other important influence mechanisms are the efforts to facilitate and increase engagement
with Arctic biodiversity among diverse stakeholders on different scales. This can be seen in how
the Council is responding to a key challenge, i.e., accommodating the desires of observer states and
organisations for greater involvement, while retaining Arctic state sovereignty. Its ability to do so will
have consequences in terms of access to resources, knowledge, and how states and bodies outside the
Council respond to and act upon its products [9]. Migratory species are an obvious issue in which
to engage with non-Arctic states and CAFF’s Arctic Migratory Birds Initiative (AMBI) has become
a test case through which the Council is exploring a model for how to do so. Under AMBI, for the
first time, the Council is recommending specific actions to be taken outside of the Arctic in order to
help conserve Arctic species [77]. This allows Arctic Council observer states to directly contribute to
the Council’s work within their own jurisdictions, thus fulfilling the ABA recommendations as well
as the requirement for observer states to engage with the Council at the Working Group level [73].
The impact of these efforts is reflected in the significant increase in the numbers of organizations
and non-Arctic states involved in AMBI. Over 70 organizations, including governments, academia,
industry and NGOs from 20 non-Arctic states have been engaged, ranging from attending or hosting
meetings, membership on flyway committees and providing resources. Prior to this, observer state
engagement in CAFF was limited, and this increased cooperation reflects a growing understanding
that the implementation of some ABA recommendations requires action by and partnership between
Arctic and non-Arctic states, stakeholders, and international organizations, thereby strengthening the
role of the Arctic Council and fulfilling various Arctic Council priorities.
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Facilitating engagement within the Council itself is also an important task and a perceived lack of
cooperation across its subsidiary bodies is often cited in the literature on the Council (e.g., [47,78]).
The reporting and evaluation component built into the Actions for Biodiversity is an example of how
cooperation across Arctic Council subsidiary bodies can be encouraged, with all subsidiary bodies
involved in the design of the plan and reporting on its implementation. Increasing engagement can
also be seen in the growing number of cross-cutting initiatives between subsidiary bodies working on
tasks identified in the Actions for Biodiversity. Cross-cutting tasks focused initially on technical issues,
e.g., as in the pooling of expertise to identify areas of heightened sensitivity to shipping [79], but have
begun to evolve to include co-led policy-orientated activities, such as the development of the Arctic
Invasive Alien Species Strategy and Action Plan (ARIAS) [80] and cooperation on the Arctic Marine
Protected Areas Framework [81].

Enhancing the capacity of the Council is challenging to achieve, given the limited resources
available. However, opportunities are provided for relevant stakeholders to join Council activities, learn
how the system operates, and to take these skills back to inform their organisations. Examples include
the science–policy fellowship developed by CAFF and the International Arctic Science Committee
(IASC), supported by the Association of Polar Early Career Scientists (APECS), where early career
scientists are recruited to join a CAFF initiative and become involved in the process of conducting
research and developing a product to inform decision making [82]. Furthermore, reflecting an urgency
to include youth in the Council’s work, CAFF and WWF organised the first Arctic Youth Summit,
engaging youth from around the world to raise awareness about the Arctic environment, share
knowledge, promote conservation and sustainable development, and empower young people [83].
CAFF’s youth exchange programme also provides opportunities for young people to spend time in
different parts of the Arctic, and contributed to the establishment of the global Arctic Youth Network [84]
which has become a presence at Arctic Council meetings, engaging both with SAOs and ministers.

Making information on Arctic biodiversity accessible is an important mechanism in contributing
to increased awareness of Arctic biodiversity. It is clear from the growth in visits to CAFF websites,
social media followers and numbers of events that the overall trend is one of increasing traffic and
dissemination, with peaks occurring around the Arctic Biodiversity Congresses in 2014 [68] and
2018 [85], demonstrating the utility of such events in Arctic Council communication efforts (Figure 3).
The Biodiversity Congresses held in conjunction with meetings of the Environment Ministers of the
Arctic States have come to play a key role in Arctic Council outreach and are an important tool in both
increasing engagement and facilitating dialogue with scientists, indigenous peoples, policymakers,
government officials, industry, students, and civil society [6]. Other examples can be seen in efforts to
facilitate the mainstreaming of biodiversity, through strengthening and developing the incorporation
of biodiversity provisions into the mining industry [86], and how CAFF, through its framework
of agreements, supports global biodiversity frameworks, a role that can influence how these fora
act on Arctic biodiversity issues. The dramatic increase in numbers of biodiversity data records
available from 2015 (Figure 3) reflects the growing capacity of the ABDS to facilitate archiving and
access to biodiversity information [72,73]. The recognition of the ABDS as an Arctic node within the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organizations (UNESCO) Ocean Biogeographic
Information System (OBIS) and the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) reflects an increasing
awareness of the Council as a provider of data and knowledge on Arctic biodiversity.
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4.2. Making a Difference?

Through development of the ABA and its implementation plan, the Council has created a means to
more effectively guide its activities and decision making concerning biodiversity. While it is easy to map
progress on developing outputs such as the ABA [20,21], CBMP [68] and AMBI [71], detecting changes
in behaviour in response is more challenging. However, examples can be found, which illustrate how
some states are taking steps towards behavioural change in response to Council calls for action on
biodiversity issues. For example, the US, in response to the State of the Arctic Marine Biodiversity
Report [63], are engaged in a process to improve coordination and planning between state agencies on
how they act upon the report’s findings and advice. This is an encouraging sign of Council outputs
helping nudge movements by a state towards desired actions. However, if the results of such processes
do not contribute to resolving the underlying issues being addressed, then, ultimately, they will
have failed.

The mechanisms described in Section 4.1, through which the Council can exert influence, can
seem nebulous and it is often difficult to draw clear lines between efforts to build knowledge and
facilitate dialogue and on the ground change, where clear benefits to biodiversity can be confirmed.
However, it is possible to identify examples which illustrate the importance of recording such impacts,
helping to highlight the relevance of the Council. For example, during the 1980s and 1990s, declines in
eider populations were reported in Canada, Russia, Greenland, and Alaska, e.g., in west Greenland
an 80% reduction in breeding numbers was recorded between 1960 and 2000 [87]. In response,
CAFF’s Circumpolar Seabird Expert group (CBird) facilitated the development of a population model,
demonstrating that harvest levels were unsustainable and should be reduced to halt declines [88].
These findings, supported by actions defined in the Circumpolar Eider Conservation Strategy and
Action Plan [89], provided arguments in Greenland that led to modified harvest regulations to restrict
the hunting season and the establishment of a community-based monitoring program. As a result,
some eider populations began to recover and human disturbance and egging in breeding colonies was
reduced [88]. More recent work facilitated by CBird entailed the development of a harvest model for
thick-billed murre, quantifying the impacts of hunting and oil pollution in one country on the breeding
population in other countries [90]. As a result, Canada, Greenland, Iceland and Norway have begun to
discuss an international management plan for the thick-billed murre. Such examples demonstrate how
the Arctic Council can contribute towards direct changes in conservation and management practices
for Arctic biodiversity.

Another example can be found in the East Asian-Australasian Flyway, where states along the
flyway had not managed to find a way to address illegal hunting and unsustainable harvest, one of
the key challenges in the conservation of Arctic migratory birds along the Flyway [77]. CAFF’s AMBI
facilitated the creation of a Task Force on the Illegal Hunting, Taking and Trade of Migratory Waterbirds
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under the auspices of the East Asian–Australasian Flyway Partnership (EAAFP). Prior to AMBI’s
role in facilitation, states did not systematically address this issue under this cooperative mechanism,
despite recognition that illegal hunting was a key threat. It remains to be seen how effective this
taskforce may be, but there now exists a means to address this issue, one which would not have existed
without the intervention of the Council. Again, this demonstrates the potential for change that the
Council can exert. Equally, there are examples where actions in response to ABA recommendations
have, following the same recipe, not yielded comparable success, e.g., ARIAS [80], where, three years
after its approval, the Council has taken no action as of yet to implement its goals and objectives.
This may be reflective of the inability of states to collectively agree on how to implement the ARIAS
Strategy and Action Plan or it may just be that a lack of reporting is making it difficult to link relevant
actions inside national jurisdictions to ARIAS.

The implementation of policy recommendations is challenging and the literature focused on how
this might be achieved is diverse [22,91–94] and it identifies obstacles along the journey from policy
to on the ground change (e.g., [95,96]). A lack of response to Council recommendations may be due
to the need for improved coordination between differing national agencies on their positions across
subsidiary bodies of the Council, or it may be that those agencies who have the legal authority to
act on Council recommendations are not aware of or engaged in their development. A lack of direct
relationships and distance between the Council and the multiple actors who might be expected to act
on its recommendations may also contribute to challenges in implementation. Clarity in terms of how
recommendations are worded may also influence how or whether recommendations are acted upon.
The more ambiguous the wording, then the more challenging it may be for implementing bodies to
understand how they might be expected to act in response. ABA recommendations are a mix of specific
directions as to what is needed, i.e., to develop and implement joint management and recovery plans
for threatened species, while others are more ambiguous, reflecting a need to tackle an issue without
specifying how, e.g., to actively support international efforts addressing climate change. Given the
complex patterns of causality involved, it can be difficult to pinpoint exact reasons why a response has
not been effective or why an action has not been taken. However, a key ingredient often overlooked is
leadership—having the right person in the right place at the right time with the passion and skills to
make a difference.

5. Conclusions

The Arctic Council is undergoing changes in how it operates [9], while, at the same time, the
Arctic is facing growing ecological challenges. At this critical juncture, identifying where the Council’s
activities have had impacts on biodiversity and uncovering the mechanisms through which they were
successful may provide an insight into how the Arctic Council can be an agent of change during these
ecological crises and inform discussions on its future. The mechanisms used to exercise the soft power
described in this paper—knowledge building, facilitating dialogue, enhancing capacity, making data
accessible, supporting regional and global frameworks and providing advice to decision makers—play
important roles in how the Council works to influence change. We must keep in mind that, as multiple
causal factors are often involved in shaping outcomes, it can be difficult to trace the role a Council
activity might have played in ensuring a specific outcome.

The Actions for Biodiversity provide a means to evaluate and guide the Council’s work on
biodiversity and help focus the Council’s efforts to influence change. It has resulted in a more
coordinated approach by the Council on how it follows up on its biodiversity recommendations.
While the absence of obligated reporting makes it difficult to pinpoint where the ABA has had a direct
impact, the examples provided, e.g., the role played by the CBMP in filling knowledge gaps and
raising awareness, illustrate how the implementation of Council recommendations in tandem with the
influence mechanisms described above can play an important role in conserving Arctic biodiversity.
While the Actions for Biodiversity have been effective in focusing attention on the importance of
implementation and follow-up reporting, it is also clear that, when it comes to taking the jump from
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knowledge to action, the tools or willingness to translate this into action at the national level are often
missing [9,48]. The Council can also suffer from a lack of forward planning, in that attention can be
focused on a product itself, without enough thought given to structure and planning to ensure follow
ups on its findings [9] in order to facilitate clear reporting and an evaluation of responses. A more
thorough understanding of how the Council’s activities have been used and acted upon in global,
national, and more local contexts will require more comprehensive reporting within the Council by
member states and organisations.

As the Arctic Council approaches its 25th anniversary, its purpose and role in Arctic governance
is increasingly under scrutiny (e.g., [97]). Therefore, as it reaches this milestone, establishing a robust
means of reporting on the outcomes of its activities and evaluating their effectiveness would be an
important contribution towards demonstrating the relevance of the Council, facilitating the setting of
priorities for its work, and shedding light on potential roles the Council might play in the increasingly
complex framework of Arctic governance. While this paper has focused on just one aspect of the
Council’s, work similar attention paid to other areas within its broad range of activities would help
inform discussions on the future of the Council.
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