
   

 

 

 

  

  

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

  

      

   

        

       

           

       

 

  

            

       

     

    

       

    

  

        

     

  

    

    

      

  

   

        

  

2019 North Pacific Arctic Conference 

Global-Arctic Interactions 

Organized by the East-West Center and the Korea Maritime Institute 

Honolulu, Hawaii, 14-16 August 2019 

CONCEPT PAPER 

NPAC Objectives 

The North Pacific Arctic Conference (NPAC), now in its ninth year, provides a venue for 

off-the-record engagement among policymakers/practitioners and scientists/analysts 

regarding Arctic issues of mutual interest to leading North Pacific Arctic states (Canada, 

Russia, and the United States) and non-Arctic states (China, Japan, and Korea). It aims to 

provide early warning regarding emerging policy issues and to promote improved 

understanding of major options for addressing them among these six states both in the 

setting provided by the Arctic Council and in other contexts. All six states are members of 

the G-20. Together, they account for more than 50% of the world’s greenhouse gas 

emissions as well as a large share of global commerce. 

Specifically, NPAC endeavors to: 

 Provide an Arctic Issues Forum that are Globally Framed: Provide a forum in which 

key individuals from relevant countries and major stakeholder groups are able to develop 

relationships of trust that allow participants to discuss and explore solutions to complex 

issues of change, both in an Arctic context and within a global context; 

 Identify Emerging Key Relevant Policy Trends: Identify emerging key policy-relevant 

Arctic issues, increasingly framed by global realities and to explore alternative ways to 

frame them and to develop innovative options for addressing them; 

 Develop a Network of Well-Informed Leaders: Provide a venue for well-placed people 

who know and trust each other and who can communicate easily concerning emerging 

Arctic relevant policy and scientific issues that are emerging in a global context; 

 Facilitate an Exchange Across a Range of Perspectives: Improve the dialogue between 

practitioners (including government officials, industry executives, Indigenous leaders, and 

civil society leaders) and analysts (including scientists, engineers, emerging young analysts 

and other experts), both from the Arctic region and more broadly; 

 Identify Innovative Approaches for Effective Outreach Strategies: Facilitate the 

development of effective strategies for communicating emerging key policy findings and 

the results of relevant scientific research to a range of targeted audiences; 
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 Engage Indigenous Peoples of the Arctic: Include and facilitate Indigenous peoples’ 

participation in NPAC’s processes that engages their distinctive cultures and increase the 
awareness of others regarding their rights and interests; and 

 Attract and Involve the Next Generation of Policy and Science Leaders: Explicitly 

engage the contributions of the next generation of knowledgeable people who will become 

leaders in addressing the Arctic science and policy issues emerging in global affairs. 

The Arctic from Periphery to Center 

The rise of the idea of the Arctic as a distinct region is attributable to a confluence of 

several major developments occurring during the final decades of the 20th century. The 

fading of the Cold War led to a sharp reduction in the earlier preoccupation with the 

Arctic as a theater of operations for the strategic weapons systems of the two 

superpowers. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the ensuing period of turmoil in 

Russia diverted international attention away from the Arctic as a source of raw materials 

and as a region of interest to international shippers. Commercial shipping along the North 

Sea Route, for example, experienced a sharp decline during the 1990s. From the 

perspective of the international community as a whole, the effect was to make the Arctic 

seem increasingly peripheral. 

From the perspective of the Arctic states, on the other hand, the Arctic offered 

attractive opportunities for international cooperation bridging the East-West divide of the 

postwar era and ushering in an era in which these states found it appealing to treat the 

region as a zone of peace. The result was the surge of cooperative initiatives of the 1990s 

targeting areas of common concern, such as scientific research, environmental protection, 

and the rights of Indigenous peoples, while explicitly avoiding contentious issues like 

military security. In quick succession, the Arctic states (Canada, Russia, the US and the 

five Nordic countries) launched the International Arctic Science Committee (1990), 

initiated the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (1991), and established the Arctic 

Council (1996). Non-Arctic states did not object to the initiatives of the Arctic states. In 

fact, they found little reason to pay attention to the Arctic at all, except as an area of 

interest to some members of the science community. 

The early years of the 21st century have witnessed a sharp shift regarding these 

matters. As we have come to understand that the Arctic is experiencing the impacts of 

climate change more rapidly and dramatically than any other part of the world, the 

rationale for thinking of the Arctic as a distinct region with a separate policy agenda has 

faded. A growing number of non-Arctic states have discovered reasons to take an interest 

in Arctic affairs. Often characterizing their initiatives as contributions to Arctic research 

or sustainability, these states are attracted increasingly by the economic potential of the 

region. Paradoxically, the effects of climate change are making the region more 

accessible to those interested in the extraction of the Arctic’s natural resources and in the 
potential of commercial shipping routes traversing Arctic waters. 

As a result, Arctic affairs are merging with world affairs. Despite the claims of the 

Arctic states regarding the primacy of their interests in the region, non-Arctic states are 

engaging actively in international initiatives dealing with a number of Arctic matters (e.g. 

the Polar Code developed under the auspices of the International Maritime Organization 
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to regulate commercial shipping, the Central Arctic Ocean (CAO) Agreement designed to 

deal with potential fisheries). Many non-Arctic states have articulated Arctic policies and 

appointed officials with ambassadorial rank to follow Arctic affairs. Applications for 

observer status at the Arctic Council now come from seemingly unlikely places (e.g. 

Greece, Turkey). At the same time, we are witnessing the redeployment of military forces 

in the region, driven more by tensions arising at the global level than by conflicts specific 

to the Arctic. Research centers across the world, which showed little interest in the Arctic 

in the past, are now organizing conferences on Arctic issues. 

Today the Arctic has become a focus of intense interest in many quarters. Visions 

of tapping the region’s natural resources have driven decisions by companies outside the 

Arctic to invest in extraction projects, (the most notable being the liquefied gas project on  

the Yamal peninsula on the part of France’s Total and China’s CNPC), as well as to 

produce a new generation of ice-breaking LNG tankers in the shipyards of Korea to 

transport natural gas from the new port of Sabetta. At the same time, growing tensions 

between Russia and the western states arising from the reemergence of Russia as a great 

power and intensified by the annexation of Crimea in 2014 have led some to express 

concern about the remilitarization of the Arctic. More generally, the pursuit of great 

power aspirations on the part of Russia and the emergence of China as a global power 

have put an end to the vision of the Arctic as a peripheral region to be treated as a zone of 

peace in which the principal concerns center on the pursuit of opportunities to cooperate 

in dealing with matters of environmental protection and sustainable development. Today, 

the Arctic is both a high impact zone for global forces (e.g. the impacts of climate 

change) and an arena for the pursuit of high politics (e.g. the interplay among China, 

Russia, and the US in a shifting global order). 

Crosscutting this merging of regional and global agendas are a series of global 

developments suggesting that we are moving into an era in which familiar perspectives 

on international relations are no longer adequate as organizing principles for thinking 

about global-Arctic interactions. Partly, this is a matter of the impacts of the Great 

Acceleration leading to a new era we now think of as the Anthropocene and to the growth 

of concern about transgressing what are often described as planetary boundaries. 

Undoubtedly, the most prominent case in point is climate change. Already, the effects of 

climate change are unmistakable in the Arctic in such forms as the recession and thinning 

of sea ice, intensified storm surges and coastal erosion, the melting of permafrost leading 

to the destruction of infrastructure, and rapid changes in the behavior of glaciers 

especially in Greenland. There are good reasons to regard these effects as harbingers of 

the disruptive impacts of climate change that lie in store for areas in the mid-latitudes in 

the not too distant future. While the most recent report from the Intergovernmental Panel 

of Climate Change documents the likely impacts of temperature increases as small as 

0.50C, the Arctic is now providing evidence regarding the consequences of far more 

dramatic increases in surface temperatures. Nor are the impacts of climate change in the 

Arctic likely to be limited to the high latitudes. The recession of sea ice is triggering 

feedback mechanisms that will accelerate the rise in temperature globally. The melting of 

permafrost may release large quantities of methane now locked in frozen ground and in 

methane clathrates in shallow coastal waters. Increasing shifts in the polar vortex may 

3 



   

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

   

 

 

  

    

  

      

       

     

   

 

  

 

        

 

 

  

  

  

 

  

affect weather patterns in the mid-latitudes. A collapse of the Greenland ice sheet would 

raise sea levels around the world by 6-7 meters. As a result, an intense interest in 

developments in the Arctic is increasingly central to the thinking of those concerned with 

global environmental change. 

In part, the merging of the regional and global agendas is attributable to 

developments in information technology and biotechnology giving rise to developments 

we now characterize as the 4th industrial revolution together with new issues in the realm 

of what we are coming to know as cybersecurity. Developments in artificial intelligence, 

robotics, big data, the Internet of things, and 3-D printing have the potential to 

revolutionize the economic systems of advanced industrial societies. Just as the Arctic’s 

natural resources (e.g. deposits of oil and gas) and shipping routes become more 

accessible, we may be moving toward a world in which these conventional sources of 

value are of declining importance. Similarly, the development of increasingly 

sophisticated capabilities to engage in cyber aggression/warfare may radically reduce the 

value of existing military systems and alter the way we think about the distribution of 

power in international society. Uncertainty is a critical feature of the increasingly 

complex world brought on by these developments. But any effort to think systematically 

about global-Arctic interactions must take into account the prospect of radical changes in 

economic and political systems that call into question many of the assumptions we make 

habitually about the character of the prevailing global order. 

NPAC 2019: Global-Arctic Interactions 

NPAC 2019 provides a venue to explore some of these developments in greater detail and 

give voice to new ideas and constructs for the Arctic region nested in and affecting global 

affairs. 

To organize discussion in a manner that is both forward-looking and rigorous, 

NPAC 2019 will adopt the theme of Global-Arctic Interactions. The intent of this framing 

is to broaden our vision to address matters going beyond the details of current 

controversies, while staying within a timeframe that allows for well-informed discussion 

of key trends and critical drivers. 

Conference Structure 

To pursue this goal, NPAC 2019 will address a range of substantive topics in six distinct 

but interconnected sessions. 

Session I: A Policy Dialogue on Global-Arctic Interactions 

Currently, Global-Arctic interactions appear to cleave along two lines: 1) Climate change 

and consequential changes in the Arctic have increasing global implications; and 2) 

Growing global interest in the Arctic will have significant social, economic and political 

implications in the Arctic. The Arctic Council and other fora seek to address Global-

Arctic interactions through long-term, multilateral, regional and global cooperation, but 
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there appears to be an increasing trend towards nationalist, short-term, transactional 

politics. 

This session will provide an opportunity for current government officials, former 

officials, and policy analysts to engage in a dialogue: 

(i) To consider perspectives on large-scale geopolitical, economic, and 

environmental developments affecting Global-Arctic interactions; 

(ii) To examine and to evaluate the results of the Arctic Ministerial Meeting under 

the chairmanship of Finland as a response to developments affecting Global-

Arctic interactions; 

(iii) To consider the future of existing Arctic governance systems in the light of these 

developments; and 

(iv) To provide a forward-looking perspective relating to Global-Arctic interactions, 

including the implementation of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Session II: The Future of Greenland – Political and Economic Implications for the 

Arctic 

Current developments in Greenland offer an opportunity to explore in depth a range of 

larger issues relating to the international relations of the Arctic, the meaning of self-

governance and sovereignty, and the political effects of large-scale investments on the 

part of outsider investors. Would Greenland be viable as an independent state? How 

would an independent Greenland affect the international politics of the Arctic and more 

specifically the operation of the Arctic Council? Will Greenland accept large-scale 

investment on the part of non-Arctic states? What would be the political impacts of such 

investments? Will remilitarization of the Arctic lead to a growing interest in Greenland 

on the part of the great powers? This session provides an opportunity to explore the 

complexities of Arctic governance, including political relationships with the other Arctic 

states and economic relationships with non-Arctic countries driven by political interests. 

Session II objectives: 

(i) To discuss the internal politics of Greenland as a microcosm of the web of 

forces affecting Arctic populations; 

(ii) To highlight how a small community can deal with largescale foreign 

investment; 

(iii) To clarify the preconditions for Greenlandic independence as well as Danish 

concerns that may argue against independence; and 

(iv) To distill lessons from the Greenlandic experience that may be relevant to other 

parts of the Arctic. 
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Session III: Maritime Governance in the Arctic: Continental Shelves and Areas Beyond 

National Jurisdiction 

Although terrestrial boundaries in the Arctic are clear, there are outstanding issues 

regarding maritime boundaries as well as questions relating to the governance of areas 

beyond national jurisdiction. These include disputes relating to the delimitation of coastal 

state jurisdiction over the continental shelf of the Arctic Ocean, challenges of 

operationalizing the new CAO Agreement relating to fisheries, and questions about the 

potential implications of a new international instrument on marine biodiversity beyond 

national jurisdiction (BBNJ Agreement) for the Arctic. 

The treatment of these issues may impact Arctic regional stability and security. They 

raise important questions concerning relations between the Arctic states and non-Arctic 

states. The handling of overlapping claims to extended continental shelf jurisdiction in 

the Arctic (under UNCLOS Article 76) on the part of Denmark, Russia and Canada may 

also provide an additional reason for the US to ratify UNCLOS. 

Session objectives: 

(i) To understand how the process to determine extended continental shelves and 

seabed jurisdiction under UNCLOS Art. 76 might affect Arctic cooperation; 

(ii) To discuss possible future shipping measures on the high seas through the IMO; 

and 

(iii) To clarify issues relating to the implementation of the CAO fisheries agreement 

and the relevance of the BBNJ negotiations to conditions prevailing in the Arctic. 

Session IV: The Political Economy of Arctic Resource Development and Maritime 

Logistics 

Decisions regarding the development of the Arctic’s natural resources involve complex 
interactions between economic calculations and political considerations. Arctic resources 

are abundant but costly to extract and deliver to southern markets. Their attractiveness is 

therefore sensitive to fluctuations in world market prices. But these resources are also 

important to the macroeconomic strategies of Arctic states (e.g. Russia) and to the 

strategies of non-Arctic states (e.g. China) interested in using economic initiatives to gain 

a greater foothold in the Arctic. Development can take many paths. Financial flows and 

methods of development are critical in the Arctic context. Therefore, it is important to 

understand the reasoning of actors that are actually investing in the Arctic and providing 

money for development. 

Session objectives: 

(i) To understand these interactions by focusing on critical case studies that can 

produce insights of more general relevance. Potential case studies include Yamal 

(LNG & oil); Northern Sea Route infrastructure; Baffinland/Baffin Island high 

grade iron ore; Arctic offshore Norway; Alaska Red Dog Mine; Alaska Arctic 

offshore & onshore; 
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(ii) To highlight thinking about long term investment in the Arctic, e.g. from those 

that developed the Arctic Investment Protocol (World Economic Forum) and are 

involved in the insurance industry; 

(iii) To assess Arctic resource development driving Arctic marine transport systems 

in the context of global shipping; and 

(iv) To understand how security and military consideration may impact resource 

projects and logistics development. 

Session V: Preventing and Controlling Pollution in the Arctic 

Nowhere is the reality of global-Arctic interactions more evident than in pollution 

impacts and threats to the region. Contaminants, such as persistent organic pollutants and 

heavy metals, enter the Arctic through long-range transport via air and ocean currents 

from Asia, Europe and North America. At the same time, economic activities occurring 

in the Arctic but driven by southern interests produce chronic pollution and may trigger 

highly destructive accidents. Offshore oil and gas development and increased shipping 

are particularly prominent in this regard. How effective have efforts to address these 

concerns been so far? What options are available for increasing the effectiveness of such 

efforts going forward? 

Session objectives: 

(i) To understand the state of scientific knowledge of the numerous pollutants of 

concern in the Arctic including persistent organic pollutants (POPs), heavy 

metals, radionuclides, black carbon and methane; 

(ii) To review progress and challenges in addressing the long-range transport of 

POPs and mercury into the Arctic and the emerging issue of plastics and 

microplastics; 

(iii) To discuss the various sources of vessel-source pollution, such as ballast 

water, garbage, sewage, grey water, oil and black carbon, and to assess the 

adequacy of responses; and 

(iv) To analyze the Arctic Council's action plan framework on black carbon and 

methane and to review its implementation by Arctic and non-Arctic States. 

Session VI: The Roles of Non-Arctic States in the Arctic 

As the links between the Arctic and the overarching global system become tighter and 

stronger, new questions about who can/should participate in Arctic affairs are coming 

into focus. Non-Arctic states, including China, Japan, and Korea, have become 

increasingly interested in Arctic issues. They have sought and received observer status in 

the Arctic Council. Yet there are significant limitations on the roles that observer states 

can play in the council. Non-Arctic states have sought other means of engaging with 

Arctic issues, including participation in negotiations that take place outside the council 

(e.g. negotiations leading to the CAO Agreement). They have also become involved in 

bilateral economic initiatives (e.g. energy projects in the Russian Arctic.). The challenge 
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is to find suitable ways to strike a balance between the legitimate interest of Arctic states 

in maintaining their primacy regarding the treatment of Arctic issues and the 

understandable interest of non-Arctic states in playing a more active role regarding the 

future of the Arctic. 

Session objectives: 

(i) To assess both the interests of non-Arctic states in Arctic issues and the 

responsibilities of these states for Arctic challenges (e.g. how to adapt to the 

effects of climate change in the Arctic); 

(ii) To assess the experience of Arctic Council Observers and consider ways to 

adjust council procedures to reflect the concerns/contributions of observer states; 

and 

(iii) To discuss the participation of non-Arctic states in other governance 

arrangements, such as the IMO’s Polar Code, the CAO fisheries agreement, and 

the Arctic Science ministers meetings. 

Crosscutting Issues 

To sharpen the discussion and to enhance the coherence of policy-relevant ideas emerging 

from NPAC 2019, two crosscutting issues will direct attention to key threads running 

through a consideration of Global-Arctic interactions. 

Impact of climate change 

This is partly a matter of thinking about ways for Arctic communities to adapt to the 

effects of climate change and how all activities in the Arctic will be increasingly affected. 

But it also raises questions about feedbacks from the Arctic to the global system with 

regard to the future of the planet’s climate system. The recent “IPCC Special Report on 

Global Warming Limited to 1.50C” and the US Global Change Research Program’s 

“Climate Science Special 2017 Report” have provided extensive documentation 

regarding the increasing urgency of these issues. There is no doubt that climate change is 

already affecting human health, livelihoods, food security, water supply, human security, 

and economic growth. Limiting the extent and disruptive force of these impacts will 

require prompt policy responses. Under any realistic projection, far-reaching adaptation 

measures will be needed. The Arctic is literally on the frontline regarding the impacts of 

climate change and the need for adaptation. 

The 4th industrial revolution 

The 4th industrial revolution has the potential to transform economic systems on a global 

scale increasing the centrality of some resources (e.g. various forms of information 

technology) and decreasing the role of other resources (e.g. traditional commodities like 

hydrocarbons and hardrock minerals). Such developments would have disruptive impacts 

of existing international institutions (e.g. the world trade system) and might reorder 

political relationships on a global scale. This could make the Arctic less attractive to 
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outsiders as a source of abundant raw materials. On the other hand, new technologies 

could make Arctic resources more accessible and less expensive to exploit. But the Arctic 

will continue to remain a homeland for Indigenous peoples under any circumstances; it 

will continue to attract the interest of outsiders concerned with the protection of cultural 

and ecological systems and the production of knowledge.                            
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