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Environmental Health Threats:  
	 	 Eight Arctic Nations Collaborate

These challenges are not confined by borders, and 
thus a new entity was formed to provide the guidance 
and leadership to address these issues. Threats to 
the Arctic environment, environmental protection, 
and sustainable development were the major issues 
leading to establishment of the Arctic Council. The 
Ottawa Declaration of 1996 formally established the 
Council to provide cooperation, coordination, and 
interaction among the Arctic states. The member 
states are Canada, Denmark (including Greenland 
and the Faroe Islands), Finland, Iceland, Norway, the 
Russian Federation, Sweden, and the US. The Arctic 
Council provides leadership in three major areas of 
environmental health.

Persistent Environmental Pollutants
Toward the end of the 20th century, studies 

showed that some Arctic populations were exposed 
to high levels of environmental contaminants. These 
contaminants are carried from other regions of the 
globe and accumulate in traditional food species. 

To assess this important health issue, the 
eight nations of the Arctic Council formed the 
Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme 
or AMAP in 1991. The AMAP advises the eight 
national governments on persistent environmental 
contaminants in the Arctic. 

Under AMAP, focused and coordinated research 
over the past two decades has done much to identify 
occurrence, transport pathways, levels, and health 
impacts of persistent organic pollutants, heavy 
metals, radionuclides, acidifying pollutants, and 
petroleum hydrocarbons. As a result of these efforts, 
a fairly clear picture of contaminants in the Arctic is 
now understood. The highest levels of contaminants 
are found in Russia and Greenland. The levels in 
Russia are from industries that emit a wide spectrum 
of contaminants. The levels in Greenland can 
be explained by ocean current patterns that carry 
contaminants in Arctic waters from the Arctic Ocean 
to the Atlantic on either side of Greenland.  

The Arctic remains a generally clean environment, 
despite some hot spots. Industries in northeastern 
Europe emit significant amounts of many 
contaminants. Rivers in Russia that drain into the 
Arctic Ocean are contaminated with polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs) and pesticides, which accumulate 
around eastern Greenland and the Canadian High 
Arctic. Humans are exposed to these pollutants 
through the food chain; indigenous Arctic 
populations that rely on predator marine mammals 
have the highest exposures.  

AMAP has published updates on various aspects 
of contaminants in the Arctic, beginning with the 
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ver the past 100 years, Arctic populations have been 
exposed to tremendous social, technological, and 

demographic changes, struggling to find ways to manage. 
The past three decades have brought new threats—increasing 
environmental contaminants and dramatic climate changes. 
These changes threaten the subsistence lifestyle and traditional 
foods that not only provide nutrition, but also form the social, 
cultural, and economic underpinning of Arctic peoples.
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859-page AMAP Assessment Report: Arctic Pollution 
Issues, published in 1998.

Climate Change
More than two decades ago, indigenous people 

began to notice significant changes in the Arctic 
ecosystem, specifically in sea ice, permafrost, 
erosion, storm patterns, and distributions and 
abundance of species. The Arctic Council formed 
a steering committee to provide scientific oversight 
and coordination of efforts to assess the impacts of 
climate change in the Arctic. 

This effort ultimately involved 300 scientists and 
technical experts divided into working groups that 
addressed topics as diverse as ozone and ultraviolet 
radiation; marine, fresh water and terrestrial 
ecosystems; biodiversity; fisheries, forests, land 
management, and agriculture; coping and adaptive 
strategies; and human health. 

This five-year effort culminated in the Arctic 
Climate Impact Assessment Report, published in 2005. 

The report confirmed what many indigenous 
people already knew. Dramatic changes were 
occurring in the Arctic at a more rapid pace than 
in other regions. One example of a change with 
significant impacts is shrinking sea ice. Over the past 
few decades, sea ice has been slowly shrinking; in 
recent years the retreat has accelerated. Among other 
effects, fall storms along the northwest coast of Alaska 
have been more destructive 
because firm pack ice no longer 
protects shorelines; shoreline 
destruction is threatening some 
Alaska communities in this 
region. Should sea ice continue 
to shrink, polar bear, seal, and 
walrus populations dependent 
on sea ice will be severely 
stressed and may face extinction. 

   
Zoonotic and Infectious Disease of Animals

Arctic scientists recently collaborated to explore 
surveillance strategies for zoonotic diseases—diseases 
of animals that can also infect humans. Diseases of 
concern are brucellosis, tularemia, toxoplasmosis, 
Q fever, trichinella, giardia, echinococcus, rabies, 
and arboviruses including Jamestown Canyon virus, 
Northway virus, snowshoe hare virus, and Klamath 
Falls virus. The concern is that, with climate change, 
the occurrence patterns of these diseases may change. 
Host species may expand to different regions, 
different hosts may become infected, and the threat 
to humans may increase.

The initiative began in Alaska in the summer of 
2010 and has expanded to Sweden.

Impacts
Research protocols developed by AMAP have 

been used as models to assess contaminant impacts 
in other countries. Protocols to measure 
contaminants in pregnant women 
and potential health effects on 
newborns have been adopted in 
Argentina, South Africa, and 
Vietnam. 

By far the biggest impact 
has been the Stockholm 
Convention on Persistent 
O r g a n i c  P o l l u t a n t s . 
C o n t a m i n a n t  r e s e a r c h 
efforts  that demonstrated 
global transport pathways and 
bioaccumulation through the 
food chain were a driving force for 
international efforts to eliminate or limit 
the 12 most dangerous persistent organic pollutants. 
As of January 2011, 172 parties had signed on to the 
convention. 

Arctic Council 2011
The Arctic Council has continued to evolve to 

meet the demands and challenges of Arctic peoples. 
In addition to the eight Arctic nation members, six 
Arctic indigenous communities now have the status 
of Permanent Participants on the Council. These 

groups are represented by the Aleut International 
Association, Arctic Athabaskan Council, Gwich’in 
Council International, Inuit Circumpolar Council, 
Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the 
North (RAIPON), and the Saami Council.

Six working groups are addressing issues of 
concern: the 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), Sustainable 
Development Working Group (SDWG), and the 
Arctic Contaminants Action Program (ACAP). 

The eight Arctic nations: 
Canada, Denmark, Finland, 
Iceland, Norway, Sweden, 
Russia, and the United States. 
Map courtesy Hugo Ahlenius, 
UNEP/GRID-Arendal.

 “Ice is a supporter of life. It brings the sea animals from the north 
into our area. When it freezes along the shore, we go out on the 
ice to fish, to hunt marine mammals, and to travel… When it starts 
disintegrating faster, it affects our lives dramatically.”

					     - Caleb Pungawiyi, Nome, Alaska  
					     Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA) 2005

Photo on page at left, an 
Eskimo hunter in the early 
20th century watches for a 
seal from an ice floe near 
Nome. Photo courtesy Alaska 
State Library, George A. 
Parks Collection, 1911-1933, 
ASL-P240-210


