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mental harm in the Antarctic is increased. It will, I believe, 
in the long run exacerbate the likelihood of a scramble for impor-
tant, scarce and economically viable resources. 
Searching for a Voice: The indigenouS PeoPle in Polar regionS

by Eunjung Park*

* Eunjung Park is a J.D Candidate, May 2009, at American University, Washing-
ton College of Law.

Despite the perception of outsiders that it is a frozen land, 
the Arctic is home to over 3.5 million indigenous peo-
ple, including the Inuits, the Saami, the Chukchi, and 

many more.1 Interestingly, one of 
the main differences between the 
two Polar Regions is the absence 
of indigenous people in the Ant-
arctic and the presence of them in 
the Arctic.

These indigenous people’s 
lives are affected by environmen-
tal changes, including climate 
change, chemical contaminants 
from their diet of sea-mam-
mals, and over-fishing.2 Climate 
change, especially, has impacts on food accessibility, availabil-
ity, and personal safety. Thawing of permafrost brings instabil-
ity to the community infrastructure, and substantial investment 
will be required to adapt the community structure, or relocate the 
community. Coastal indigenous communities are threatened by 
erosion because of melting sea ice, and up to eighty percent of 
Alaskan communities, comprised mainly of indigenous peoples, 
are at risk of coastal erosion.3 Coastal erosion impacts the resi-
dents and structures, as waves eat away sea walls and barriers that 
the indigenous people have used to build their communities.4 

Indigenous people in Arctic observe and experience climate 
change first-hand.5 They notice the change in weather and gla-
ciers and notice the changes in the group size or migration routes 
of certain species affected by climate change. Indigenous people 
are also a source of traditional knowledge as they have responded 
to major climatic and environmental changes by altering group 
sizes, relocating, and being flexible with seasonal cycles in hunt-
ing or employment.6 For example, the Inuit hunters have proved 
to be capable of identifying the new travel routes of species such 
as geese and caribou as they shift their migration in response to 
the climate change.7 However, the indigenous people have very 
limited opportunity to effectively voice their opinions in interna-
tional dialogue on environment.

The Arctic Council, since its establishment, has become a 
forum for “circum-Arctic co-operation” where indigenous peo-
ple are able to contribute to the discussions and cooperation on 
sustainable development and environmental protection in the 
Arctic.8 In 1991, eight arctic states signed the Declaration on 
the Protection of the Arctic Environment and the Arctic Envi-
ronmental Protection Strategy (“AEPS”) to establish the Arc-
tic Council in 1996.9 In addition to the member countries, the 
Arctic Council welcomes the equal participation of indigenous 
communities for full consultation with and participation of the 

indigenous people who reside in the Arctic, yet do not have a 
voice otherwise. The Arctic Council is considered a soft-law 
organization essentially operating outside of international law, 

and the outcomes of the Coun-
cil are not considered binding. 
Beyond the Arctic Council, 
however, indigenous peoples 
in the Arctic have no other 
opportunity to participate in 
the international community’s 
decision-making process on 
environmental changes, which 
affects their daily lives. 

The international commu-
nity should recognize the need 

for indigenous people in the Arctic to participate in international 
dialogue on environmental issues, like climate change, through 
means such as the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change.10 Indigenous people should be given a status 
equivalent to the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indig-
enous Issues as they have the mandate to “discuss indigenous 
issues within the mandate of the United Nations Economic and 
Social Council.” Without the indigenous people to provide input, 
the Conference of Parties has taken adaptive and mitigating 
measure against climate change that have adverse impacts on the 
indigenous people in Polar regions and elsewhere.11 Addition-
ally, this lack of platform for the indigenous people results in 
disproportionate emphasis on certain issues. For example, pro-
tection of polar bears has been emphasized greatly, while pre-
serving the long-standing Inuit culture and source of subsistence 
of hunting polar bears failed to receive sufficient attention.12 

The Arctic states should also empower the indigenous 
people in the Arctic so that they can participate in international 
dialogue, and support them as they make efforts for economic 
development. Canada has granted a semi-autonomy plan for a 
mainly Inuit region of Quebec in 2007 in order to promote the 
socioeconomic development that meets the need of the Inuit.13 
Canada also has designated a federal funding for the Canadian 
Arctic Indigenous Peoples Against POPs to assist the indigenous 
people to participate in the international dialogue.14 Actions 
taken to affirmatively support indigenous people in each Arctic 
state will contribute to the overall elevation of indigenous status 
in environmental dialogue in the Arctic. 

Endnotes: Searching for a Voice continued on page 64

Indigenous people in  
Arctic observe and 

experience climate change 
first-hand.
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