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Imagining a connection between the Arctic 
and the Third Pole – Hindu Kush 
Himalaya regions may seem daunting at 
first. One might intuitively reduce the 
connection to their easily identifiable 
common denominator: the (nearly-) 
continuous presence of ice. Yet, the 
connection between these two poles vastly 
exceeds the mere presence of cryosphere 
components. This was demonstrated 
during the first iteration of the Inter-Polar 
Conference held in Kathmandu, Nepal, on 
September 6-8th, 2023. This conference was 
co-organized by the Arctic Centre of the 
University of Lapland, Finland, and the 
International Centre for Integrated 
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Mountain Development (ICIMOD), Nepal, 
in collaboration with the UArctic’s Chair in 
Arctic Legal Research and Education and 
its Thematic Network on Arctic Law. 
 
The Conference marked a milestone in 
collaborative efforts between these two 
regions. The following objectives were 
identified while planning the conference:  

 
 Discuss inter-polar perspectives from both 

the Arctic and Hindu Kush Himalaya 
regions, and scope out the possibilities of 
creating an inter-polar knowledge network 
bringing experts from both regions. 
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 Better understand climate change-driven 
impacts on the regions and help prepare 
scholars and stakeholders to develop an in-
depth understanding of sustainability in 
both regions. 
 
While most readers of the Current 
Developments in Arctic Law series have, to 
different extents, an understanding of the 
Arctic, the same cannot be assumed 
regarding the Third Pole Hindu Kush 
Himalaya region (HKH). Here, the HKH 
refers to the sovereign territory of the eight 
States connected to the Hindu Kush, 
Karakoram, and the Himalayan mountain 
ranges. These States are, in alphabetical 
order: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
China, India, Myanmar, Nepal, and 
Pakistan. The snow and ice of the HKH 
mountains supply seasonal freshwater to 

river basins that serve 2 billion people in 
Asia. ICIMOD’s latest report – Water, Ice, 
Society, and Ecosystems in the Hindu Kush 
Himalaya (HI-WISE) – examined the impact 
that the changing cryosphere has on water 
resources, ecosystems, and livelihoods. 
Glaciers in the HKH region shrank 65% 
faster in the 2010s than in the previous 
decade, and 80% of the current glacier 
volume will vanish by 2100 on current 
emissions trajectories. Vulnerable 
mountain communities are already 
suffering losses in lives, heritage, 
economy, and infrastructure. The impacts 
do and will cascade into countries 
downstream. This conference report will 
use the “HKH” acronym and “Third Pole” 
expression for legibility purposes. 
 

https://hkh.icimod.org/hi-wise/hi-wise-report/
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Like many Arctic Centre projects, the idea 
to organize this conference emerged from 
a coffee-table discussion in autumn 2022 
based on three realizations: 1) the Arctic 
and Third Pole are almost always 
considered separately in social and legal 
sciences, 2) the connections between these 
regions need to be deepened, and 3) the 
voices of Third Pole scholars do not always 
reach the Arctic. A series of informal 
brainstorming between Professor Kamrul 
Hossain and promising early career 
scholars interested in the Third Pole 
research at the Arctic Centre created a path 
to move ahead with the project. In March 
2023, Professor Kamrul Hossain and 
Albert van Wijngaarden traveled to the 
Arctic Circle Japan Forum with a panel 
session highlighting the “legitimate” 
connection between the Arctic and the 
Third Pole. The Panel gave four academic 
presentations and was attended by an 
enthusiastic audience. 
 
The idea of exploring this knowledge gap 
further materialized as they met, and 
discussed with Dr Pema Gyamtsho, 
ICIMOD’s Director General. Their 
discussions sparked a resounding 
enthusiasm that led the organizers to set 
up a conference in the Hindu Kush 
Himalaya region the very same year. This 
enthusiasm later became one of the 
predominant leitmotivs driving the Inter-
Polar Conference. The University of 
Lapland and ICIMOD jointly named a 
steering group under the leadership of 

Prof. Kamrul Hossain. The other 
organizing group members included 
Albert van Wijngaarden, Medy Dervovic, 
and Marco Volpe from the Arctic Centre; 
Deepshikha Sharma, Arun Bhakta 
Shrestha, Avash Pandey, Pradyumna 
Rana, and Udayan Mishra from ICIMOD; 
and Kirsi Latola from UArctic. 
 
During the conceptualizing stage, the 
organizers wished to keep the call for 
abstracts as broad as possible. The call is 
annexed to this report. The rationale 
behind it was to grant scholars from the 
Arctic and HKH the greatest freedom in 
terms of topic selection rather than 
imposing clear-cut and restrictive views of 
what are the linkages between these two 
regions. Giving local scholars the 
opportunity to get their voices heard and 
emphasizing what aspects matter to them 
was always of paramount importance 
throughout the process. This approach has 
been well-received by the participants, as 
reflected in the high number and variety of 
submissions. 
 
Diversity, inclusiveness, and 
interdisciplinarity were cornerstone 
elements that made this conference special 
and successful.  
 
The event gathered close to one hundred 
speakers from the Arctic and Hindu Kush 
Himalaya regions, with a significant 
representation of early-career scholars, 
including indigenous and local 
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perspectives. The organizers were aware 
that it would have been difficult to gather 
such a diverse crowd had the conference 
been organized in the European or 
American Arctic due to financial and 
bureaucratic intricacies. Organizing the 
Inter-Polar Conference in the Third Pole 
appears, for now, as a necessary step in 

bridging the social inequalities researchers 
may face and enhancing accessibility to 
academic conferences. As a result, the 
promotion of diversity and inclusiveness 
enriched the discussions held during the 
event beyond expectations.  

 
 

 

©Jitendra Raj Bajracharya/ICIMOD 
 
 
The program is annexed to this report. It 
contains one inaugural session, one 
keynote session, and six breakout sessions 
(each composed of three simultaneous 
panels). A wide array of disciplines was 
represented, mirroring the multifaceted 

link connecting the Arctic and the Third 
Pole as framed by the participants.  
 
Therefore, the main aspects of this link 
explored during the conference encompass 
legal, governance, societal, cultural, 
spiritual, environmental, scientific, 
technological, resource management, and 
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urbanization questions. Moreover, these 
categories include different sources of 
knowledge ranging from indigenous and 
local knowledge to traditional academic 
and scientific knowledge.   
 
Interdisciplinarity embodies an essential 
tool for comprehensive, efficient, and 
impactful research. Nevertheless, it does 
not come without any challenges, the main 
one being communication between 
disciplines. There are several remedies 
available, including, inter alia, tailoring a 
presentation to accommodate laypersons 
(e.g., introducing key notions), using 
simple language, and employing easy-to-
understand narratives. While these were 
not written rules of the Inter-Polar 
Conference, participants naturally strived 
to make their presentation as clear and 
accessible as possible. Such efforts paved 
the way for constructive, enthusiastic, and 
inspiring discussions across all disciplines, 
thereby facilitating the collaborative 
identification of the connections between 
the Arctic and the Third Pole. 
 
Upon close observation of the program’s 
structure, one may identify two priorities 
the organizers had in mind when they 
conceived it. First, implementing an 
interdisciplinary component had to go 
beyond having different disciplines in the 
program. The goal was twofold: expose 
everyone to most scheduled disciplines 
and have the audience and panelists 
engage in a fruitful, interdisciplinary 

dialogue. Second, the conference was 
considered an opportunity to form 
connections and build networks rather 
than a mere knowledge-production event. 
It is visible from the numerous tea breaks, 
relatively extensive lunch breaks, 
networking time slots, and the excursion to 
ICIMOD’s Living Mountain Lab mid-
conference. 
 
Symbiotic learning and cross-fertilization 
of knowledge are other underlying goals of 
the first Inter-Polar Conference. As 
mentioned above, the Arctic and HKH are 
often addressed separately in the 
humanities and social and legal sciences, 
highlighting knowledge gaps concerning 
the connection, commonalities, and 
differences between these regions. In this 
context, symbiotic learning is a reciprocal 
and foundational process that intervenes at 
the inter-polar level, i.e., introducing the 
Arctic to scholars from the Third Pole, and 
vice-versa. Building on this, the cross-
fertilization of knowledge refers to 
incorporating the acquired knowledge 
from one pole into the other, taking into 
account regional particularities. 
 
During the three-day conference, multiple 
inter-regional connections emerged. As 
anticipated, the following trifecta 
dominated: cryosphere, people, and 
climate change. At the same time, the 
manner in which the participants 
addressed these three themes surpassed 
the organizer’s (and participants’) 
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expectations in many regards. For 
instance, some participants unveiled non-
mainstream perspectives, shared personal 
experiences, and made connections with 
the other pole during their presentation. 
Also, the dynamism and curiosity of the 
participants bolstered the discussions: 
each time someone talked about one pole, 
the audience would ask for comparative 
perspectives from the other pole to 
understand the commonalities and 
differences better. In turn, it contributed to 
accomplishing the goals of the Inter-Polar 
Conference.  
 
Some of the principal takeaways from the 
first Inter-Polar Conference, in no 
particular order:  
 

1. There are clearly many connections that 
can be drawn between the Arctic and Third 
Pole. These connections extend beyond the 
continuous presence of cryosphere 
components. Nevertheless, cryosphere 
remains the focal point. 

2. However, we should also be careful not to 
mistake similarity with identicality and 
draw connections too easily, hence further 
research collaborations are required. 

3. Cooperation between scientists from both 
regions can be very fruitful, and many 
participants requested further 
organizations to facilitate this in the future. 

4. Due to the complexity in both regions, 
interdisciplinary approaches are most 
likely to provide a fuller picture. 

5. Indigenous and local voices are paramount 
to understanding the Arctic and HKH, and 
should be a major focus point of future 
collaboration. One area for collaboration 
would be to form an inter-polar knowledge 
network and carry out joint activities in the 
two regions with an emphasis on the co-
production of knowledge. 

6. As both regions face the effects of a 
warming climate and a declining 
cryosphere, studies on communities and 
their relationship to their changing 
environment should be one of the points of 
priority for scholars. 

7. In both regions water and the melting of ice 
play a crucial role, but the effects, 
narratives and issues in both regions are 
very different. The water issues also lead to 
major risks to human life in both regions, 
prompting many social concerns like those 
related to disaster management or food 
and livelihood provisions. 

8. Politically, legally and governance-wise, 
there are many interesting topics to 
explore; Models of cooperation in the 
Arctic could be transplanted to the Third 
Pole. 

9. Many different scientific and technological 
innovations facilitate the studying of 
climate change in the regions, and might 
help in mitigating the effects or associated 
risks of cryospheric melt in both regions. 

10. The participation of underrepresented 
communities and early-career scholars in 
this conference contributes to their 
empowerment regarding the future of 
their region. 
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Finally, local and foreign media outlets 
reported on the holding of the first Inter-
Polar Conference during and after the 
event (The Economic Times, News Drum, 
Devdiscourse, Nepal Live Today, Nepali 
Times, Dawn, Nepal TV Plus, Lapin 
Yliopisto). This testifies to the heightened 
and genuine interests not only of scholars 
but also of the general population in the 
development of knowledge in this area of 
study. In turn, it encourages the organizers 
to prepare for the next steps. Future 
endeavors include conducting a workshop 
and organizing the second iteration of the 
Inter-Polar Conference. More details will 
be communicated in due course! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/science/experts-discuss-role-of-hindu-kush-himalayas-region-arctic-in-the-era-of-climate-change/articleshow/103435189.cms
https://www.newsdrum.in/international/experts-discuss-role-of-hindu-kush-himalayas-region-arctic-in-the-era-of-climate-change
https://www.devdiscourse.com/article/science-environment/2583788-experts-discuss-role-of-hindu-kush-himalayas-region-arctic-in-the-era-of-climate-change
https://www.nepallivetoday.com/2023/09/06/first-ever-inter-polar-conference-to-be-held-from-sept-6-9/
https://nepalitimes.com/opinion/comment/the-arctic-meets-the-himalaya
https://nepalitimes.com/opinion/comment/the-arctic-meets-the-himalaya
https://www.dawn.com/news/1775410
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ey5sJKNzr_w
https://www.ulapland.fi/news/Kun-arktinen-alue-kohtasi-kolmannen-navan/45091/611b0045-27d4-4d21-8558-d62d4c40907e
https://www.ulapland.fi/news/Kun-arktinen-alue-kohtasi-kolmannen-navan/45091/611b0045-27d4-4d21-8558-d62d4c40907e
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Annex I 
Call for Abstracts 
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Annex II 
Program 
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