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Madame Chair, distinguished Members of the Permanent Forum, Indigenous leaders, brothers 
and sisters. 
 
Differently compared with other indigenous peoples in the Arctic, like the Inuit, who literally 
now see their traditional territories melting away, the impact of climate change on the Saami 
people is less direct.  True, climate change brings new challenges to the Saami traditional 
livelihoods, such as reindeer husbandry, but the Saami have dealt with changes in the 
environment before, and have become skillful adapters.  Instead, the most imminent threat to 
the Saami culture and way of life is the increased industrial activities brought by the climate 
change.  To these, it is sometimes impossible to adapt.   
 
In this brief presentation, I want to first address these industrial activities, which include 
extractive industries, but ironically, plants for renewable resources aiming to mitigate climate 
change today put as much pressure on the Saami traditional territories and livelihoods.  
Second, I want to address what measures are necessary to enhance the capacity of indigenous 
peoples of the Arctic to adapt to climate change.  Finally, I would like to offer a few words on 
indigenous participation within the Arctic Council. 
 
Mdm Chair, 
 
As other indigenous peoples, the cultures of the indigenous peoples of the Arctic is 
completely tied to our traditional territories and livelihoods.  Without reindeer herding, 
hunting and fishing grounds, the Saami culture and consequently the Saami as a distinct 
people will die out. 
 
Hence, it is of great concern to us that climate change and retreating sea ice is creating a 
different Arctic as vast areas previously inaccessible are now opening up possibilities for 
shipping and further exploitation of natural resources.  The high north has been relatively 
undeveloped land when it comes to land used for energy production.  Climate change changes 
that.  New technology, increasing global energy demand and high prices on oil, gas and 
minerals has made our region attractive to people from outside.  Indeed, the drive for such 
resources has resulted in a “race to the Arctic” among the Northern states and international 
corporations.  Unfortunately, the states participating in this race are not always mindful of that 
they all launch their claims to the oil, gas and minerals in the high north from territories that 
constitute traditional land of indigenous peoples.  Following recent developments in 
international law, most recently affirmed by the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, this implies that these states are under the obligation to reach agreements with the 
indigenous people from whose territory they launch their claim.  Unless such agreements are 
reached, the state and/or corporation in question might very well have taken itself out of the 
race to the Arctic, loosing its claims to the resources in the Arctic.  We will no longer accept, 
nor will international law, that while the wealth of these activities flows south, we are left 
with the environmental, social, and cultural impacts of the exploration, construction and 
shipping activities.  The Saami have watched states build a large part of their wealth on our 



rivers, fjords, mountains and forests.  We will no longer accept outsiders coming to the Arctic, 
taking out the resources and degrading our land, without even having the common courtesy to 
ask.  We have to enter a new phase where governments and multinational corporations stop 
doing the wrong things, and start doing the right.  
 
But as indicated initially, the efforts to mitigate climate change causes almost as great a 
problem to the Saami people as climate change itself.  The exploding interest in renewable 
resources such as wind-mills and hydro-electric damns intensify pressure on our lands never 
seen before.  The Saami have contributed little to climate change, and we are already 
suffering disproportionally from its effect.  Nonetheless, when the countries with Saami 
population are exploring increased use of renewable resources, they wish to concentrate such 
industrial plants, with associated roads, power cords and other infrastructure, on Saami 
traditional land.   
 
For instance, in a formal response to the government, the Nothernmost Swedish County 
Administrative Board on 3 March 2009 stated that should a proposed construction of a wind-
mill park within the reindeer grazing lands of Östra Kikkejaure Saami community result in the 
community no longer being able to pursue reindeer husbandry, the national interest to combat 
climate change still takes precedent.  This would imply that the cultural roots of the Östra 
Kikkejaure reindeer herders are pulled up.  They will be thrown out of the lands their 
forefathers have used since time immemorial, and that they are currently trying to pass on to 
their children.  I would submit that it is not fair of the majority society, being the main 
contributors to the global warming, demanding such a sacrifice by its indigenous population.         
 
Mdm Chair, 
  
As indicated, the Saami people that we can adapt to climate change.  But if you deprive us of 
our lands under the pre-text of combating climate change, you have completely disempowered 
us. 
 
The “Reindeer Husbandry and Barents 2030 – Impacts of future petroleum development on 
Reindeer Husbandry in the Barents Region” by StatoilHydro and The International Centre for 
Reindeer Husbandry (2009) concluded that “New calculations confirm that continued loss of 
grazing land will constrain reindeer husbandry practices and make the livelihood less capable 
of handling other future challenges such as climate change.  Herd production will likely 
decrease, while internal and external conflicts will become more common as the competition 
for resources increase.  Unless a no-net loss of reindeer grazing ranges is implemented, 
continued piecemeal development will seriously threaten the entire platform upon which 
reindeer herding is based.” 
 
Mdm Chair, 
 
Turning to adaptation, facing new challenges with globalization and increased resource 
development, decision making has to be based on the best available knowledge, both 
traditional knowledge and science.  The Saami people believe the best knowledge is our TK.  
TK has been developed in and for the living on survival in our homelands.  Describing TK’s 
relevance to adaptation, I draw extensively from Johan Mattis Turi, director of the World 
Reindeer Herding Union, describing in the EALÁT project presented to the Arctic Council 
Ministerial in April this year TK’s importance for reindeer herding communities’ possibility 
to adapt to climate change. 



 
Reindeer herding peoples have lived and worked across wide areas of the north since time 
immemorial have accumulated unique knowledge about the natural environment in which 
they live.  Today, reindeer herding communities everywhere are facing profound changes in 
their societies.  The challenges of climate change, increased development and globalization 
are of such proportions that we need to use the best available knowledge in order to adapt to 
the future.  Obviously, scientific research has been and will continue to be very important.  
But often the best available knowledge is the knowledge embedded within reindeer herding 
communities: TK developed by centuries of close observation of reindeer and nature which 
has been handed down from generation to generation.  Reindeer herding peoples have always 
known that they must work in collaboration with nature, not against it.  TK is based on 
experience and is knowledge that is accumulated in people's memory and actions over 
multiple generations.  It is validated in the same way that scientific knowledge is found valid 
through trial and error. The crucial difference between them lies in how knowledge is 
obtained. 
 
It is important to remember that knowledge grow roots where it is developed and used. 
Indigenous peoples must therefore have the right to develop their own strategies for adapting 
to climate change and this goes hand in hand with the right to develop their own knowledge 
and research institutions.  We must see the implementation of traditional knowledge alongside 
scientific knowledge in governance, public plans and industrial projects.  We need to establish 
our own research institutions along side documenting the traditional knowledge, our 
researchers and students should test and proof our TK and develop Saami science that is 
equally values with any other kind of science.  As Saami politicians this is the kind of science 
we need to base our decisions making on.  A science developed by ourselves for ourselves for 
the best management of our homeland and its resources.  Only based on such knowledge can 
the Saami political bodies take pan-Saami decision that can assist our local communities to 
adapt to climate change.   
 
Finally, Mdm Chair, 
 
On an international level, the main political body where the issues addressed in this 
presentation are discussed is the Arctic Council.  The Arctic Council is often referred to as a 
good model for international cooperation.  And indeed, the Arctic is worthy as study as an 
example of good practice, where national states and indigenous peoples sit around the same 
table, as six indigenous peoples’ organizations hold the status as Permanent Participants to the 
council.  But at the same time, the success of the Arctic Council also brings challenges to the 
indigenous representatives.   
 
The Foreign Minister of Norway and former chair of the Arctic Council, Mr Jonas Gahr Støre 
said in his opening speech to the Ministerial meeting in Tromsø last month that: “The Arctic 
Council is emerging as the key decision shaping body on Arctic affairs”.  While the role of 
the Arctic Council is strengthened internationally, the work load is increasing and the capacity 
of the indigenous peoples’ participation is on stand still – thus fact our role is in fact 
weakened and our possibility to influence the work is getting more insufficient.  
Consequently, if the Arctic Council shall remain a model body for joint decision making 
between states and indigenous peoples, the states have to provide the indigenous 
representative with considerably more resources, so that we can participate in reality, and not 
only in theory.  And again, this is only fair, since they have all build there wealth to a large 
extent on resources from our territories.  



 
Conclusions 
 
1.  States and industries active in extractive industries such as oil, gas and mining in the Arctic 
region must respect that these resources are situated on and/or are can only be accessed out of 
indigenous peoples’ territories.  This implies that not only states, but indigenous peoples too 
have territorial claims to these resources.  This calls for agreements between the state/industry 
and the indigenous peoples before any such resources are accessed. 
 
2.  Indigenous peoples can not be sacrificed on the altar of climate change.  Also renewable 
industrial activities aiming at combating climate change must respect the rights of indigenous 
peoples. 
 
3.  Climate change is a fact.  This means that the indigenous peoples of the Arctic must be 
awarded the possibility to adapt to the changed environment.  To our traditional communities 
to be able to do this, their traditional territories must not be further encroached upon.  Second, 
our traditional knowledge systems must be respected, since it is mainly in these we will find 
the answers on how to adapt. 
 
4.  International political decisions on how to handle climate change specifically in the Arctic 
will be taken mainly in the Arctic Council.  Indigenous peoples must be awarded the right to 
participate in these decisions in reality, and not only in theory. 
 
 
 


