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On behalf of Ms. Gabriele Goettsche-Wanli, Officer-in-Charge of the Division for 

Ocean Affairs and the Law of the Sea, of the Office of Legal Affairs, I would like to 
thank Mr. Jean-Pierre Gonnot of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) 
for inviting the Division to attend this important dialogue.  The event is a welcome 
opportunity to discuss developments and challenges in the Arctic, including climate 
change and related impacts on the sustainable uses of the oceans, and the need for 
cooperation in regards to indigenous peoples in the Arctic region. 
 
Climate change and the Arctic 
 

Recent studies have indicated that, for many key parameters, the climate system is 
already moving beyond the patterns of natural variability within which our society and 
economy have developed and thrived.  There is a significant risk that many of the trends 
will accelerate, leading to an increasing risk of abrupt or irreversible climatic shifts. 
 

In the Arctic, the impacts of climate change will be particularly pronounced, as 
the atmosphere is warming twice as fast as other regions of the world.  The main 
projected biophysical effects are: 
 

-Reductions in glaciers and ice sheets; 
-Changes in natural ecosystems; 
-Reductions in the extent of sea ice and permafrost; 
-Increased coastal erosion; and 
-Increase in the depth of permafrost seasonal thawing.  

 
Specific ecosystems and habitats are expected to be vulnerable, as climatic 

barriers to species invasions are lowered.  Changes in ice and snow conditions are also 
expected to have detrimental impacts on Arctic communities, including in terms of 
infrastructure and traditional indigenous ways of life.   
 

In order to emphasize the urgency of addressing the issue, the UN General 
Assembly has expressed its serious concern over the current and projected adverse effects 
of climate change on the marine environment and marine biodiversity.  With regards to 
the Arctic, the General Assembly has reiterated its deep concern over the vulnerability of 
the environment and the fragile ecosystems of the Polar Regions, particularly affected by 
the projected adverse effects of climate change. 
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Unfortunately, recent observations are not encouraging.  New studies have 
indicated that the upper range of sea level rise could be one meter, or possibly more, by 
2100.  It also now appears unlikely that sea level rise will be much less than 50 cm by the 
end of the century.  
 

In the Arctic, sea ice extent shrank to its smallest on record in 2007 and 2008, and 
the overall volume of ice in 2008 was less than in any other year.  For the first time in 
recorded history, the navigable deep-water routes of the Northwest Passage and the 
Northeast Passage were simultaneously free of ice.  Some researchers are now predicting 
that the Arctic summer could be ice free as early as 2013. 
 

These changes could give rise to navigational and exploratory opportunities in the 
region, including the potential for expanded marine shipping and the growth of some 
major Arctic fisheries.  At the same time, ecosystems and livelihoods are being damaged 
or altered, and necessitate the adoption of integrated conservation, management and 
adaptation measures to prevent or reduce the decline or extinction of marine species. 
 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
 

In this context, it will be recalled that the Arctic Ocean and its waters are, like any 
other ocean, subject to the regime of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea.  The Convention sets out the legal framework within which all activities in the 
oceans and seas must be carried out, including actual or potential new uses.   

The Convention also establishes the fundamental obligation of all States to 
protect and preserve the marine environment.  In view of the fragile nature of the Polar 
Regions, the Convention contains a special article - article 234 on Ice-covered Areas – 
to recognize the unique nature of the Polar Regions, and to ensure the protection and 
preservation of these environments.  Other provisions that relate to the protection and 
preservation of the marine environment, marine scientific research, conservation, 
sustainable use and management of marine resources, as well as navigation, have been 
further developed by other international instruments.  

These instruments are relevant to Arctic governance and offer opportunities for 
strengthened cooperation, but need to be fully implemented, including through competent 
organizations.  Cooperation and coordination between Arctic States is essential and has 
been carried out through the work of the Arctic Council and in the context of 
intergovernmental processes.  Last month, the Arctic Council signed the Tromsø 
Declaration, which will guide the work of the Arctic Council over the next two years, 
including in regards to search and rescue, shipping, oil and gas, ocean management, and 
climate change. 

 
Adaptation to climate change 
 

Cooperation and coordination between Arctic States will be particularly important 
with respect to adaptation to climate change.  Some Arctic communities are already 
adapting to climate change, but external and internal stressors can challenge their 
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adaptive capacities.  Despite the resilience of Arctic indigenous communities, some 
traditional ways of life are being threatened and substantial investments are needed to 
adapt or re-locate physical structures and communities. 
 

Reducing the vulnerability of Arctic communities, more generally, will help to 
enhance their adaptive capacity to a range of shocks, including from climate change.  
Application of integrated coastal and ocean management and ecosystem approaches can 
also help to minimize and reduce the risk and vulnerability of coastal communities.   
 

More specifically, adaptation will involve supporting measures to reduce the 
exposure of populations to climate-related risks, reducing the dependence of livelihoods 
on climate-sensitive resources, and supporting capacity to anticipate and cope with 
climate-related changes.  A comprehensive response is needed with the involvement of 
all relevant sectors, including finance, energy, transport, fisheries and health.  It will also 
require and benefit from stronger capacity-building, education, and targeted initiatives.   

The United Nations is currently taking action to address climate change and to 
support capacity-building to that end.  The UN system is also coordinating action on 
climate change, which has been described by the UN Secretary-General as the defining 
issue of our era.  No issue better demonstrates the need for global solidarity and no issue 
is more essential to our survival as a species.   

Thank you 


