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The Arctic is home to a great number of Indigenous peoples who are directly and indirectly affected by 
changes that they themselves have not caused. It has become increasingly important to include Indige
nous peoples and their knowledge in the governance of the Arctic. This case is concerned with the Arctic
Council, an organization where Indigenous knowledge is included through “science d iplomacy” in the 
terminology of the Royal Society and American Association for the Advancement of Science. The science 
diplomacy is performed on three different levels: in the Arctic Council itself and its structure which inte
grates both Arctic Member States and the Indigenous Permanent Participants as diplomacy for science;
in the policy recommendations negotiated on the basis of scientific assessments as science in diplomacy; 
and in the increased inclusion of Indigenous knowledge in the assessments as science for diplomacy
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Security issues are interconnected with climate change impacts. In this study, two contradictory percep-
tions of security are set in opposition to one another in the context of European Union (EU)-Africa rela-
tions. The EU conceptualizes security in terms of border security, whereas the key issues for Africa and 
especially for Madagascar have been food, water, and finally human security. These two contradictory 
perspectives on security yield two different perspectives on science diplomacy. Despite the fact that the 
EU has ranked science diplomacy as a priority, the recent history of EU-Africa relations makes clear that 
the EU has not considered scientific evidence as much as it should. In contrast, a different form of science 
diplomacy has emerged from the main actors, Africa’s and especially Madagascar’s most vulnerable 
populations, despite the fact that they are almost invisible. They do not have the western diplomatic 
culture, but defend in terms of survival global solutions to global challenges.
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The Arctic: A place for imaginaries

The environmental movement of the 1960s and the 1970s in 
North America and Europe had generated new initiatives that 
attempted to monitor and assess global environmental pollu-
tion and degradation. To establish a baseline with which to 
compare the extent of industrial pollution, scientists sought a 
pristine and unaffected environment. The Arctic seemed 
suitable, far away from much industrial activity. However, it 

Not a pristine environment

turned out that the environment and the Indigenous peoples of 
the Arctic were not less affected by pollution due to industrial-
ized countries' activities. On the contrary, the levels of 
persistent organic pollutants and mercury turned out to be very 
high in certain Indigenous populations. This was in large part 
because the hazardous substances released elsewhere were 
distributed globally, tended to be carried to the Arctic and stay 
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The environmental movement of the 1960s and the 1970s in 
North America and Europe had generated new initiatives that 
attempted to monitor and assess global environmental pollu-
tion and degradation. To establish a baseline with which to 
compare the extent of industrial pollution, scientists sought a 
pristine and unaffected environment. The Arctic seemed 
suitable, far away from much industrial activity. However, it 

turned out that the environment and the Indigenous peoples of 
the Arctic were not less affected by pollution due to industrial-
ized countries' activities. On the contrary, the levels of 
persistent organic pollutants and mercury turned out to be very 
high in certain Indigenous populations. This was in large part 
because the hazardous substances released elsewhere were 
distributed globally, tended to be carried to the Arctic and stay 

When the Cold War ended, it became possible to collaborate in 
new ways in the Arctic. The Arctic Environmental Protection 
Strategy, following a Finnish initiative, was signed in 1991 by 
the Arctic states Canada, Denmark (including Greenland), 
Finland, Iceland, Norway, USSR, Sweden, and the United 
States. At the same time, Indigenous peoples from three 
organizations demanded to be part of AEPS: the Inuit Circum-
polar Conference (later Inuit Circumpolar Council or ICC), the 
Saami Council, and the Association of Indigenous Minorities of 
the North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian Federation 
(later Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North 
or RAIPON). These three organizations duly became observers 
to the AEPS and took part in most of the discussions and delib-
erations. 

Indigenous peoples join states 
in Arctic Strategy and Council

The Arctic Council working groups

The Arctic Council, built in 1996 on AEPS foundations, was cast 
as a “high-level intergovernmental forum”. Six Indigenous 
organizations would claim an active role in the Arctic Council 
alongside eight Member States. Here the ICC, the Saami Council 
and RAIPON were made Permanent Participants. This group 
was extended by the Aleut International Association in 1998 and 
the Arctic Athabaskan Council and the Gwich’in Council Interna-
tional in 2000.
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Processes of including Indigenous knowledge

Indigenous knowledge 

Assessments "with full consultation 
and involvement" 

To include Indigenous knowledge into the framework of west-
ern science is not a self-evident process. There are, moreover, 
multiple Indigenous peoples and their respective knowledge 
systems are not necessarily similar. An often articulated differ-
ence between Indigenous and western science knowledge is 
that the former is practical and aimed at livelihood and survival, 
whereas the latter is theoretical. Put differently, western schol-
ars make careers and a living out of producing knowledge, 
whereas knowledge for Indigenous is necessary for living a 
good life. This also means that the context in which the knowl-
edge production and circulation take place is very different in 
the two traditions.
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“Indigenous communities are facing major economic and cultural impacts”: 
screenshot from “Impacts of a warming Arctic - Highlights” 2004. Source and 
credit: Arctic Council AMAP,  www.amap.no/documents/doc/im-
pacts-of-a-warming-arctic-highlights/792 

A few arenas of inclusion

To include Indigenous knowledge into the framework of west-
ern science is not a self-evident process. There are, moreover, 
multiple Indigenous peoples and their respective knowledge 
systems are not necessarily similar. An often articulated differ-
ence between Indigenous and western science knowledge is 
that the former is practical and aimed at livelihood and survival, 
whereas the latter is theoretical. Put differently, western schol-
ars make careers and a living out of producing knowledge, 
whereas knowledge for Indigenous is necessary for living a 
good life. This also means that the context in which the knowl-
edge production and circulation take place is very different in 
the two traditions.
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Three types of science diplomacy 
in the Arctic Council

In addition, the atrocities that Indigenous peoples have met with 
historically from representatives of the states they live in have 
only recently and partially been acknowledged. Again, the 
situation varies around the circumpolar north and information 
about the abuse will likely increase over time. The manner in 
which Inuit children were removed from their family, culture 
and religion through mandatory attendance at Canadian state 
boarding schools, or how Saami children were deprived of 
their language, form but a few examples. 
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Conclusions
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The Arctic Council is an organization which can be termed a science diplomacy actor since science diplo-
macy with varying objectives is carried out in different activities of the organization. Indigenous knowledge 
is included and welcomed on all levels and in all activities and has become indispensable in the science 
diplomacy of the Arctic Council. However, there are challenges to inclusion, and these need to be acknowl-
edged on both a theoretical and a practical level. Furthermore, the implementation of science diplomacy 
results on the national level does not follow automatically.

“Comparison of Arctic sea ice concentrations between 1979 and 2003. 1979 marks the first year that data of this kind became available in any meaningful form. 2003 [at 
the time was] the second lowest concentration of sea ice on record.” Archival data. Source: https://www.nasa.gov/centers/goddard/news/topstry/2003/1023esuice.html

The Arctic Council Impact Assessment report contains a map indicating the 
widely diverse localization of member communities of the six Permanent 
Participants. Modified screenshot for indicative purposes. Source and credit: 
ACIA (2004) p7,  www.amap.no/documents/download/1058/inline

Indigenous peoples are part of the workings of the Arctic Coun-
cil on all levels. The first one is enabled by the structure of the 
Arctic Council. There are eight Arctic states and six Permanent 
Participants, and even though the Arctic Council is an intergov-
ernmental body, the Permanent Participants have from the 
start been part of the essential work over which the Council 
presides. This is manifested in the numerous declarations and 
statements that come out of the Arctic Council and where the 
Permanent Participants and the people and interests they 
represent are included and cannot be ignored. The inclusion of 
Indigenous peoples at this “high-level intergovernmental 
forum” can be regarded as diplomacy for science, in the termi-
nology of the Royal Society/AAAS (2010). This means that 
including both states and Indigenous organizations can 
facilitate scientific cooperation in and about the Arctic. Indeed, 
the Arctic Council is not all about science, but a large part of 
the work carried out is scientific.

In the framework of the scientific and other assessments that 
come out of the working group structure, the inclusion of 
Indigenous in the production of the assessment reports and 
the negotiations of the summaries are both examples of 
science in diplomacy in the Royal Society/AAAS terminology, 
meaning that the inclusion informs and aids policy objectives of 
the Arctic Council and the Arctic states. 

It is not possible for an assessment to exclude the Indigenous in 
the process of producing the report. When the summary for 
policymakers is written, Permanent Participants also decide 
what policy conclusions to draw and what words to use. This is 
mostly contrary to the situations of these peoples in the states 
they might live in. These processes are political, and interests 
are negotiated to find formulations around which consensus 
can be built. Based on scientific findings, a diplomatic exchange 
on what to try and achieve is carried out.

The knowledge production itself is an example of science for 
diplomacy, in the terminology of the Royal Society/AAAS. For a 
long time, western science in the Arctic relied on local expertise 
and support, but mostly failed to acknowledge the contribution. 
As of the late 20th and early 21st century, this is no longer 
possible in an international arena such as the Arctic Council. To 
exclude Indigenous knowledge from the scientific cooperation 
that is key to the present working of the Arctic Council would 
harm the international relations. Thus, inclusion is necessary 
for the relations within the Arctic Council and has become 
important to the legitimacy of the Council.

That the Arctic Council openly testifies to the importance of 
including Indigenous peoples and knowledge does not mean 
that the science diplomacy is without challenges. There is also 
a material side to science diplomacy. It is in general regarded to 
be impossible to exclude Indigenous peoples, but that does not 
mean that they have the same possibilities or facilities for inclu-
sion. Formal structures might play out differently in practice. 
The most problematic issue in this context is the challenge of 
capacity among the Indigenous peoples and their representa-
tives. This is true in all three types of science diplomacy.  

The Permanent Participant organizations represent in each 
case a population base on the order of a few hundred thousand 
people (some are smaller, some larger). The Arctic Council 
Member States count hundreds of millions of people, albeit 
extremely unevenly distributed across the members and with 
only a minor portion living in the Arctic. The economic and 
administrative power that the US government has in relation to 
the Saami Council, for example, is not comparable. Further-
more, most of the representatives to the Permanent Partici-
pants do their work part-time, mainly supported by other 
undertakings, whereas Senior Arctic Officials and other civil 
servants to the Arctic Council are employed full-time by their 
respective governments. Similarly, participation in the working 
groups and the peer-review processes takes a high toll on those 
few Indigenous participants who can fulfil the demanding tasks. 
Finally, as indicated above, the knowledge production in itself is 
taking place under different circumstances than those of the 
Big Science of centrally funded knowledge economies including 

many of the national members of the Arctic Council who draw 
on professional and employed scientists. Sometimes the very 
same people need to staff all levels, demanding skills in 
language and protocol of the varying processes.

That resources are unevenly distributed in collaborative efforts 
is more common than not. However, to really appreciate the 
costs of science diplomacy in the Arctic Council to the Perma-
nent Participants, it is crucial to also realize this unequal capac-
ity. Not only are the Indigenous poorly staffed in relation to 
Member States, but there are also great differences between 
the six Permanent Participants. An important step towards 
further inclusion would be to increase the capacity of Indige-
nous peoples’ representation. This is true when it comes to both 
financial and human resources.

The Arctic Council is one arena where Indigenous interests can 
be argued and where Indigenous knowledge is important. 
However, this does not mean that Indigenous peoples do not 
face silencing and abuse in relation to the states where they are 
living. In fact, the rights of Indigenous vary substantially in the 
circumpolar north. In Canada there are several treaties that 
protect the rights of Indigenous. However, at the same time 
there are judicial rulings to the benefit of the Indigenous that 
might not be implemented in Canadian law. In Russia, Indige-
nous have very few rights and co-production is hardly if ever 
applied. In Sweden the state can and has recently decided on a 
new mining project in conflict with the wishes of the Saami 
village in the area. In Norway the state is empowered to limit the 
size of the herds of reindeer herders, to give a few examples. 

In addition, the atrocities that Indigenous peoples have met with 
historically from representatives of the states they live in have 
only recently and partially been acknowledged. Again, the 
situation varies around the circumpolar north and information 
about the abuse will likely increase over time. The manner in 
which Inuit children were removed from their family, culture 
and religion through mandatory attendance at Canadian state 
boarding schools, or how Saami children were deprived of 
their language, form but a few examples. 
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Study Questions
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• Are there any problems with putting alternative ways of knowing, such as 
Indigenous Arctic knowledge and observation, into the same category as 
western scientific knowledge? 

• What issues arise regarding knowledge production, visibility and unique-
ness?

• In governance contexts marked by great inequality in resources, how can 
science diplomacy address the challenge of capacity?

• What would be the point of such science diplomatic action if Indigenous 
rights are not recognized in the national context?
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