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The Inuit Circumpolar Council.

The Inuit Circumpolar Conference, now known as the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC)  was established in 1977 with the objective (among others)  to:

· Promote Inuit rights in international fora

· To protect the environment in Inuit homeland

Since its inception, the ICC has been active in various fora to promote Inuit interests locally, within the Inuit homelands, and at the international level. The ICC promoted the establishment of the Arctic Council so that the Arctic Nation States and Indigenous Peoples’ organizations could develop a partnership in order to monitor and assess the environment in the current era of growing interest in the resources of the Arctic: both renewable as well as nonrenewable resources.

The ICC has been promoting the concept that knowledge of indigenous peoples which has previously been overlooked and neglected, has always been important when considering issues around the environment. 
At the initial conference of the Artic Council, one of the elders, Frank Degnan, from North Slope Borough, Alaska, made an intervention that called upon nation-states to be aware of the impact of development initiatives in the Arctic region as there are major issues of concern such as pollution and a lack of knowledge about the situation in the region. He stated:
                 ”… ours is the language of the environment in the Arctic”

He was referring to the thousand of years of Inuit observation and monitoring which formed the basis for Inuit livelihood, as well as their economic and cultural survival.

In the same spirit, the ICC, as an organization has contributed information to the rest of the world in terms of paying attention to the need for a healthy environment and the importance of the interdependency of the food chain.

Inuit have been successful in achieving land claim settlements and extensive self-government arrangements over the past 30 years. Some of these include:
· The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act

· The Inuvialuit Land Settlement

· The James Bay agreement 

· The establishment of Greenland Home Rule 
· The establishment of Nunavut Territory  
The degree of success of these arrangements have been discussed at length. However, the criticism has been the attempts to extinguish Inuit rights to lands and resources. The important fact is that Inuit are taking part in the decision making processes more than ever. Decision making includes giving advice or implementing the principle of free, prior and informed consent by the local Inuit people in areas affecting their livelihood, their culture,  their lands and resources.

This new situation has given us extensive challenges including an awareness of implementing laws and principles that exist in regions outside of the Inuit world, while at the same time insisting on the inclusion of the Inuit local and traditional knowledge. Hence, this makes it possible to transfer relevant knowledge from outside the region that can be accommodated within the local and traditional knowledge of the Inuit peoples. 

One example of this kind of transfer of knowledge is the situation of the Iñupiat in North Slope, Alaska, where local and traditional observations of the bowhead whale have been incorporated into the biological research. As a result, advice provided to the International Whaling Commission, based on Inuit traditional knowledge, is seen as an important addition to the knowledge of biologists and therefore, Inuit and biologists have equal and corresponding knowledge systems.
Greenland and Canada have arrangements in regards to monitoring and observing  belugas and narwhales in the Davis Straits areas as well as walrus co-management arrangements.

North Slope and Inuvialuit areas also have co-management agreements on the caribou and sea-mammals observations.

Across the Bering Straits there a Nanook Commission (Polar Bear Commission) that exists between the Alaskan and Chukotkan Inuit and other indigenous groups.

 In establishing local participation in decision making processes, the Inuit have established research institutions that includes and relates to observations of living resources. These institutions include: Avataq Institute in Nunavik, Iñupiat Research Center in Barrow, Alaska, Pinngortitaleriffik (Institute of Natural Living Resources).

Arctic Pollution issues

The ICC has the status of Permanent Participant at the Arctic Council, and also is represented in the Indigenous People Secretariat which was established to promote the participation of the indigenous peoples in the work of the Arctic Council.

The unique structure of the Arctic Council is that indigenous organizations, as Permanent Participants, can take part in all discussions of the Arctic Council and sit side by side with the Arctic Nation-States, depending of course, on the financial allocations from the States.

The character of such participation is not only the attendance of meetings and conferences, but also the allocation of staff support so that the Permanent Participants can deal seriously with the issues at stake.

There are several issues that the ICC, together with five other Permanent Participant organizations, deal with on a continuous basis.

The success of the ICC in such collaboration is that the issues of the environment and pollution are of crucial importance to our people. Our involvement has therefore been stable with continuous accumulation and transfer of knowledge, and at the same time maintaining an ongoing dialogue with our constituencies. In Greenland, the ICC has easy access to the press thereby informing our people and the political interest groups about the issues at stake. We therefore often approach various expert bodies to promote the formal scientific awareness of pollution.

ICC Greenland initiated a project called Sila-Inuk with the purpose of promoting and elevating documentation in monitoring and observations of climate change impacts on our communities at the local level. This project makes use of community observations and documents local and traditional knowledge of the Inuit in Greenland. It is led by our Director of Sustainable Development section, Lene Kielsen Holm. The project collaborates with similar projects conducted in Alaska and Nunavut by Shari Fox Gephard.  It is further attached to the SIKU project which deals with Circumpolar Ice Studies at the local level, and is a project under the auspice of the International Polar Year. 

In the 1980s there were concerns in the circumpolar Inuit communities when it was realized that there was polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB) pollution affecting mother’s milk among the Inuit. All Inuit communities were on the alert and breast feeding was temporarily prohibited in many areas of the Arctic. This situation affected all Arctic communities and also affected their trust in food security. The Inuit also paid attention to the growing awareness of transboundary pollution. It is therefore no wonder that the ICC together with the other Permanent Participants is one of the main promoters for the adoption of the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs).

    

The ICC has also paid attention to the impact of climate change which affects Inuit cultural survival as well as the infrastructure and economic wellbeing of the Inuit. The ICC has given a human face to the climate change debate. We have stressed that it is the Inuit who are highly vulnerable to climatic change as it is the whole living environment of the Inuit that is being affected by climate change within the Arctic region. The melting of the Greenland Ice Cap, the diminishing Arctic Ocean Ice cover, the melting of the permafrost in the Arctic and its impact on the technical installations have been named as the most serious threats to the environment by the scientific community. However, the Inuit have declared that it is us, the Inuit who are faced with threats and having to live with the challenges of climate change, while at the same time having to negotiate the ongoing issues of globalization.

 Within the Arctic region, the migration patterns of  game are changing; the habitat areas are changing; the feeding grounds are changing. The vulnerability of the Arctic environment has not only impacted the Inuit and other communities in the Arctic, but the Arctic climate certainly affects the situation of the rest of the world.

The ICC has joined a collaborative partnership between Indigenous Peoples’ organizations in the Arctic, United Nations Environment Program (UNEP)  and  the Small Island States in the Caribbean and Pacific areas in establishing strategies for the mitigation and adaptation of climate change, in order to influence the UN conferences on climate change. The last such collaborative meeting took place in Belize City, in Belize in May 2007 where a five-year strategy was discussed. We, the Inuit are a population of only 150,000 in the whole world. It is therefore of utmost importance that we work together with peoples and other organizations and collaborate in trying to understand the issues which are paramount to our existence.

We spend a great deal of our resources to bring awareness of the issues that are impacting and jeopardizing our livelihood. As a democratically structured organization we are keen to inform and have dialogue with our people, the Inuit.      

The  ICC Greenland has an on-going dialogue with the Greenland government on issues of  common concerns: they as a government and we, as a non-governmental organization must secure mutual understanding for the sake of our people.

The disappearance of some of the elements of our cultural features due to climate change will inevitably result in changes within our languages. Inuit oral literature and knowledge of the environment is evident in the intricate knowledge of the Arctic through geographical naming and terminologies for specific features of nature, as well as the interrelationship between nature and Inuit peoples. Therefore, it is important that indigenous names and the intellectual property rights of the these names be respected as they were there long before colonization.   

The ICC has a continuous working relationship with the scientific community through several venues: the International Conference of Arctic Research Planning; the International Polar Year; and national and local research institutions.

The ICC took part in developing and conducting a Survey of Living Conditions in the Arctic. The report was published in March, 2007 and is interesting in the sense that it surprised many people due to the diverse attitudes towards issues such as urbanization; subsistence economy; attitude towards the indigenous languages etc. Overall,  the report showed there were differences between western scientific representations and indigenous peoples’ attitudes and beliefs.

Through our participation in the Arctic Council we have access to the working groups of this council. For example, the executive summary of the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program (AMAP) has been translated into Greenlandic. However, there is still a need to document pollution cases within Greenland, that have not yet been publicized. The Program for Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna has initiated a Biological Diversity Assessment which will be finalized in 2010.

The Icelandic Chairmanship of the Arctic Council initiated a survey of Arctic Human Development. This report, issued in 2004, synthesized existing knowledge systems, knowledge of human development within the Arctic, and identified the knowledge gaps. Therefore, as a follow-up initiative, a group of social scientists working with the Stefansson Arctic Institute in Akureyri in Iceland, are now working on the Arctic Social Indicators project which also is an International Polar Year Project.

Concluding remarks
During its existence as an international organization, the ICC has involved itself in some crucial issues pertaining to the Inuit in regards to their rights, their economic and cultural well being, the lands and resources and the Arctic environment, which has provided opportunities for further collaboration with other world-wide  peoples, organizations and institutions.

The Inuit are determined to work in the various international fora  to promote the rights and further develop the situation of the Inuit and other indigenous peoples and communities in the Arctic, in the international context.

In this collaboration, Inuit see it as a crucial element that the rights and knowledge of the Inuit and indigenous peoples are taken seriously in the context of free, prior, and informed consent when dealing with issues relating to the Arctic as a whole. Inuit has shown that indigenous peoples’ political participation in their own affairs and its interaction with nation-states have promoted mutual respect for the benefit of both nation-states and indigenous peoples.

Further reading:

ICC Charter and By-laws

Principles and Elements for a Comprehensive Arctic Policy

Arctic Human Development Report, Akureyri, 2004.

Executive Summary of the AMAP Assessment Report: Arctic pollution Issues. Oslo. 1998.

Arctic Pollution 2002, by Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme. Oslo 2002

CAFF :Arctic Flora And Fauna: Status and Conservation, Helsinki, Finland, 2001 
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