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THE ARCTIC, A KEY REGION IN THE PLANET’S CLIMATE 
SYSTEM 

The Arctic is the one region in this world of ours where the consequences of climatic change 
for the environment are the most sensitive, whether for physical environments, populations or 
biodiversity.  The  Arctic  basin,  which  collects  some  of  the  different  forms  of  pollution 
discharged in the northern hemisphere, is also a preferred region from where to observe the 
development of this change over time and its effects on polar environments. 

Over the past 50 years, the mean temperature of our planet has risen by 0.6°C, but in the 
Arctic it has increased by 2.1°C. The Arctic Ocean’s ice-shelf works like a thermal shield and 
its rapid melting (8% of its surface in 30 years) is speeding up global warming by diminishing 
the role of sea ice as a reflector of heat towards space. Will the summer ice-shelf in the 
Arctic Ocean disappear? This extreme climatic event would have huge consequences for our 
environment and would lastingly affect the populations of  Northern Europe, America and 
Russia.

The third "Arctic Report Card", signed by 46 scientists from 10 countries, has studied a range 
of conditions in the Arctic, a region that should be one of the first to feel the impacts of 
climate warming, according to specialists.

The mean temperature this Autumn in the Arctic is 5°C above the norm,  a  record, 
according  to  this  report  published  in  October  2008  by  the  US  National  Oceanic  and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which attributes this phenomenon to a sharp decline in 
the ice-shelf under the effects of warming. 

According to one of the leading authors of this report, James Overland, an oceanographer at 
the NOAA, "the changes in the Arctic are having a multi-cause domino effect which is much 
clearer than in other regions around the globe. The Arctic system is very sensitive and often 
experiences relatively quick and spectacular changes.” 

The loss of ice in the Arctic Ocean is leading to greater warming of the water temperature 
under the effect of the sun’s rays, says the report. This warming of the air and of the ocean is 
affecting marine and terrestrial fauna and is also reducing the mass of permanent ice on the 
Arctic ice-shelf.

The summer of 2007 was the warmest in the annals of the Arctic, closely followed by that of 
2008, and this is perpetuating a general warming trend initiated in the mid-1960s. In the 2008 
report, 3 of these 6 elements (the atmosphere, the ice-shelf and Greenland) are red-lettered, 
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meaning that the changes observed are starkly attributed to global warming. The other 3 
elements (biology, oceans and land) are in yellow, reflecting mixed signs with regards the 
effects of warming. In 2007, the report showed 2 elements in red (the atmosphere and ice-
shelf) and 4 in yellow. 

According to the NSDIC (National Snow & Ice Data Center), the extent of sea ice reached 
4.52 million sq. km on September 12, 2008, the day it resumed its annual growth cycle in 
response to the fall in autumnal temperatures.

This minimum is the second record recorded since 1979. It reflects a decline of 2.24 million 
sq. km in relation to the mean figure measured between 1979 and 2000, but is 9.4% higher 
than the record figure of 2007.

Furthermore, for the first time ever, a scientific expedition in the Arctic was able to cross the 
North-West passage – bordering America – and the North-East passage – bordering Russia 
– without having to break ice to make headway. This was announced on October 17 of this 
year by the German polar centre, the Alfred Wegener Institut (AWI).

The long-term monitoring of the consequences of climate change for our environment calls 
for the continuation of the significant endeavours already engaged by those countries most 
actively involved in scientific research in the Arctic. 

In the frame of the French Presidency of the European Union, Jean-Louis BORLOO, Minister 
of State and Minister for Ecology, Energy, Sustainable Development and Towns and Country 
Planning, has wanted to send a strong signal for the pursuit of scientific research efforts in 
the Arctic. 

The  International  Polar  Year  (2007-2009)  has  given  us  the  opportunity  to  intensify  the 
research effort: over 200 projects have been launched, assembling thousands of scientists 
from around sixty countries. The EU has also engaged a number of ambitious agendas in the 
Arctic, including the DAMOCLES programme.
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DAMOCLES (an acronym for  Developing Arctic Modelling and Observing Capabilities for 
Long-term Environmental Studies) is an EU pilot project for the International Polar Year and 
aims to observe, understand and quantify climate change in the Arctic in order to support 
decision-making in the face of global warming. It unites 45 laboratories from 10 European 
countries, the United States and Russia. The aim of the Tara-Arctic/Damocles programme is 
to identify ongoing changes affecting sea ice, the atmosphere and the ocean in order to 
improve our ability to simulate future changes. This research will help us to better evaluate 
the social and economic impacts that the perennial shrinking of the ice-shelf will have on the 
Arctic environment and, through a domino effect, on the whole of the Northern hemisphere. 

These endeavours are leaning on observation stations which, nonetheless, reveal a number 
of weaknesses (heterogeneity in style, very variable networking depending on regions and 
inconsistent  standards).  To offset  these  shortcomings,  the  time  has  come to  strengthen 
cooperation between the scientific teams involved, to better enhance and recognize their 
work, and to grow the dissemination of data.  

A major dynamic is in position for the creation of a network of Arctic observation stations, in 
the framework of both the Arctic Council  (the SAON Group – Sustained Arctic Observing 
Networks, due to present its conclusions in April  2009) and Europe inside the European 
Polar Unit.

For this  dynamic to continue beyond the Polar  Year,  France,  an active  country  in  polar 
environmental research whose polar institute (IPEV – Institut Paul Emile Victor) coordinates 
around twenty research programmes in the Arctic, has wished to organize an international 
conference on the Arctic as part of its Presidency of the EU Council and as a follow-up to the 
Grenelle Environnement agreement. The parliamentary bill relative to the latter Agreement 
includes  a  measure  aimed  at  protecting  the  Arctic  Ocean,  thereby  confirming  France’s 
support for the creation of an international scientific commission for the Arctic.

The Principality of Monaco, which has long shown a keen interest in polar issues, was the 
inspiration  behind  a  decision,  adopted  by  the  Board  of  the  UN  Programme  for  the 
Environment  in  February  2008,  which  calls  on  Nations  to  “support  and  strengthen 
observation networks in the Arctic in the years ahead.”  
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A CONFERENCE TO ALERT AND FURTHER THE 
PROTECTION OF THE ARCTIC 

The international ministerial conference on the Arctic is aimed at alerting public opinion to 
the urgency of action needed to protect the Arctic from the damage being caused by 
the  degradation  of  the  world’s  environment.  Another  of  its  aims  is  to prolong  the 
momentum  created  by  the  International  Polar  Year  for  scientific  research  and 
international cooperation so that the world can count on long-term, reliable tools with the 
scope to cover the widest possible expanses of territory.

The French Presidency of the EU Council, now engaged with European partners in the fight 
against climate change, is keen to make a contribution to international mobilization on this 
subject. Organized in partnership with the Principality of Monaco, the conference is bringing 
together countries involved in scientific research operations in the Arctic, and countries from 
the  Arctic  Council  (a  high-level  international  forum  for  the  promotion  of  cooperation, 
coordination and interaction between signatory States – Canada, Russia, Norway, Denmark, 
Iceland,  the  United  States,  Sweden  and  Finland  –  addressing  common  issues  and  in 
particular sustainable development and environmental protection in the Arctic).

Ministers and experts assembled and mobilized for the protection 
of the Arctic 

Proceedings at the conference will unfold in two phases, each lasting half a day:

-  A session dedicated to discussions between experts, which itself will be cut into two 
periods: a status report on environmental research in the Arctic; and a review of existing 
research tools and the ongoing thought  process and discussions over the networking of 
Arctic observation stations.

A  ministerial  session  organized  into  two  round-table  discussions  attended  by 
ministers and where recommendations from experts will be debated. Lasting a day and 
a  half,  it  will  initially  bring  together  experts  from  the  scientific  community  and  relevant 
administrations, and subsequently the ministers concerned by Arctic issues.

Assembling around 230 people, the Conference is addressing: 
Government representatives from the 27 EU Member States, Norway, Iceland, the 

Principality of Monaco and the autonomous government of Greenland.
Representatives from the Member States of the Arctic Council or from countries now 

conducting scientific activities in the Arctic (the United States, Canada, China, India, the 
Russian Federation, Japan and South Korea). 

European  institutions  (European  Commission,  European  Parliament,  European 
Environment Agency). 

Representatives from regional and international organizations.
Experts from the international scientific community.  
Representatives from native populations. 
Representatives from civil society.
Leading figures who are an authority on this subject.
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Expecting concrete results 

 Political  support  for  the  pursuit  of  the  scientific  research effort  over  and beyond  the 
International Polar Year, and for the intensification of ongoing work within the SAON Group 
(Sustained Arctic Observing Networks) aimed at networking Arctic observation stations in 
order to deliver elements of support for decision-making in the fight against the degradation 
of the environment. 

 The launch of the process needed to allow the networking of European Arctic watchdog 
commissions, leaning on the work conducted by the European Polar Unit and the European 
Polar Consortium (assembling European and Russian polar agencies)  and lending weight to the ongoing 
process within the SAON group.  

7



THE INTERNATIONAL POLAR YEAR AND THE PRIORITY 
GIVEN TO THE FIGHT AGAINST CLIMATE CHANGE 

2007-2008 will mark the 125th anniversary of the first International Polar Year (IPY), the 
75th anniversary of the second IPY and the fiftieth anniversary of the 3rd IPY which, because 
research then basically concerned geophysics, was called the International Geophysics Year 
(IGY). 

The results obtained in 1957-1958 marked a key stage in the history of knowledge. They 
are the foundation on which ongoing research into climates or the internal structure of our 
planet has been built. 

The fourth International Polar Year, officially launched in Paris by the International Council 
for Science (ICSU) and the World Meteorological  Organization (WMO) in March 2007, is 
assembling  the  international  scientific  community  around  ambitious  and  internationally 
coordinated agendas. 

Its aim, fifty years after the last Polar Year, is to promote a significant breakthrough in 
our knowledge of polar regions, where lies a part of the answers to the questions that the 
whole planet is asking about the evolution of its environment. It is the opportunity to alert 
international public opinion to the Arctic as a convincing witness to the challenges that lie 
ahead and to the need to address them. 

Revolving  around  priority  themes  (such  as  the  current  environmental  situation  in  polar 
regions, the quantification and the understanding of past and present natural, environmental 
and  social  evolutions  in  polar  regions,  the  best  interpretation  of  existing  relations  and 
interactions between polar regions and the rest of the planet), it comprises over 200 projects 
manned by scientists from around sixty countries. The aim is to attract the attention of the 
international community and the public to the importance of polar regions for our climate and 
the decisive influence of these regions on the rest of the planet.

As part of the International Polar Year, the  European Union organized an international 
symposium entitled "Polar Environment and Climate: the Challenges”, held in Brussels 
in March 2007 under the aegis of the European Commission. The event assembled top level 
European  and  international  scientists  around  future  perspectives  and  the  priorities  for 
research  in  polar  regions.  The  European  countries  within  the  IASC (International  Arctic 
Science  Committee)  are  engaged  in  a  series  of  projects  ranging  from the  study  of  the 
dynamics of Arctic coastlines to the study of nutrition and health for native peoples. One such 
project, conducted jointly by the IASC and the Arctic Council, produced an alarming report 
entitled “Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA)” (2004).

The  Arctic  Council  in  its  declaration  of  Salekhard  (the  fifth  ministerial  meeting, 
October 2006), gave its political support to the International Polar Year and particularly 
to its human dimension and emphasized the contribution made by Arctic Council member 
states to the planning process for the International Polar Year. 

At the French level,  a  French committee for the international polar year was set up 
under the aegis of the “Académie des Sciences” chaired by Claude Lorius,  the first 
Frenchman to have received the "Blue Planet Award" in 2008, one of the most prestigious 
international awards in the environment field. Of the 210 international programmes hatched 
within the framework of the IPY agendas office, over fifty have involved French participation 
and eight  were led or  co-led by Frenchmen (most  notably Jean-Claude Gascard for  the 
Damocles programme, Yves Frenot for the Concordia programme, and Yvon le Maho for the 
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Circumpolar Population Monitoring programme). There are now 70 French research teams 
involved, translating to French involvement with almost one quarter of international projects. 

Leading figures have also responded to the call of the International Polar Year to propose 
solutions for the Arctic (cf. the proposition from Jean Louis Etienne for the AGNU to pass a 
resolution making the North Pole ice-shelf a zone of “common interest for humanity”, and a 
mission led by Jean Malaurie assigned by the Presidency of the French Republic to promote 
the establishment of an Arctic Charter negotiated at Unesco).

Monaco’s interest in the Arctic is long-standing.  At the beginning of the 20th century, 
Prince Albert I explored unknown regions around Spitzberg in order to itemize marine life and 
take meteorological and photographic readings aimed at studying the movements of the ice-
shelf and glaciers. 
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THE DIFFERENT RESEARCH AUTHORITIES FOR THE 
PROTECTION OF THE ARCTIC

The International Council for Science (ICSU)
Founded  in  1931,  the  International  Council  for  Science  (ICSU)  is  a  non-governmental 
organisation representing a global membership that includes both national scientific bodies 
(103 members) and international scientific unions (27 members). Through this international 
network, ICSU coordinates interdisciplinary research to address issues which have an impact 
on both science and society. Moreover, the Council actively upholds the notion of freedom in 
the practice of science, promotes equitable access to scientific data and information and 
supports scientific education and capacity building.
For further information consult www.icsu.org.

World Meteorological Organization (WMO)
The World  Meteorological  Organisation  (WMO) is  a  specialised institution  of  the  United 
Nations which is accepted as an authority on all aspects related to the state and behaviour 
of the Earth's atmosphere, its interaction with the oceans, the climate it produces and the 
resulting distribution of water resources. WMO has a membership of 188 Member States and 
Territories (on 24 January 2007). It succeeded the International Meteorological Organization 
(IMO),  which  was  founded  in  1873.  Established  in  1950,  WMO  became  a  specialised 
institution of the United Nations in 1951 for meteorology (weather and climate), operational 
hydrology and related geophysical sciences.
For further information consult www.wmo.ch.

The Arctic Council
Established  in  1996,  the  Arctic  Council  is  a  group  of  5  bordering  States  of  the  Arctic 
(Canada,  Russian Federation,  Denmark,  United  States  and Norway)  as well  as Finland, 
Sweden and Iceland. The indigenous populations are represented in the Arctic Council by 6 
organisations which have the status of permanent participants.
France has had the observer status since 2000 within the Arctic Council. 7 other countries 
also have the observer status (China, Germany, Italy, Poland, Spain, the Netherlands and 
United  Kingdom)  as  well  as  16  Inter-governmental  and  inter-parliamentary  organisations 
(Arctic  Circumpolar  Route,  AWRH,  CCU  -  Circumpolar  Conservation  Union,  IASC  - 
International Arctic Science Committee, IASSA, IUCH - International Union for Circumpolar 
Health,  IUCN –  The  World  Conservation  Union,  IWGIA  –  International  Work  Group  for 
Indigenous Affairs, NAMMCO - North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission, NCM - Nordic 
Council of Ministers, NEFCO – Nordic Environment Finance Corporation, Northern Forum, 
SCPAR – Standing Committee of Parliamentarians of the Arctic Region, UArctic – University 
of the Arctic, UNDP – United Nations Development Programme, UNEP-GRID/Arendal) and 2 
NGOs: IFRC - International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and WWF.

The  purpose  of  the  Arctic  Council  is  to  promote  economic,  social  and  environmental 
sustainable development as well as better living conditions for the indigenous populations. 
Chaired by Norway until 2008 (Denmark will then take over the chairmanship from 2009 to 
2011),  it  consists  of  five  thematic  working groups  on  the  following:  1.  identification  and 
evaluation of  pollution problems (oil  and gas activities and acid-forming pollutant),  2.  the 
conservation of biodiversity and use of living resources, 3. the protection against  land-based 
and marine activities, notably the assessment of the impact of marine traffic increase, 4. the 
prevention of pollution, the control measures to respond to the environmental emergency 
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situations in the Arctic,  5.  the correlation between pollution and health of the indigenous 
populations. It also consists of an action programme on the elimination of polluting products 
in the Arctic (dioxin, mercury, pesticide). The Arctic Council  ministerial meetings are held 
twice a year in the country serving as chair.
For further information consult   www.  arctic  -council.org  .

The European Polar Board
On the European level, the European Polar Board, established in 1995 and a member of the 
European Polar Consortium chaired by the French polar institute, Institut Paul Emile Victor 
(IPEV),  is  concerned  with  the  strategic  priorities  in  the  Arctic  and  the  Antarctic.  Its 
membership consists of 19 Member States of the EU as well as other countries such as 
Russia.

The French polar institute, Institut Paul Emile Victor (IPEV)
The  French  polar  institute,  Institut  Paul  Emile  Victor  (IPEV),  is  a  public  interest  group 
composed of 9 public and semi-public bodies (Ministry of research, Ministry of foreign affairs, 
CNRS (National Centre for Scientific Research), Ifremer (French Oceanographic Institute), 
CEA (Centre for Nuclear Studies),  TAAF (Territory of the French Southern and Antarctic 
Lands),  Météo-France,  CNES (National  Centre  for  Space  Studies),  Expéditions  Polaires 
Françaises).  The  IPEV  is  an  agency  with  means  and  expertise  offering  its  services  to 
national laboratories related to structures which have as their vocation scientific research: 
universities, CNRS, CEA, INRA (National Institute for Agricultural Research), etc.

Its role is to offer a legal framework as well as the human, logistic, technical and financial 
means necessary for the development of French research in polar regions.

The polar institute was established in January 1992 under the name of Institut Français pour 
la Recherche et les Technologies Polaires (IFRTP - French institute for polar research and 
technol frd
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