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International cooperation in (Sub-)Arctic Europe
The dynamics in and the perceived relevance of regional cooperation in the European (Sub-)Arctic
reflect current and anticipated future developments in the region. While the Arctic Council mirrors
the increasing interest and potential future challenges in the region, other cooperation fora are less
likely to face major changes or attract attention any time soon. They nevertheless remain very
relevant, not least for engaging with Moscow at a time when ties with Russia are strained.
The Arctic Council (AC) was founded in 1996 by Canada, Denmark (including Greenland (GL) and the Faroe
Islands (FO)), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States (US) as a 'high level forum' to
promote 'sustainable development and environmental protection'. The intensifying international interest in
Arctic issues and actors – sparked by explicit expectations that climate change, in combination with
globalisation, will increase human activities in the area – was reflected in the multiple applications for
observer status ahead of the AC summit in May 2013. The Council accepted China, India, Italy, Japan, South
Korea and Singapore as observers, but merely 'affirmed' the EU's bid, deferring the final decision until the
dispute with Canada over the EU's import ban on seal products – backed by the WTO in May 2014 – is
resolved.
While some expect the expansion of the AC to decrease its efficiency, preventing it from evolving from the
current 'soft', research-focused forum, lacking international legal personality, into a 'harder', security-related
decision-making body, others see the move as an opportunity to reaffirm the AC's legitimacy as the key
forum for Arctic cooperation, increasing its relevance and avoiding the creation of new, competing fora.
According to the first US special representative for the Arctic – appointed in July 2014 – the US will use its
2015-17 chairmanship to emphasise Arctic Ocean stewardship and governance, climate change and
continuation of the Canadian chairmanship’s economic initiatives.
The Nordic Council of Ministers (NCM) was established in 1971 as the formal body for intergovernmental
cooperation between Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, with the autonomous regions of the
Faroe Islands, Greenland and the Åland Islands as associate members. The NCM meets in different
constellations of ministers responsible for culture, environmental affairs, education, research, energy and
labour-market policy. The NCM's inter-parliamentary parent structure, the Nordic Council (NC), was founded
in 1952. The NCM and NC adapted their policies to the changing geopolitical landscape in the region in the
1990s, establishing close ties to both the Council of the Baltic Sea States and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council.
However, the NCM and NC have been criticised as 'the most expensive coffee clubs in the Nordic region', and
the NCM's 2014 budget was reduced by 5% compared to 2013, despite upping its public profile in recent
years. The NCM is expected to undergo 'ambitious reforms' under the Danish chairmanship in 2015.
The intergovernmental Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC) and its inter-regional twin structure, the Barents
Regional Council (BRC), were initiated by Norway and established in 1993 to promote cooperation between
the northern regions of Finland, Norway, Russia and Sweden. Denmark, Iceland and the European
Commission also participate in the BEAC, which focuses on cross-border cooperation on justice and home
affairs, economic, environmental, educational, social and cultural issues. The indigenous Sámi, Nenets and
Vepsians are represented in the Working Group of Indigenous Peoples, which has an advisory role in
BEAC/BRC. Barents cooperation is seen as a 'noteworthy success', although Russian restrictions on political
opposition and NGOs have hindered cooperation on these issues. Russia takes over the helm in 2015.
The Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) was founded in 1992 to develop multilateral intergovernmental
cooperation with the newly independent states in the Baltic Sea region. It comprises 11 states – Denmark,
Estonia, Finland, Germany, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Russia and Sweden – plus the
European Commission. The CBSS has a broad, soft, civil-security-oriented focus and has been of particular
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interest to Russia as a link to Europe due to the long border with the EU and NATO as well as the large
Russian population in the region. The dynamics in the CBSS changed significantly after EU enlargement in
2004, leaving Iceland, Norway and Russia as the only non-EU members. Russia's engagement in the CBSS
may decrease – especially with Poland taking over the CBSS's helm in 2015 – if ties to the EU weaken further.
Table 1: Regional cooperation fora in the European (Sub-)Arctic
Name Founded Members Observers
Arctic Council 1996 CA, DK (including GL and FO),

FI, IS, NO, RU, SE, US
FR, DE, NL, PL, ES, UK, CH,
CN, IT, JP, KR, SN, IN

Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC)/
Barents Regional Council (BRC)

1993 DK, FI, IS, NO, RU, SE,
European Commission

CA, FR, DE, IT, JP, NL, PL,
UK, US

Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) 1992 DK, EE, FI, DE, IS, LV, LT, NO,
RU, SE,
European Commission

BY, FR, IT, NL, RO, SK, ES,
UA, UK, US

Nordic Council/Nordic Council of Ministers 1952/1971 DE, FI, IS, NO, SE EE, LV, LT
Source: EPRS author

The EU and the (Sub-)Arctic regions
The Northern Dimension Policy
Ties to Russia play a key role in the Northern Dimension (ND) policy. Re-established in 2006 under the
Finnish EU presidency as 'a regional expression of the four EU-Russia common spaces, with the full
participation of Iceland and Norway', the ND policy covers north-west Russia, Kaliningrad, the Baltic and the
Barents Seas, and the (Sub)-Arctic regions, and aims to serve as an umbrella policy, particularly in the Baltic
Sea and Barents regions. The ND policy – including its Northern Dimension Parliamentary Forum (NDPF) –
promotes Russian ownership by recognising Russia as an equal partner.

Figure 1: The developing EU Arctic policy

EU Arctic policy
The EU's Arctic policy has developed steadily (see figure 1) since the European Parliament adopted its
resolution on Arctic governance in 2008. Acknowledging the region's 'growing strategic importance', the EU
aims to protect and preserve the Arctic in cooperation with its population, promote sustainable use of
resources and strengthen international cooperation. In their 2012 joint communication, the Commission and
the High Representative proposed to focus EU Arctic policy on three key areas: 'Support research and
channel knowledge to address the challenges of environmental and climate changes in the Arctic; act with
responsibility to contribute to ensuring economic development in the Arctic is based on sustainable use of
resources and environmental expertise; [and] intensify its constructive engagement and dialogue with Arctic
States, indigenous peoples and other partners'.

The European Parliament's (Sub-)Arctic ties: The European Economic Area Agreement, which enables Iceland and
Norway to participate in the EU's internal market, is still the key institutional framework for relations between the EU
and Iceland/Norway. The EP SINEEA delegation covers relations not only with Iceland and Norway, but also with the
Faroe Islands and Greenland. The EP was a founding member of the Standing Committee of Arctic Parliamentarians in
1993 and of the Conference of the Arctic Parliamentarians. The EP also participates in the Baltic Sea Parliamentary
Conference and the NDPF. In its 2014 resolution on EU Arctic Strategy, the EP 'reiterates its call for a united EU policy
on the Arctic (...) with a focus on socio-economic and environmental issues'. With regard to the EU's bid for observer
status in the Arctic Council, the EP urges the Commission to 'follow up on the outstanding seal-products ban issue with
Canada and [...] regrets the effects [of the] ban on seal products'. It explicitly mentions the BEAC as 'an important hub'
for cooperation between Denmark, Finland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the Commission.
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