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Introduction

On the SCPAR-meeting in Washington on 18 March 2010 I was assigned the task to report on the subject of 
“sustainable use of living resources in the Arctic”. This report will present some issues and recommendations 
for discussion at the 9th SCPAR conference in Bruxelles on 13 to 15 September 2010.

I have limited the report to encompass sustainable use of marine mammals. This choice was made, since ma-
rine mammals in particular represent an integrated and essential part of Arctic society, which also attracts in-
ternational attention. Although this attention often influences the Arctic community in a negative manner, this 
report is intended to provide a positive and solution-oriented approach to the subject.

In the first two sections I present the background and problems surrounding the subject. Following that are 
some suggestions to how and within what framework we can work on sustainable use of marine mammals. At 
the end of the report I present some proposals to recommendations for the conference statement.

Sustainable use of living resources

The following report has two points of departure. One of them is that the Arctic people have a right to make 
use of nature’s living resources. In reference to the United Nations’ International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, a people must never be deprived of its own means of subsistence (UN resolution 16 December 1966, 
Part 1, Article 1). Just as agriculture is essential to the majority of the world’s population, the possibility to har-
vest the resources of the ocean is essential to the Arctic people.

The other point of departure is that the use of living resources must be sustainable. The concept ”sustainable” 
entails, that it should be possible to harvest living resources for many generations to come. The concept of 
sustainability is often compared with capital: you can harvest the interest, but the “principal” should not be 
touched if one wishes to be able to harvest the interest in the future.

When we discuss sustainable use of living resources we should do so through a holistic perspective. When 
choosing to focus especially on marine mammals it is important to bear in mind that they are part of a large 
and complex ecosystem and their existence is dependent on many factors, such as food supply, climate and 
weather conditions, pollution and human activities.

Sustainable use is to take responsibility for living resources. As human beings we have great responsibility for 
the wellbeing of animals and total responsibility to make sure that the killing of captured animals takes place 
on an ethically sound basis, which precludes needless suffering. Thus, a part of sustainable use of living re-
sources is to streamline hunting techniques and to spread knowledge of humane killing methods to hunters 
and other interested parties.

Background

Arctic people have always been dependent on marine mammals for the production of food, clothing, lighting, 
heating, tools and more. Although the technological development has changed possibilities and needs, the 
Arctic people are still dependent on the hunting of marine mammals, not least as an important source of food.
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Marine mammals are of great cultural and social importance to the Arctic societies and the relation to the sea 
and its resources is considered as lifeblood of many societies.

A distinction is often made between subsistence hunting and commercial hunting. Subsistence hunting is in 
this context understood as hunting to fulfil regional or national nutrition requirements. Although hunters in 
Greenland sell their catch at local markets or on the domestic market via Arctic Green Food A/S, I have chosen 
to define this as subsistence hunting; as opposed to commercial hunting which is hunting for sale and export in 
a larger scale. Thus the two kinds of hunting connect to two different manners of production.

Subsistence hunting takes place all over the Arctic, while the prevalence of commercial hunting on respectively 
seals and whales is varied.

Commercial hunting of whales can be traced back to the 14th century and intensified through several hun-
dreds of years up to the start of the 20th century, at which time many of the big whale species were close to 
extinction because of intense European whaling. There has been a focus on the management of whales since 
the 1930s with a view to save the species that were close to extinction. The International Whaling Commission 
(IWC) was established in 1946. The purpose was to cooperate internationally to preserve the threatened whale 
species. In 1986 a moratorium on commercial whaling was passed. A so-called peace package titled ”Consensus 
Decision to Improve the Conservation of Whales” has recently been negotiated at IWC’s annual meeting on 21 
to 25 June 2010 in Morocco, but because of considerable disagreement among the member countries it was 
not passed.

In spite of the moratorium, commercial whaling still exists to a limited extent. Iceland exports whale meat to 
the Faroe Islands and Norway exports whale meat to Japan. The trade of whale meat acquired in the Arctic is, 
however, of a considerably lower importance than other export industries, such as fishery and the oil industry. 
Opinions differ on commercial whaling. Greenland and the Faroe Islands back commercial whaling on a par 
with Iceland and Norway, but acknowledge that it is a difficult discussion, around which it is necessary to have 
a constructive dialogue.

As with whaling, commercial sealing in Arctic waters by Europeans also stretches far back in time. Today it is 
only Norway, Russia, Greenland and Canada who engage in commercial sealing in the Arctic. Besides the trade 
in the home markets, seal products are also exported to South Korea, Japan, China and others. The EU coun-
tries have been major buyers of seal products, but with the recent ban on imports, trade has significantly de-
creased, also among the Inuit population who are exempted from the ban. The prices on sealskin have fallen 
by 85 per cent which could indicate that the consumers are unaware of the difference between seals, which 
are hunted on a sustainable basis and those, which are not. Most likely, the ban does not affect the national 
economies as a whole, although it may have great impact on the local communities and individual hunters.

Sealing is regulated on a national basis. In Russia, Norway, Greenland and Canada there are restrictions on 
sealing in the form of quotas, hunting seasons, and age of the animals. Norway and Greenland are both mem-
bers of the North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission (NAMMCO), which plays an important role in relation 
to research, monitoring and guidance.

The hunting of whales and seals – whether it is subsistence or commercial hunting – is administered in a vari-
ety of ways. The IWC and NAMMCO are already mentioned as organisations, who work with the management 
of several species of marine mammals. While there is acute control of certain species of marine mammals, con-
trol of others is more sporadic. For certain species, hunting is not regulated for the time being. Moreover, 
there are organisations in the Arctic, such as the Association of Traditional Marine Mammal Hunters of Chu-
kotka (ATMMHC) and Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission (AEWC), who work locally on the management of 
marine mammals.
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There is significant international opposition to the hunting of marine mammals. The objections seem to be 
most clearly pronounced in animal protection and environmental organisations, but many countries, including 
the EU, are also opposed to the hunting of marine mammals. The motivation behind the opposition is to pro-
tect threatened species and to prevent inhumane killing methods, but also to permanently stop the hunting for 
ethical reasons.

This opposition, meanwhile, has a detrimental impact on the Arctic community, partly because export possibili-
ties are reduced, but also because many feel that important and sometimes essential practices are being 
threatened. In spite of meticulous efforts to live up to international demands, the Arctic people are up against 
powerful forces, and many feel that attempts to express their views and put forward proposals regarding sus-
tainability fall on deaf ears.

Plan of action

We, as Arctic parliamentarians, should work to advance sustainable use of marine mammals based on knowl-
edge, experience and responsibility. We should also work for transparency, so that there can be no doubt that 
the Arctic countries take this subject seriously. This can be achieved by cooperating within the following areas:

 Research and knowledge
 Education
 Management and control
 Communication

Research and knowledge

Research-based knowledge on marine mammals in the Arctic is essential and a precondition for sustainable 
hunting. At the moment there exists some overall knowledge of marine mammals in the Arctic. This includes 
knowledge about the animals’ habits, distribution and numbers, natural and human-induced threats and so on. 
Likewise, there is a reasonable overview of the scale of hunting and in which areas hunting is prevalent.

Research and cooperation regarding marine mammals is being conducted in the whole circumpolar area, in, 
among others, the scientific committees IWC and NAMMCO, national research institutes and through bilateral 
agreements on specific species, such as Canada Greenland Joint Commission on Conservation and Manage-
ment of Narwhal and Beluga (JCNB).

A large number of species groups are stable or on the increase and are therefore considered huntable on a 
sustainable basis. Certain species are either locally threatened or threatened in the whole of the Arctic. The 
hunting of many seal and whale species is regulated by quotas and complete or partial protection. However, 
we are dealing with a huge geographical area as well as deep and difficult waters. The most important species 
are monitored and under management. For other species there are insufficient data available to assess their 
condition properly. Therefore it is not possible to regulate the hunting from a principle of sustainability, which 
makes the supply of economic resources for research and cooperation all the more important. This is how the 
application of hunting restrictions for several species of marine mammals can be made on a well-documented 
and scientific basis.

Another important dimension regarding the management of marine mammals is local knowledge. There is 
sometimes great disagreement between scientists and hunters regarding population sizes, and how many ani-
mals can be hunted sustainably. The observations and experiences of hunters must be taken into consideration 
in the management of marine mammals. Local hunters observe the animals in their own habitat, and it is the 
local hunters who perform the hunt in practice. A mutual respect and cooperation between the two profes-
sions, hunters and scientists, is therefore highly preferable.
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Recommendations

 Encourage the University of the Arctic to arrange an academic seminar so as to advance knowledge 
and cooperation in the Arctic about sustainable use of living resources, and examine whether such a 
seminar can be financed with support from the recently established UArctic Fund.

 Discuss how the research in marine mammals in the Arctic can be economically boosted by giving 
more grants to PhD fellowships and research institutions.

 Encourage research institutions and hunting organisations to cooperate with each other.

Education

Education is necessary to ensure a continuous generation of knowledge about marine mammals and sustain-
able hunting; both research-oriented education, such as biology, and more practical education, such as that 
which is offered at the recently established Fishery and Hunting School in Uummannaq, Greenland. Several 
types of education are important in order to promote appropriate knowledge and practice related to sustain-
able hunting. Research is important in ensuring that management is carried out on the background of valid 
data, while the hunters’ skill and knowledge ensures that the hunting is carried out legally and ethically sensi-
ble.

University of the Arctic is a network of education and research institutions, which will function as a productive 
frame for Arctic cooperation in relation to sustainable hunting of marine mammals. UArctic’s mission is, among 
other things, to ”Create Shared Knowledge” and to ”Strengthen the Voice of the Arctic”, which underpins the 
main messages of this report.

Under the auspices of UArctic it would be opportune to study all aspects of sustainable hunting, such as those 
of historical, political, cultural, social, health related and economic significance for the Arctic people. Likewise it 
will be possible to clarify the challenges faced by the Arctic community in relation to the future of sustainable 
hunting, such as climate change, pollution and geopolitics.

Recommendations

 Encourage the University of the Arctic to strengthen education related to sustainable hunting of ma-
rine mammals.

 Follow the experiences of the Fishery and Hunting School in Uummannaq with the education of fish-
ermen and hunters.

 Examine what sort of practical hunting and fisheries education exists in the Arctic, and encourage the 
establishment of a network between educational institutions; if possible, this should be under the 
auspices of UArctic.

Management and control

The management and control of the hunting of marine mammals is important if we are to ensure sustainabil-
ity. Not all species are subject to monitoring and control, which casts doubt on the current level of sustainabil-
ity. All species should be managed on the basis of common guidelines and on the background of research-
based and local knowledge. Control is vital to ensure that the guidelines are followed. The assumption that 
everyone works constructively and collectively to uphold the principle of sustainability should make control 
unnecessary. However, control can give scientists useful knowledge about the animals’ habits and wellbeing
because the control is often based on hunting reports. For example in Greenland the hunters are required to 
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report their catch to the Ministry of Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture. When capturing large whales they are 
required to provide written information regarding place of capture, gender, size, stomach contents, Time to 
Death1 and so on. These data are essential for research as well as management.

Today the management of some species of marine mammals is a national affair, while other species are regu-
lated bilaterally, such as in JCNB, or internationally, such as the large whales in the IWC. In many Arctic socie-
ties significant efforts are made to accommodate international demands with regard to legislation, control and 
sanctions.

Regarding the cooperation to manage marine mammals the IWC currently sets a poor example. The work in 
the IWC has, however, been hampered by the member countries’ conflicting interests. Roughly speaking, the 
IWC is divided into two groups. The point of departure for one of these groups is management of marine 
mammals, while for the other it is a total ban on hunting of marine mammals.

It is a sensitive issue. The Arctic community’s heartfelt right and need to hunt marine mammals is matched by 
the animal protection agencies’ and their supporters’ heartfelt view that it is wrong to do so. Objectives entail-
ing that one wing should convince the other of the accuracy and correctness of their views would not be fruit-
ful. Objectives should, on the contrary, uphold a dialogue between the two wings in such a way that decisions 
can be made on an informed and compromise-seeking basis. An unfortunate scenario would be that the seal 
and whale hunting nations come under so much pressure that they choose to resign from the cooperation or-
ganisations. The hunting could hereby be out of common monitoring, control and development. For example, 
there is an ongoing discussion in Greenland about the prospect of resigning from the IWC and moving the 
management of large whales under the auspices of NAMMCO.

Based on the two underlying points in this report: that the people of the Arctic have a right to utilise nature’s 
living resources, and that this should be done on a sustainable basis, it is argued that management – and not a 
total ban – should be the principle on which cooperation should be built. NAMMCO’s work in relation to man-
agement of marine mammals is meticulous. It represents a model of cooperation between four North Atlantic 
nations: Greenland, Iceland, The Faroe Islands and Norway, where the management of small marine mammals 
is carried out on a scientific basis, with good relations to both legislative bodies and hunting organisations.

Recommendations

 Formulate a common set of goals and interests in the context of sustainable use of living resources in 
the Arctic.

 Establish an Arctic cooperation on the management of living resources in the Arctic.

 Examine which organisations are best at safeguarding the Arctic countries’ interests, and whether the 
specific focus areas of existing organisations are satisfactory.

 Follow the work within the North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission.

Communication

It is important to properly present the efforts made for sustainable hunting in the Arctic. It has a particularly 
important signalling effect in relation to animal protection agencies, non-Arctic countries, and other interested 
parties, if the Arctic countries themselves are determined and serious about sustainable hunting.

                                                  
1 Time to Death (TTD) is the technical term representing the point at which the animal is hit the first time until time of 
death.
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There seems to be widespead ignorance about Arctic living conditions, including the importance of sealing and 
whaling as a source of food and income. Misconceptions are widespread, for example that whitecoats and 
bluebacks, the so-called baby seals, are still killed with clubs and that seals are flensed while they are still alive.

Thus, one of the great challenges is to stamp out misconceptions and to spread knowledge of the Arctic. Such a 
problem cannot be solved with only one initiative. What we can do as Arctic parliamentarians is to support all 
initiatives, which communicate knowledge of sustainable hunting of marine mammals, and also to bring up this 
issue in every relevant context on the political level.

Recommendations

 Encourage national parliaments to organise conferences and public consultation exercises on sustain-
able use of living resources in the Arctic involving the participation and contributions of hunters, sci-
entists, politicians and other interested parties.

 Encourage UArctic to publish a scientific journal, collecting all research of marine mammals in the Arc-
tic, so as to strengthen the science and approach to acquired knowledge.

Conclusion

Increased cooperation relating to research, education, management and communication will advance sustain-
able hunting of marine mammals in the Arctic, to the benefit of both Arctic biodiversity and the Arctic people 
who are dependent on living resources. This issue can only develop optimally through productive cooperation. 
Marine mammals are not familiar with national borders, which is why cooperation in the Arctic region is neces-
sary.

As Arctic parliamentarians we have a responsibility to put sustainable hunting on the political agenda in all 
relevant forums we may find ourselves in. Therefore, it is important that we constantly bring up the subject in 
national parliaments, our own parties and in the EU Parliament.

I hope that all members of SCPAR will contribute with knowledge, views and ideas from their own countries 
and regions. I look forward to discussing the other two report issues, ”cooperation in education and research” 
and ”consequenses of the melting ice”; subjects, which both have relevance for and overlap with sustainable 
use of living resources in the Arctic.
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Recommendations

 Encourage the University of the Arctic to arrange an academic seminar so as to advance knowledge 
and cooperation in the Arctic about sustainable use of living resources, and examine whether such a 
seminar can be financed with support from the recently established UArctic Fund.

 Discuss how the research in marine mammals in the Arctic can be economically boosted by giving 
more grants to PhD fellowships and research institutions.

 Encourage research institutions and hunting organisations to cooperate with each other.

 Encourage the University of the Arctic to strengthen education related to sustainable hunting of ma-
rine mammals.

 Follow the experiences of the Fishery and Hunting School in Uummannaq with the education of fish-
ermen and hunters.

 Examine what sort of practical hunting and fisheries education exists in the Arctic, and encourage the 
establishment of a network between educational institutions; if possible, this should be under the 
auspices of UArctic.

 Formulate a common set of goals and interests in the context of sustainable use of living resources in 
the Arctic.

 Establish an Arctic cooperation on the management of living resources in the Arctic.

 Examine which organisations are best at safeguarding the Arctic countries’ interests, and whether the 
specific focus areas of existing organisations are satisfactory.

 Follow the work within the North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission.

 Encourage national parliaments to organise conferences and public consultation exercises on sustain-
able use of living resources in the Arctic involving the participation and contributions of hunters, sci-
entists, politicians and other interested parties.

 Encourage UArctic to publish a scientific journal, collecting all research of marine mammals in the Arc-
tic, so as to strengthen the science and approach to acquired knowledge.


