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The Netherlands as an Observer 
in the Arctic Council: the role of the Arctic Centre  

Summary seminars
19 November - 8 December 2025

CAFF-AMAP-SDWG
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The Arctic Council

• 19 September 1996: signing of the Ottawa declaration
• 8 Arctic countries and 6 Permanent Participants
• Work is done by 6 working groups and expert groups

• AMAP: focus on pollution – pollutants from industry like mercury and radio activity: Frits 
Steenhuisen (Arctic Centre) 

• CAFF: focus on biodiversity – migratory birds: Maarten Loonen (Arctic Centre)
• SDWG: Focus on Arctic people – Indigenous peoples rights (ILO convention 169): Sean 

Desjardins and Annette Scheepstra (Arctic Centre) 
• PAME: focus on marine environment – plastic pollution: Wouter-Jan Strietman (WUR)

• ACAP: Focus on prevention and reduction of pollution and environmental risks in the 
Arctic

• EPPR: Focus on prevention, preparedness and response to environmental and other 
emergencies, accidents and to search and rescue

Arctic Environmental
Protection Strategy
(AEPS): predecessor
of the Arctic Council
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• Observer status in the Arctic Council is open to non-Arctic states, along with inter-
governmental, interparliamentary, global, regional and non-governmental organizations that 
the Council determines 

Current observers

• 13 non-Arctic Countries: France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, China, Poland, India, 
South Korea, Singapore, Spain, Switzerland, UK

• 13 Intergovernmental and interparliamentary organisations, like the red Cross, IMO, UNEP, 
WMO

• 12 NGOs like WWF, UArctic, IASSA, IASC and AWRH

Observer members
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Decisions at all levels in the Arctic Council are the exclusive right and responsibility of the eight Arctic 
States with the involvement of the Permanent Participants.

• Observers shall be invited to the meetings once observer status has been granted

• While the primary role of observers is to observe the work of the Arctic Council, observers should 
continue to make relevant contributions through their engagement in the Arctic Council primarily at 
the level of Working Groups

• Observers may propose projects through an Arctic State or a Permanent Participant but financial 
contributions from observers to any given project may not exceed the financing from Arctic States, 
unless otherwise decided by the SAOs

• In meetings of the Council’s subsidiary bodies to which observers have been invited to participate, 
observers may, at the discretion of the Chair, make statements after Arctic states and Permanent 
Participants, present written statements, submit relevant documents and provide views on the issues 
under discussion. Observers may also submit written statements at Ministerial meetings

The role of the observers
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• The involvement of Observers should enhance and complement the work 
conducted in the Arctic Council, including the unique and critical role of 

Permanent Participants. In addition, Observers are encouraged to support 
the work of the Permanent Participants in the Arctic Council

• Observers are invited to contribute to the body of work of Arctic Council  
through:

• Views expressed on projects under development, including Working 
Group work plans

• In-kind contributions to existing and developing projects, such as expert 
involvement and support

• Hosting of project-specific, expert-level workshops or gatherings, as 
approved by the SAOs on a case-by-case basis

Observer manual (2013)
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Current developments
• Changing geopolitical situation

• After Russian invasion in the Ukraine the AC Paused. 

• Only online meetings 
à dynamic of meetings has changed, observer engagement often happened 

during breaks and esp. in SDW G at activities in the communities

à Role of secretariats and HoDs increased

• Increase in cross-cutting projects

Priorities chairship Kingdom 
of Denmark
• Indigenous Peoples and Communities in 

the Arctic

• Sustainable Economic Development and 
Energy Transition Solutions

• Oceans
• Arctic Climate Change

• Biodiversity

Arctic Centre Involvement
• Continuation active participation Working Groups

• Strengthening our connection with research field
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• The Chairship will work with all members, Permanent 
Participants and Observers of the Arctic Council to address 
holistic health approaches with regard to Indigenous 
Peoples.

• We will support increased collaboration among and 
between the Arctic Council and Observer States to ensure 
that Arctic circumstances, including the circumstances of 
Arctic Indigenous Peoples, are brought to bear in global 
negotiations to mitigate and adapt to climate change, 
most prominently in the negotiations that take place 
under the UNFCCC

Chairship Kingdom of Denmark - observers
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• Inform Dutch polar researchers about activities and developments in the working groups

• Where possible, pool knowledge available in the Netherlands and, in consultation with the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and any other relevant ministries, bring it to the attention of the 
working groups and/or expert groups set up under those working groups

• Based on discussions within the working groups and with an eye to Dutch policy relevance, 
identify any gaps in knowledge that are highly relevant to the working groups and the 
Arctic Council and share them with NWO, the relevant ministries and Dutch polar 
researchers

Role of Dutch representatives as knowledge brokers
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CAFF is the Biodiversity Working Group of the Arctic Council

CAFF's mandate is to address the conservation of Arctic biodiversity, and to 
communicate its findings to the governments and residents of the Arctic, helping to 
promote practices which ensure the sustainability of the Arctic’s living resources. It 
does so through the following activities:
• Monitoring:  track and report on the status and trends of key elements of the Arctic 

environment via the Circumpolar Biodiversity Monitoring Program (CBMP)
• Assessment: current state of Arctic ecosystems and wildlife using the best available 

scientific and Indigenous Knowledge
• Expert group activities: recommendations on how to implement plans intended to 

directly conserve species and ecosystems

Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna
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CAFF is the Biodiversity Working Group of the Arctic Council
• Dutch contribution focusses on migratory birds 

• Project and expert groups include: AMBI, the Circumpolar Seabird Group, 
Seatrack and the Waddensea Flyway Initiative

• Important migratory bird data: 
• Seabird tracking:  http://seatrack.seapop.no/map/
• Arctic Biodiversity Data Centre: www.abds.is 

• Arctic field sites for Dutch research:

 Active   Inactive
Northern Sweden  Pechora Delta, Russia
Ny-Ålesund, Svalbard  Nordenskiøldkysten, Svalbard
Zackenberg, Greenland   Taymir, Russia
Foxe Basin, Canada   Yakutsk, Russia
Alaska

CAFF – Dutch contributions and recent developments
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AMAP is the Working Group of the Arctic Council focussed on measuring and monitoring pollutants and 
climate change effects on ecosystems and human health in the Arctic
• Documenting:

• trends and effects of pollutants
• sources and pathways of pollutants
• trends in key climate indicators and their environmental implications

• Examining the impact of pollution and climate change on Arctic ecosystems and people, including health of 
Arctic Indigenous peoples and other residents

• Reporting on the state of the Arctic Environment with respect to climate and pollution issues
• Giving advice to Ministers on priority actions needed to improve Arctic conditions

à AMAP also supports international processes that work to reduce the global threats from contaminants and 
climate change. These include the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, the UN-Environment 
Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants and Minamata Convention on mercury, and the United 
Nation's Economic Commission for Europe (UN ECE) Convention on Long-range Transboundary Air Pollution.

Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program
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• Dutch contribution have been mainly in the Mercury and Radio Activity expert groups
• New theme’s of AMAP

○ Implications of climate interventions
○ Indigenous knowledge/co-production
○ Rare earth and transition metals
○ Zoonosis

• Climate engineering (CE) is not part of AMAP's mandate, but AMAP is the platform for 
investigating the effects of CE → Therefore, investigate which stakeholders in the 
Netherlands are involved in (polar) CE

Relevant related conventions
• Stockholm Convention for elimination, restriction or reduction of unintentional

AMAP – Dutch contributions and recent developments
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http://seatrack.seapop.no/map/
http://www.abds.is/


21/01/2026

3

The SDWG advances sustainable development by proposing and adopting steps to be taken by 
the Arctic states

• As the Arctic Council’s working group dedicated to the human dimension, the Sustainable SDWG is 
committed to advancing the well-being of Indigenous Peoples and Arctic communities. Its work focuses 
on enhancing the environment, economies, culture, and health of those who call the Arctic home

• Through collaborative, community-driven initiatives, the SDWG seeks to protect and strengthen the 
resilience of Arctic societies while supporting opportunities for sustainable development. At the heart of 
the SDWG’s work is a guiding commitment to generate practical knowledge and to build the capacity of 
Arctic communities and Indigenous Peoples, empowering them to meet the region’s evolving 
challenges and fully benefit from emerging opportunities

• By placing people and communities at the centre of Arctic cooperation, the SDWG plays a vital role in 
shaping a thriving and sustainable future for the region

Sustainable Development Working Group - SDWG
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• Focus on (relationship with) Indigenous Peoples
• On more strategic and organisational level (Annette 

Scheepstra)
• On local level (Sean Desjardins)

• Co-Creating Arctic research
• foster co-creating Arctic Research together with 

Indigenous Rightsholders

• Traces
• better understand the differences between Western-

scientific understandings of sustainability/ conservation, 
and time-honored Inuit traditional knowledge about 
environmental health and human/nonhuman animal 
relationships

SDWG – Netherlands contribution
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Arctic Council working groups and PPs in international research
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https://www.rug.nl/research/arctisch-centrum/research/co-create-arctic-research
https://www.rug.nl/research/arctisch-centrum/projects/traces

