FACT SHEET

OUR CURRENT KNOWLEDGE OF:

EU Engagement in the Arctic
Arctic issues and concerns are of high strategic,
environmental and economic importance for the
European Union (EU). As a major economic and geopolitical player1, the EU also shares responsibility for
sustainable development in the Arctic. In this context,
combating global climate change is of particularly
urgent importance. The EU is particularly keen to
promote international cooperation in the Arctic and to
engage strongly in Arctic research and development.
Three of the eight Arctic states - the Kingdom of
Denmark (including Greenland and the Faroe Islands),
Sweden and Finland - are members of the European
Union. The EU also maintains close relations with
Iceland and Norway, which are members of the
European Economic Area and in principle subject to
European law (including environmental law). 2
The Arctic Council is the leading intergovernmental
forum on Arctic issues and promotes cooperation
between Arctic states, Indigenous Peoples and other
Arctic residents3. In 2008 and 2012, the EU applied
to participate as an observer in this forum. However,
the Council has not yet taken a final decision on this.
Nevertheless, the EU is de facto treated as an observer
like all other officially accredited observers (including
Germany) and can contribute to the activities of the
Arctic Council. 2

Arctic policy - from the past to the present
The EU‘s current Arctic policy dates back to the
European Commission‘s Communication4 in 2008. In
the same year, the European Parliament proposed an
international environmental agreement for the Arctic
along the lines of the Antarctic Treaty.5 However,
this was rejected by the Arctic states.6 The European
Commission‘s Communication nevertheless established
basic approaches for the EU‘s Arctic policy, which initially
formulated the following three overarching goals4,7:

•
•
•

Protection and conservation of the Arctic in
consultation with the Indigenous population
Promoting the use of sustainable resources
Contributing to better multilateral governance of
the Arctic

In 2012, the European Commission, the then High
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy and the European External Action
Service published a Joint Communication. This
evaluated developments in Arctic-EU relations since
2008 and considered the way forward. The further
development of the EU Arctic policy that followed in
2016 then set concrete priorities on the following
three focal points:8

•
•
•

Climate change and protection of the Arctic
environment
Sustainable development of the Arctic and
surrounding areas
International cooperation on Arctic issues

„Since the last EU Arctic policy of 2016, Arctic concerns
and challenges have become increasingly complex
and involved more and more actors at an accelerating
pace.“ (Terkel Petersen, European External Action
Service)
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In July 2020, a public consultation was launched by the
European External Action Service and the European
Commission to revise the existing Arctic policy
further.9 Both governmental and non-governmental,
public and private, as well as regional and local Arctic
stakeholders were involved. Together, the challenges
and opportunities of the Arctic regions in relation to
the EU‘s objectives were discussed.10 The result was
the revised Arctic Policy of 2021, published under
the title „A stronger EU engagement for a peaceful,
sustainable and prosperous Arctic“.1 This current EU
Arctic policy defines eight priorities based on the
following three main objectives:
Main Objective 1. A region of peaceful cooperation
in the new geopolitical setting
The EU plans to integrate Arctic concerns and issues
into its foreign policy work in order to maintain the
stability and security of the region. It also wants to
intensify regional cooperation and identify possible
security challenges. To ensure that the Arctic remains
a region of multilateral cooperation with low tensions
and improve strategic foresight on security risks in

the Arctic, the EU seeks closer cooperation with its
partner countries.1 In this context, civil protection
measures are also to be expanded. In addition, the
position of a special envoy for Arctic issues within
the European External Action Service was created as
a central contact point for internal and external Arctic
issues of the EU.
Focus 1: The EU and the Northern Dimension (ND)
The EU is fundamentally committed to strong
international as well as regional networking in
relation to the Arctic and therefore relies particularly
on the Northern Dimension (ND), initiated in 1997,
within the policy framework. The joint policy of the
EU, Russia, Norway and Iceland aims to promote
stability, prosperity and sustainable development in
the region through practical cooperation.11,12 The ND
focuses on the environment, public health and social
welfare, transport and logistics, and culture.11,12 The
EU supports projects such as reducing the risk of
radioactive contamination in the Barents Sea, which
contains one of the world‘s largest accumulations of
spent fuel and radioactive waste. The EU supported
the project with €40 million.1
Focus 2: Greenland
The EU has an important and long-standing
relationship with Greenland, which is part of the
Kingdom of Denmark. Within this framework and in
view of current geopolitical developments, the EU aims
to further strengthen and deepen this partnership. In
the period 2021-2027, the EU will provide financial
support of €225 million to Greenland, with a focus on
education. This makes Greenland the largest recipient
of EU support per capita in the Overseas Countries
and Territories.1 To give visibility to EU action on
the ground, promote bilateral dialogue, and signal
partnership, the EU, through the Commission, plans
to establish an office in the Greenlandic capital Nuuk.
Focus 3: Thawing Permafrost
In the coming years, the EU plans to make greater use
of its instruments and experience to support Arctic
states with their knowledge of critical environmental
challenges. Thawing permafrost causes irreversible
changes in the Arctic environment, threatens the
stability of infrastructure and leads to risks for the
health of people and animals living in the region.1 The
Arctic regions of Russia, Canada and the USA (Alaska)
are particularly affected. At the same time, thawing
permafrost releases greenhouse gases.1 The EU is
supporting the development of observation systems
and suitable adaptation and mitigation measures as
part of the Horizon 2020 research and innovation
funding programme (see below EU projects Arctic
PASSION and Nunataryuk).

(„albedo effect“). Black carbon emissions produced
in the Arctic or transported there by long-distance
transport thus lead to increased melting of the Arctic
ice and snow.14 The EU itself is responsible for about
36% of the current black carbon deposits in the region
and therefore supports the Arctic Council‘s target
to reduce black carbon emissions by 33% by 2025
compared to 2013 levels as part of the Green Deal.1
At the same time, the EU is committed to reducing
black carbon emissions in the Arctic region through
the use of renewable energy.
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Main Objective 2. Making the Arctic more resilient
to climate change and environmental degradation
As the EU‘s activities also have an impact on
environmental degradation in the Arctic and climate
change, the EU wants to work with national, regional
and local authorities to tackle various sources of
pollution (plastics, black carbon deposits, chemicals
such as mercury) in Arctic air, land and water.1 As part
of the European Green Deal, the potential of renewable
energies in the Arctic is also to be promoted. The EU
is therefore committed to keeping coal, oil and natural
gas in the ground, especially in the Arctic regions.
Focus 4: Making the Agreement to Prevent
Unregulated High Sea Fisheries in the central
Arctic Ocean a success
For the EU, the conservation and the sustainable
use of biodiversity in Arctic waters are of crucial
importance (including for our food production), which
is why the EU has been a key participant in the
negotiations of the Convention.1 As a contracting
party to the Convention, the EU is committed to the
rapid implementation of the plan for the conservation
and sustainable use of fish stocks in the Arctic. This
will be achieved through preventive conservation
and management measures and a long-term strategy
to protect healthy marine ecosystems.13 In order to
protect marine ecosystems, the Convention states
that fishing activities should be conservationoriented and based on science-based approaches.

„On certain Arctic-related issues, the EU has a
significant influence and can draw attention to
their relevance. Particularly with regard to black
carbon and permafrost, the EU thus has the
opportunity to push research projects forward.“
(Terkel Petersen, European External Action Service)
Main Objective 3. Stimulating an innovative green,
blue und digital transition
Under the Green Deal, the EU aims to mitigate
challenges related to climate change and find
solutions for a sustainable future. The promotion of
science, research and innovation are at the heart of
the EU‘s Arctic policy. In addition, involving Arctic
communities in decision-making processes on issues
such as innovation and research, digital literacy and
education is an important part of Arctic policy to
build momentum for the future of people living in the
Arctic.
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Focus 5: Black Carbon
One of the major global challenges in the Arctic is
the reduction of black carbon emissions. Black carbon
causes a change in the reflectivity of Arctic ice and snow
by darkening these white, highly reflective surfaces,
leading to increased absorption of solar energy

Focus 6: EU-PolarNet research project as a key
platform
EU-PolarNet 2 is a support and coordination action
embedded in Horizon 2020.15 The consortium consists
of 25 partners from the European Member States

and associated countries conducting polar research.
EU-PolarNet 2 aims to develop a sustainable and
inclusive coordination platform for European polar
research. The focus is on the development, promotion
and coordination of polar research programmes as
well as the provision of evidence-based advice (to the
political decision-making processes) to the European
Commission. With the end of the project in September
2024, a permanent European Polar Research Coordination Office will be established to ensure the
continuity of the platform.1
Focus 7: Health and resilience
As part of the drive for sustainable change in the
Arctic, the EU is committed to inclusive dialogue with
Indigenous Peoples and their informed participation in
decision-making processes at all levels. Climate change
not only has consequences for the environment but
also has socio-economic and health impacts on life
in the Arctic regions.1 To improve understanding of
health and resilience in the Arctic, the EU aims to work
with the World Health Organisation and authorities
in affected Arctic regions. This will consolidate
and share expertise on disease outbreaks, natural
disasters, environmental challenges or other threats
to people, flora and fauna.1
Focus 8: InvestEU for the Arctic
To implement the Green Deal, the EU supports the
development of innovative technologies and works to
ensure that investments from the EU Recovery Fund
benefit Arctic regions.1 InvestEU builds on the model
of the Investment Plan for Europe, which mobilised
more than €500 billion between 2015 and 2020.
From 2021 to 2027, the programme is expected to
generate public-private investments of more than
€372 billion. The projects financed in this way are
focused on the digital and green transformation
and thus provide further impetus for investment,
innovation and jobs.16,17
EU contributions to Arctic research
Many of the Arctic‘s current environmental, social,
economic and political challenges have an impact
beyond the region‘s borders. Therefore, they cannot
be tackled by local and regional forces alone but must
be addressed through multilateral cooperation. The
EU is aware of its responsibilities in the Arctic, which
is why it wants to promote sustainable development
and international cooperation. According to the EU,
it also uses Arctic research as a „diplomatic tool“.1
EU-funded research projects are characterised by
multilateral cooperation and thus provide joint
approaches to cross-border challenges.

Since 2016, the EU has been actively involved
in the Arctic Science Ministerial Meeting. The
conference brings together science ministers
from 25 countries, the European Union and
representatives of Arctic Indigenous Peoples‘
organisations to strengthen cooperation in
international Arctic research. The first conference took place in Washington in September
2016 at the initiative of the USA. In 2018,
the European Commission, together with the
Federal Republic of Germany and the Republic
of Finland, organised the second meeting of
science ministers in Berlin.18,19 In 2021, the
conference was co-hosted by Iceland and
Japan. 20 The fourth conference is planned for
2023.

As part of the Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme, the EU has invested €200 million in
Arctic-related research in the areas of environment,
digitalisation, health and innovative technologies
between 2014 and 2020.1 Horizon 2020 is the EU‘s
financial instrument that focuses on research and
related smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. 21
The respective Arctic-specific projects funded by
Horizon 2020 are aligned with the goals and priorities
of EU Arctic policy. For example, in addition to the EUPolarNet 2 research project already mentioned, the
EU supports a wide range of other research activities
in the Arctic within the framework of Horizon 2020.
For example, in the Nunataryuk22 project, 26 partners
from 12 countries are focusing on the consequences
of thawing permafrost for the global climate as well
as for the people living in the Arctic. Another example
is the Arctic PASSION23 project (Pan-Arctic Observing
System of Systems: Implementing Observations
for Societal Needs), in which 43 partners from 17
countries are working on the development and
implementation of a comprehensive international
environmental observation system for the Arctic.
For the period from 2021 to 2027, Horizon Europe has
replaced Horizon 2020 as the successor programme.
Under Horizon Europe, however, funding for Arctic
research is expected to continue on the same scale
as under Horizon 2020.
As an internationally recognised research and
competence centre, the Alfred Wegener Institute
Helmholtz Centre for Polar and Marine Research is one
of the world‘s largest institutions for Arctic and also
Antarctic research. The AWI is involved in numerous
EU-funded research projects on the Arctic. The AWI
currently coordinates the following Arctic-related EU
research projects funded by Horizon 2020:

Project

Time frame

Funding amount

Theme of project

Arctic PASSION

1 July 2021 – 30 June 2025

ca. €15 million

Establishment of Arctic environmental observation systems23

ARICE

1 August 2018 – 31 December 2022

ca. €6 million

Consortium for the operational planning of research
icebreakers24

EU-PolarNet 2

1 October 2020 – 30 September 2024

ca. €3.3 million

Coordinating and helping to shape the European Research Area15

FluxWIN

1 April 2020 – 31 March 2025

ca. €1.6 million

Investigation of the emission of greenhouse gases25

GlacialLegacy

1 November 2018 – 31 October 2023

ca. €2 million

Predictions about the future of the boreal forests26

Nunataryuk

1 November 2017 – 31 October 2023

ca. €11.5 million

Research on the effects of thawing permafrost22

SPACE

1 September 2017 – 29 February 2024

ca. €1.5 million

Determining the spatio-temporal structure of climate change27

Summary
The EU Arctic Policy 2021 is the further development
of the European Union‘s previous Arctic policy. It is
to be seen as a response to the increasing climate,
environmental, economic, political as well as social
challenges in the Arctic. The policy presents a
variety of EU measures, with a general focus on
environmental protection, international cooperation
and sustainable Arctic development. Building on
the previous policy, the EU, as a geopolitical actor,
aims to deepen international engagement and
multilateral cooperation in the region and work
together towards a safe, sustainable, innovative
and peaceful region. To succeed in this endeavour,
the EU supports numerous research projects that
address the problems, challenges and opportunities
of the Arctic people. In particular, the EU aims to
strengthen cooperation with Indigenous Peoples and
involve them in relevant decision-making processes.

Global climate change and the associated new
opportunities and challenges in the Arctic result
in more human activities within the region and
increasing international interest and engagement of
countries outside the Arctic and their governance
structures. It is therefore likely that the geostrategic
and geopolitical interests of individual countries
related to Arctic concerns will increasingly become
the focus of global politics.
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