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Our rights, our human rights that we
share with all of you – to live as we do
and to enjoy our unique culture as part
of the globe’s cultural heritage, are at

issue. The Arctic dimension and
Inuit perspectives on global
climate change need to be

heard in the corridors
of power 1.”

I N T R O D U C T I O N

There is no equity in the
effects of climate change.
The majority of historical
greenhouse gas emissions
have come from the

developed world’s wealthiest countries.
These nations have built economies
based on access to cheap fuel and cheap
commodities, the latter often coming
from the developing world. The
impacts of climate change and the cur-
rent petroleum focussed economic
model are being felt the most in the
regions that have traditionally produced the least green-
house gases. Among these, two of the most vulnerable
regions are the Arctic and Small Island Developing States2

(SIDS). Within these regions, the most affected populations
tend to be Indigenous Peoples.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was
unequivocal in its 4th assessment report last year: unless there
are deep cuts in global greenhouse gas emissions, there will
be dramatic effects on water, ecosystems, food supplies,
coastal areas and human health. The number of unpre-
dictable extreme weather events will continue to increase.
But the signals that something is wrong have been with us
for some time. In 1988, James Hansen, head of the God-
dard Institute for Space Studies at NASA, warned about

the dangers of climate change. His research reinforced
what Indigenous Peoples in the Arctic and other parts of
the world were saying – that the environment was chang-
ing in an unprecedented ways; it just took the rest of the

world a while to catch up.
This article explores some of the simi-
larities between the Arctic and SIDS as
they confront the challenge of climate
change. The Arctic and SIDS are consid-
ered barometers of global environmen-
tal change and, as such, they will be crit-
ical testing grounds for processes and
programmes aimed at strengthening the
adaptive capacities of human societies.
Lessons learned through the Many
Strong Voices Programme will support
policy processes at the local, regional
and international levels, and will provide
decision-makers both in the Arctic and
SIDS with the knowledge to safeguard
and strengthen vulnerable regional
social, economic and natural systems.

L I N K S B E T W E E N T H E A R C T I C A N D

S M A L L I S L A N D D E V E L O P I N G S T A T E S

At first glance, the Arctic and SIDS
appear to have little in common. One is
cold, the other is mostly hot. One is
seen as an empty and pristine wilder-
ness, untouched by human activities or,
alternatively, as a storehouse for vast

mineral wealth, ripe for exploitation. The other is portrayed
in vacation posters as a gentle, tropical paradise where the
living is easy, the sun always shines, and the beaches are
endless.
But a closer examination reveals some interesting and
important similarities. Both regions are homelands to a
diverse number of indigenous peoples who, to varying
degrees, have been colonized over the last few centuries.
People in both regions continue to rely on natural resources
– animals, fish and plants – and the environment. In both
regions, traditional knowledge continues to inform deci-
sion-making and many people retain a connection to the
environment through a body of traditional knowledge
developed over the centuries.
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Another more unfortunate similarity is that the effects of cli-
mate change are perhaps greater and more noticeable in the
Arctic and SIDS than in many other places around the
globe. The 2005 Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA)
predicted that the Arctic will feel the effects of climate
change sooner and more severely than other regions of the
earth3. It also emphasized the relationship between Arctic
climate change, Arctic biophysical processes and global cli-
mate. The 2007 Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change echoed and amplified the ACIA findings:
“Arctic human communities are already adapting to climate change, but
both external and internal stressors challenge their adaptive capacities.
Despite the resilience shown historically by Arctic indigenous communities,
some traditional ways of life are being threatened and substantial invest-
ments are needed to adapt or re-locate physical structures and
communities4.”

The report also identified similar effects on small islands:
“Small islands, whether located in the tropics or higher latitudes, have
characteristics which make them especially vulnerable to the effects of
climate change, sea-level rise and extreme events. Sea-level rise is
expected to exacer-
bate inundation,
storm surge, erosion
and other coastal
hazards, thus threat-
ening vital infra-
structure, settle-
ments and facilities
that support the
livelihood of island
communities 5.”

In the SIDS, the
adverse effects of
sea level rise and
continued climate
change seriously
threaten sustain-
able develop-
ment. Many
small islands are
already con-
fronting risks
from environ-
mental hazards
including coastal flooding, cyclones and storm surges. And
on the near horizon is the spectre of populations being forced
to abandon their homes for refuge in other countries.

I N D I G E N O U S O B S E R V A T I O N S O F C L I M A T E C H A N G E I N

T H E A R C T I C A N D S M A L L I S L A N D D E V E L O P I N G S T A T E S

While the scientific consensus on the impacts of climate
change on vulnerable 6 regions like the Arctic and SIDS has
been building over the last few years, people who live
there have long observed environmental changes.
In the Arctic, the nature of these observations are well-
illustrated by Voices from the Bay, a groundbreaking study
which looked at Inuit and Cree experiences in the huge
watershed of Canada’s Hudson Bay and published by the
Canadian Arctic Resources Committee and the Commu-
nity of Sanikiluaq in 1996. It found that indigenous peo-
ples had been noticing “highly variable” weather in the
northwest corner of the bay since the 1940s. 

“There used to be more clear, calm days, winters were colder, and
low temperatures persisted longer. By the early 1990s, weather
changes were quick, unexpected, and difficult to predict. Blizzards,
for example, would occur on clear days in the Chesterfield Inlet
area, but on days when environmental indicators suggested a bliz-
zard, it would not materialize 7.”

The dilemma of traditional knowledge failing in the light of
changing environmental conditions was summed up by Helen
Atkinson from the Cree community of Chisasibi, Québec:
“We cannot make predictions anymore. We don’t know if the water
is going to freeze or not. We used to know what was going to happen
at certain seasons but, with all the changes in the climate and differ-
ent qualities of water, we can’t make those predictions anymore 8.”
SIDS have always been vulnerable to extreme weather events
and other environmental disasters and there is increasing
recognition of the threat posed by climate change9. Like
Arctic residents, people in the South Pacific know that cli-
mate change is not a future event but a present reality. 
“The effect of global warming is now being felt in every aspect of the
lives of people who live in the Pacific. Reliable statistics now show

that the western
Pacific is becoming
progressively drier
while the eastern
Pacific is becoming
progressively wetter.
Where once we
could expect steady
rainfall throughout
the year, we now
receive most of our
rainfall in a short
period often result-
ing in floods. These
floods, followed by
droughts, ruin our
food supplies and
hurricanes leave us
without crops for
up to three months.
They also cause sed-
imentation in our
lagoons 10.”

Ben Namakin is
in his mid-20s

and works for the Conservation Society of Pohnpei in the
Federated States of Micronesia. He observes: 
“During my childhood days in Kiribati, we never experienced severe sea
flooding. There were storms, but they weren’t that bad. As the sea levels
continue to rise in Kiribati, several king tides hit the island. Saltwater
intrusion affects the quality of water in wells, floods taro patches, gardens,
and puts stress on plants/trees which are very important to the life and cul-
ture of an I-Kiribati. […] Serious storm surges cause coastal erosion, floods
grave yards, and in 2006, led to the collapse of the beautiful Dai Nippon
causeway. This incident bore huge costs on the people of Kiribati. They
had to build new homes with their own finance, and dig up their
deceased relatives from their graves and bury them further inland 11.”

This kind of local knowledge and observation is impor-
tant to developing a complete picture of what is happen-
ing in vulnerable regions. The ACIA report, sponsored by
the Arctic Council, recognized this and was a landmark
study in two significant ways: first, it brought together the
latest scientific research and analysis and looked at the
implications of climate change on a single region of the
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Earth. Second, it incorporated the observations and tradi-
tional knowledge of the Arctic’s indigenous peoples. 
Indigenous peoples’ observations were systematically inte-
grated into the ACIA, making it the first such study to recog-
nize the value of indigenous knowledge. The report’s authors
ensured that local voices were heard and local information
was incorporated in the final results. From northern Russia
to Alaska to the Canadian Arctic, Greenland and Sapmi,
where the indigenous Saami have traditionally herded rein-
deer throughout the northern parts of Norway, Sweden, Fin-
land and the Kola Peninsula in Russia, people were reporting
changes that were affecting the very structure of their lives
and threatening their economic and cultural survival. 

M A N Y S T R O N G V O I C E S –  T H E A R C T I C A N D S M A L L I S L A N D

D E V E L O P M E N T S T A T E S W O R K I N G T O G E T H E R

There are voices always heard,
and voices seldom heard, in the
discussions about climate change.
People in vulnerable regions are
usually among the latter. “Given
the similar levels of impact, peo-
ples of the Arctic are working
together with people in the small
islands of the South Pacific,
Caribbean and elsewhere to
cooperate on ensuring that the
moral imperative of taking action
on climate change is heard12.”
In 2004, discussions between a
number of groups, including
representatives of the Inuit Cir-
cumpolar Conference, SIDS and
UNEP/GRID-Arendal began on
the need for a joint effort to
raise awareness about the
effects of climate change in the
world’s most vulnerable
regions. Although small in
number, the people of the Arc-
tic and SIDS had participated
vigorously in a number of
international negotiating
processes, including the United
Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change
(UNFCCC).
In August 2005, Premier Hans Enoksen of Greenland
urged Environment Ministers from twenty-five countries
meeting in Ilulissat to “bring vulnerable regions of the
globe together so that we may learn from each other and
work with each other internationally”13. Premier Enoksen
went on to say that “the Arctic, the Small Island Develop-
ing States, low lying states, and sub-Sahara states in Africa
need to help each other”14.
These discussions and concerns led to the development of
the Many Strong Voices (MSV) programme15. With seed
money from the Government of Canada and support
from the government of Norway, the Walter and Duncan
Gordon Foundation in Canada, the UN Foundation, the
US National Science Foundation, and The Christensen

Fund, the MSV programme focuses on the similar con-
cerns and needs of the Arctic and SIDS.
Many Strong Voices is a consortium of indigenous peo-
ples’ organizations, researchers, policy-makers and com-
munity organizations16. Over the next five years it will:
44 Carry out comparative climate change vulnerability
and adaptation research in the SIDS; 
44 Exchange knowledge to help develop regionally-appro-
priate climate change adaptation strategies;
44 Produce communications, outreach and education
tools that will raise the profile of the regions, highlight
concerns and enable communities to outline their own
solutions; and
44 Combine regional research, the design of adaptation
strategies, and communications efforts to increase the visi-

bility of these regions, enhance
their influence over global dia-
logues on reducing greenhouse
gas emissions, and facilitate the
articulation of their adaptation
needs.
An important, though not the
only, focus of attention is on
negotiations leading to a post-
2012 climate change accord to
replace the Kyoto Protocol.
Participants in MSV are working
together to ensure that their
voices are heard in discussions
on emissions reduction and
adaptation in the process out-
lined in the Bali Action Plan17,
which was negotiated at the
December 2007 UNFCCC Con-
ference of the Parties.
The Bali Action Plan calls for
“long-term cooperative action,
now, up to and beyond 2012” in
order to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and assist the most
vulnerable regions to adapt to
climate change effects already
being felt. For the participants
in the MSV Programme, the way
ahead calls for concrete actions
which, in turn, are grounded in

the latest scientific research. At the global level, MSV partici-
pants are calling on the developed nations to: 
44 Reach a global agreement that keeps temperature
increases as far below two degrees Celsius as possible by
ensuring large cuts in greenhouse gas emissions.
44 Learn from the experiences of indigenous peoples and
islanders with regard to adaptation and assist these commu-
nities to build upon their traditional knowledge in this area.
44 Appreciate that there are limitations to their capacity
to adapt in the context of runaway climate change. The
world’s richest countries must help the vulnerable to adapt
to climate change by providing adequate financial and
technical assistance. For the SIDS and other particularly
vulnerable developing countries, this means living up to
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existing adaptation funding commitments. Arctic peoples
need a commitment from their own countries to fund
local adaptation efforts in their regions.
Despite the imminent threat that climate change poses to
communities in the Arctic and SIDS, the voices of people liv-
ing in these two vulnerable regions are often marginalised or
overlooked. MSV supports the efforts of people in these
regions to make sure their voices are heard in international
negotiating processes, and to have access to fora for exchang-
ing the latest information on climate change adaptation. This
includes combining scientific and traditional knowledge to
ensure that those most in need of help for climate change can
be certain of acting on the best information available.

C O N C L U S I O N

MSV participants from the Arctic and SIDS concur with
the conclusion of the 2006 Stern Review, which said: “An
effective response to climate change will depend on creat-
ing the conditions for international collective action18.”
Action is needed on a number of fronts. For vulnerable
regions and peoples, it means lobbying at the UNFCCC
negotiations, focussing on the equity and human rights
implications of climate change, and grounding their
informed arguments in the latest research. It means push-
ing for a post-Kyoto agreement that recognizes the special
circumstances and needs of the people in the Arctic and
SIDS. The ACIA referred to the people of the Arctic but the
words can be applied to all vulnerable regions. For people
“whose future is at stake, having the ability to make
choices and changes is a matter of survival, to which all
available resources must be applied”19.
United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-moon has
called climate change “the moral challenge of our genera-
tion”. At the plenary session of the Bali conference, Ban
told assembled delegates that “the situation is so desper-
ately serious that any delay could push us past the tipping
point, beyond which the ecological, financial, and human
costs would increase dramatically”20.
Unless the world embraces this moral challenge, the burden
of climate change will fall on the most vulnerable regions:
areas like the Arctic and SIDS. The call for moral clarity
echoes what people in some of the world’s most vulnerable
regions have been saying for some time, that there needs to
be a recognition that the impacts of climate change are being
felt by parts of the world that currently lack the resources to
cope with the rapid change they are experiencing. The evi-
dence is clear; it is now time to make the right choices.
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