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Introduction 
 

This is a series of research resources commissioned by WWF to help inform future management of 

the Area we call the Last Ice Area. We call it that because the title refers to the area of summer 

sea ice in the Arctic that is projected to last. As climate change eats away at the rest of the Arctic’s 

summer sea ice, climate and ice modellers believe that the ice will remain above Canada’s High 

Arctic Islands, and above Northern Greenland for many more decades.  

Much life has evolved together with the ice. Creatures from tiny single celled animals to seals and 

walrus, polar bears and whales, depend to some extent on the presence of ice. This means the 

areas where sea ice remains may become very important to this ice-adapted life in future. One of 

my colleagues suggested we should have called the project the Lasting Ice Area. I agree, although 

it’s a bit late to change the name now, that name better conveys what we want to talk about. 

While much is changing, and is likely to change around the Arctic, this is the place that is likely to 

change the least.  That is also meaningful for the people who live around the fringes of this area – 

while people in other parts of the Arctic may be forced to change and adapt as summer sea ice 

shrinks, the people around the LIA may not have to change as much.  

As a conservation organization, WWF does not oppose all change. Our goal is to help maintain 

important parts of the natural world, parts that are important just because they exist, and 

important for people. WWF does not have the power and authority to impose its vision on people. 

Instead, we try to present evidence through research, and options for action. It is then up to the 

relevant authorities as to whether they will take action or not; the communities, the Inuit 

organizations, and the governments of the Last Ice Area will decide its future fate. We hope you 

will find the information in these reports useful, and that it will help you in making wise decisions 

about the future of the Last Ice Area. 

 

Clive Tesar, WWF Global Arctic Programme. Last Ice Area project lead.  
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Ilisarititsineq   
Siunissami Last Ice Area-mik (LIA) taagugaq – imaluunniit Siku Kingulleq pillugu misissuinissap 

nakkutigineqarnissaanut ikorfartuiniarluni misissuinerit ilaattut misissuineq una WWF-ip 

aallartippaa. Issittup imartaa aasaanerani sikuuinnartartoq, sivisunerpaamik aannikuunngitsoq 

misissuinerup  taaguuteqaatigaa. Issittup imartaa aasaanerani sikuuinnartartoq silap pissusaata 

allanngoriartornera peqqutigalugu milliartuinnaraluartoq, sikumik silallu pissusaata 

allanngoriartorneranik misissuinerit naapertorlugit, qeqertat Canadap avannnaata kangianittut 

kiisalu Kalaallit Nunaata avannaata avataat suli ukiuni qulikkaani arlalinni sikuuinnarallassapput. 

 

Siku uumassusillit minnersaanniit puisinut, aarrinut, nannunut arfernullu ineriartorfiusimalluni, 

siku tamanna arlalinnit pinngitsoorneqarsinnaanngilaq. Sumiiffiit suli sikusartut uumasunut sikup 

sinaanut naleqqussarsimasunut siunissami pingaaruteqartupilussuussaaq. Suleqatima 

siunnersuutigingaluarpaa sumiiffik tamanna atsissagipput Lasting Ice Area – Siku aajuitsoq. Uanga 

isumaqataavunga. Atsernissaanut kingusinaareeraluarluta, samminiagarput taamatut 

paasiuminarsarneqarsinnaavoq. Issittumi sorpassuit allanngoriartorput sulilu allat aamma 

allanngoriartulissagunarlutik, sumiiffilli tamanna allanngujuinnerpaassagunarpoq. Sumiiffimmi 

aamma inunnut sikup sinaani najugalinnut tamanna pingaaruteqarpoq. Issittumi sumiiffinni allani 

aasaanerani sikuuinnartartup milliartornera ilutigalugu inuit noorarlutik allami 

naleqqussartussaassasut, maani Siku Aajuitsup eqqaani najugallit inuunerminnik 

allannguingaartariaqassanngillat.  

 

WWF pinngortitamik avatangiisinillu illersuiniaqatigiiffittut pissutsinut allanngortunut 

akerliuniartuunngilaq. Pinngortitap, minnerunngitsumik inunnik najugaqartunit 

pingaartinneqartup illersornissaanik eriagisaanissaanillu suliaqartuuvugut. Inuit allat uagut 

takorluukkatsinnik sunnerniarnissaanut WWF-imi pissaaneqaratalu pisussaaffeqanngilagut. 

Isummagulli ilisimatusarnikkut periusissanillu saqqummiisarnikkut uppernarsaaserniartarlutigit. 

Tamanna pereeraangat periuseqartoqassanersoq iliuuseqartoqassannginnersorluunniit taava 

oqartussat namminneq aalajangertussaasarpaat. Sumiiffimmi Siku Kingulliup inissisimaffiani 

najugallit, kattuffiit kiisalu oqartussat tamaani qanoq iliuuseqartoqassanersoq aalajangissavaat. 

Neriuppugut nalunaarusiaq iluaqutigisinnaassagissi, siunissamilu Siku Kingulleq pillugu 

aalajangiinissassinnut ikiuutaalluarumaartoq.  

  

Clive Tesar, WWF Global Arctic Programme. Projektleder Last Ice Area. 
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Introduktion  
Dette studie er et i en række af studier, som WWF har igangsat med det formål at bistå fremtidige 

forvaltninger af det område, som vi kalder Last Ice Area / Den Sidste Is. Navnet refererer til det 

område med sommerhavis i Arktis, som beregnes til at bestå længst. I takt med at 

klimaforandringerne tærer på den resterende sommerhavis i Arktis, forudser is- og 

klimaberegninger, at denne is fortsat vil eksistere over Canadas nordøstlige øer og over 

Nordgrønland i mange årtier endnu. 

 

Meget liv har udviklet sig sammen med isen. Fra de mindste encellede organismer til sæler, 

hvalrosser, isbjørne og hvaler er en hel række skabninger afhængige af tilstedeværelsen af denne 

is. I fremtiden kan de områder, hvor der stadig findes havis, blive meget vigtige for de dyr, der er 

tilpasset et liv ved isen. En af mine kolleger foreslog, at vi skulle have kaldt området Lasting Ice 

Area /Den Blivende Is. Selvom det er for sent at ændre navnet nu, så giver jeg ham ret i at denne 

titel bedre ville formidle det vi ønsker at tale om. Mens meget er under forandring og 

sandsynligvis vil ændre sig i Arktis, er dette område det, der formentlig vil ændre sig mindst. Det 

har også stor betydning for de mennesker, der bor i udkanten af dette område. Mens folk i andre 

områder af Arktis kan blive tvunget til at ændre og tilpasse sig, i tråd med at sommerhavisen bliver 

mindre, behøver de mennesker, der lever ved Den Sidste Is måske ikke at ændre deres livsform så 

meget.  

 

WWF er en natur- og miljøbeskyttelsesorganisation der ikke modsætter sig al forandring. Vi 

arbejder for at beskytte og bevare natur, og især den natur der er vigtig simpelthen fordi den 

findes og fordi den er vigtig for mennesker der. WWF har hverken indflydelse eller mandat til at 

pålægge andre vores vision. I stedet forsøger vi at dokumentere vores holdninger gennem 

forskning og ved at fremlægge handlingsmuligheder. Det er herefter op til de relevante 

myndigheder om de vil handle eller ej: lokalsamfund, organisationerne og regeringerne i det 

område, hvor vi finder Last Ice Area/Den Sidste Is, vil afgøre områdets fremtidige skæbne.  Vi 

håber, at I vil finde rapporten nyttig, og at den vil hjælpe til med at træffe gode beslutninger om 

fremtiden for Last Ice Area/Den Sidste Is. 

 

 

Clive Tesar, WWF Global Arctic Programme. Projektleder Last Ice Area.  
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Report summary 

Based on recent estimates, the extent of Arctic sea ice is projected to decrease significantly over 

the coming decades and this spells significant consequences for local wildlife and local populations 

who rely on these for maintaining traditional livelihoods. While local wildlife will potentially be 

threatened by further reduction, degradation and shifts in habitat due to climate change there are 

also other developments such as increased mining and oil exploration, which can potentially 

threaten key species and unique ecosystems found in the High Arctic. In response to these 

developments, the analysis prepared for WWF Denmark represents an assessment of Greenlandic 

use of an area that may become part of the last remaining sea ice habitat in the Arctic. Sea ice 

modelling shows that an area along northern coast of Greenland and Canadian archipelago will 

still have summer sea ice in 2040.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Projected sea ice, September 2040. WWF Global Arctic Programme.   

 

 

 

Where is the Last Ice Area? 

This map shows the lowest extent of summer sea ice projected 

for 2040, as viewed from the North Pole. The prediction is for a 

fringe of ice to remain in Northeast Canada and Northern 

Greenland when all other large areas of summer ice are gone. 
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This project is intended to facilitate discussion among stakeholders concerning a future 

management framework for the Last Ice Area (LIA).  WWF will help chart a future for the last 

remaining sea ice habitat in the Arctic. Ideally defined and managed by Arctic Indigenous people 

and governments in the Arctic, the area should retain healthy and resilient wildlife and habitats on 

land, sea and sea ice. The area should continue to maintain the cultural, spiritual and livelihood 

needs of people in this region providing space for continued traditional use. 

In light of the many variables that will need to be considered in relation to the shaping and 

formulation of a future framework of governance for the LIA, this report represents a step towards 

identifying key issues, including future uses, that may influence current discussions about the 

future of the LIA. The report reviews contemporary aspects of everyday social life among the 

Indigenous population ranging from sources of income, unemployment and key harvesting trends 

while also considering the socio-cultural aspects associated with hunting and fishing patterns for 

the most important species found in the LIA. It also provides an assessment of current patterns of 

land, sea and use of the ice by the local population and discusses the relationship of human-

animal interdependence in this part of Greenland. The report also examines the state of 

conservation for the most important species found in the LIA and the current regulations and 

status for protecting these for future generations. These range from the unique habitat of several 

species of birds to the migratory and feeding patterns of select marine mammals who all share a 

common dependency upon the special ecosystem, which the presence of sea ice affords. More 

recent developments such as the increase in mining activities and oil exploration efforts are 

considered in relation to the status of local wildlife, the environment and the Indigenous 

population while issues of pollution and environmental degradation are simultaneously reviewed. 

The projected reduction in the extent of annual sea ice upon which local wildlife depends is likely 

to increase shipping and tourism activities, which must also be considered in light of the present 

status of conservation of local wildlife and how these activities may affect the local population.  

The report brings together the relevant factors and most pressing issues associated with the 

proposed LIA while presenting overall conclusions and recommendations on how to proceed. It 

identifies relevant issues in relation to current and future developments expected to occur in the 

area and provides suggestions for a governance framework that would address the future of the 

LIA.  

The report was prepared by WWF-DK and PhD Pelle Tejsner in spring and summer 2012. A final 

review was carried out in April 2013.  
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The People of the Greenland LIA  

WWF set out to write a report about the people, who inhabit the Greenland LIA region – about 

their traditional use of land and sea, about their communities and about the challenges that these 

communities face in the light of climate change. But the region also holds opportunities that may 

dramatically change the region.  

The only permanent settlements of the Greenland LIA are found in the Qaanaaq region. The 

largest town is Qaanaaq with a population of 678 residents. The settlements of the region are 

Savissivik on the northern shores of the Melville Bay, Qeqertat in the end of Inglefield Bredning 

and Siorapaluk a few hours by boat north of Qaanaaq. The total population of the region is 850.  

Subsistence hunting has sustained the communities of the Greenland LIA for generations, and 

hunting is still an important part of live here. The residents harvest along the coast on an everyday 

basis from the onset of spring until the end of October, where the polar night begins to set in. The 

local fauna boosts a rich diversity of diets including narwhal, beluga, walrus, polar bear, reindeer, 

muskoxen and several species of seal and sea birds. Harvested mammals and birds are an 

important part of the local diet, skins are used for traditional highly useful garments during winter 

and the remaining meat is used to feed to dogs. But hunters are no longer the only users of the 

area.  

Traditionally, hunting has been the predominant way of life in Qaanaaq, but in recent years there 

has been a dramatic increase in fisheries of Greenland halibut. This corresponds with information 

from both local fishermen and hunters and researchers that there are stocks of large fish in the 

area. Therefore, investments are made to improve the small facilities for trade in, handling and 

storage of fish and meat in Qaanaaq. 

Unemployment is relatively common in the Qaanaaq district as there are few industries and few 

opportunities to find paid jobs outside the public sector. The community of Qaanaaq has one 

school, a day care, a power plant, a small air port and a hospital. The number of shops is limited to 

a large grocery store and two small kiosks. As a consequence many households have only one and 

sometimes no source of stable income besides what they can harvest and trade in.  

In Greenland, as elsewhere in the Arctic, the importance of hunting and fishing is commonly 

associated with aspects of traditional Inuit culture and also continues to remain a key marker of 

national identity in Greenland (Nuttall 1998b, Sejersen 2001). A part of the rural population (i.e. 

residents in minor towns and settlements) still views hunting and fishing as the main way of life 

while citizens in Nuuk, and other major towns along the coast, tend to take a modernist stance by 

arguing that Greenlanders need to start thinking about alternatives to the otherwise persisting 

hunting way of life.  

For the Qaanaaq district these alternatives may well include new extractive industries. Prospecting 
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and exploration of mineral resources are taking place on Washington Land and near Citronen 

Fjord, where rich resources of zinc and lead can be developed into new mines. And off shore 

activities are ongoing to map hydrocarbon resources in both the north-western and north-eastern 

regions.  

The Qaanaaq district is also experiencing an increase in tourism, in particular in cruise ship 

tourism. Tourism in this northernmost region of Greenland is still small-scale and local jobs 

involved are few. With increased tourism activities comes a new need for regulation and 

information to avoid conflict with traditional uses, for example by regulating sailing in the 

Inglefield Bredning and tourists calls to the abandoned settlement of Eetha.  

 

The ecosystems of the Greenland LIA  

The Arctic ecosystem provides fish, shellfish and larger marine mammals for the local coastal 

communities situated in the LIA and the coastal fisheries upon which a large extend of the 

Greenlandic economy depends. The Greenlandic coastal ecosystem is a source of sustenance for 

many local households and also provides most of the food resources upon which Greenlandic 

exports continue to depend.  

Coastal ecosystems are characterised by their capacity to ‘store and cycle nutrients, filter 

pollutants from inland freshwater systems, and help to protect shorelines from erosion and 

storms’ (Burke et al. 2001: 1). The conservation status of marine life in coastal regions is little 

known because fisheries activities, such as trawling, are poorly documented while data on the 

extents of coastal ecosystems remains mostly incomplete and frequently inconsistent at the global 

level (Burke et al. 2001: 3). Parts of the Greenland LIA are largely composed of shallow shelf 

regions and vast coastal areas where biological production is particularly great. From the growth 

of phytoplankton to the nesting habitats of little auks, the Greenland LIA holds numerous species, 

which can both directly and indirectly be said to rely on the presence of sea ice and polynyas for 

their survival.  

Sea ice creates unique hydrographical conditions because it limits the amount of light that reaches 

into the ocean while dampening the effects of winds that stir up the water. When sea ice forms it 

traps seawater, which becomes further concentrated during the winter and finally released as 

strong saline solution as the ice begins to melt. The saline water sinks to the seabed and 

contributes to the nutrients found there thus forming a vital contribution to the growth of 

microalgae and plankton upon which fish feed (Andersen 2001: 127). Southern drifting floes of 

polar pack ice and more near shore sea ice conditions can essentially be regarded as vital coastal 

ecosystems in which ice and sea form the abiotic backdrop to the community habitat for some of 

the numerous marine mammal species located in the Greenland LIA. 
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Managing the Greenland LIA for the future  

Activities in the Greenland LIA are increasing; new shipping routes are opening as summer sea ice 

is declining, new fisheries may be opening as and prospecting and exploration activities are taking 

place within the Greenland LIA. Furthermore, the Qaanaaq district and the National Park of North 

and Northeast Greenland will most likely experience an increase in cruise ship tourism. At the 

same time summer sea ice is declining, reducing the habitat of ice-dependent species like polar 

bears.  

The Last Ice Area must be managed for a future characterized by change. Change in ecosystems 

and ecosystems services as a consequence of climate change. And change in disturbances to 

wildlife as a consequence of new industries and increased tourism.  

A future management regime for the Last Ice Area can include 

- Adaptive management for a future of uncertainty as a consequence of global warming and 

of new industry. 

- Management based on available knowledge and research. Recent studies of biological hot-

spots and marine vulnerability in relation to shipping must inform management. 

- Using Strategic Environmental Assessments to identify the cumulative effect of proposed 

activities in the region as proposals for new uses are added. 

- Engaging the local population in industry development, for example to inform 

Environmental Impacts Assessment and Social Impact Assessments, to map areas valuable 

to them for ecological, historical or spiritual reasons and to have a discussion about their 

visions for the future.   

- Managing to reduce disturbances to wildlife from shipping and tourism, identifying 

passages and no-go zones, seasons etc.  

- Industrial development strategies building on the precautionary principle, taking into 

consideration the available knowledge and research that have identified species specific 

key areas, biological hot-spots and consequences of disturbances on wildlife.  

- Reviewing the prospects of expanding regulations already in place for the Greenland LIA, 

including the National Park regulation, RAMSAR regulations and regulations on single 

species.  

- There are also possibilities of giving the Last Ice Area international recognition through the 

United Nations. Creating a world heritage site or biosphere reserve could help to maintain 

conservation and cultural values in the area. 

 

Jurisdiction of the Greenland LIA rests with the Greenland Government and with Qaasuitsup 

Kommunia, the municipality of North Greenland. The Greenland Government issues quotas for 

harvest of wildlife in the region based on biological data and knowledge collected by hunters and 
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fishermen locally, manages conservation of flora and fauna, protection of the environment and 

licensing for mineral and hydrocarbon activities. Only marine protection regulations are shared 

between the Greenland Government and the Danish State.  

One area within the Greenland LIA of special concern is the North Water polynya (located 

between 76°N-79°N, 70°W - 80°W) an open water area that has sustained the people of the region 

for generations. In the article by Heide-Jørgensen, Burt, Guldborg Hansen, Hjort Nielsen, 

Rasmussen, Fossette and Stern (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012) the argument is made that the North 

Water deserves special attention from both research communities and government. Marine 

mammals have provided the basis for subsistence of local people by the North Water for 

generations, compared to other high-Arctic areas and polynyas the open water areas of the North 

Water has a very high density of marine mammals and seabirds,  and lastly the North Water is a 

climate-sensitive area. In the article it is stressed that ‘The North Water is a climate-sensitive area 

and the decline in sea ice coverage since 2002 both there and in Baffin Bay more generally will, if 

continued, cause major changes in the use of the North Water by marine top predators’ (Heide-

Jørgensen et al. 2012).  

The above raises concern and a need for adaptive management. The conclusion of the article 

reads ‘The North Water is a bellwether for some of the rapid changes that currently affect marine 

areas of the Arctic and there are good reasons for monitoring both physical (sea ice and circulation 

patterns) and biological (nutrient cycling and top predators) conditions in this uniquely productive 

high-latitude polynyas. Declaration of this area as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve would be one way 

of recognizing its global significance and maintaining an international focus on monitoring its 

status’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012).  
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Eqikkaaneq  
 

Paasisat kingulliit takutippaat, Issittup imaani sikusartoq ukiuni tulliuttuni suli milliartuinnassasoq. 

Sikusartup millinera tamaani najugalinnut uumasunut inuiaqatigiinnullu, sikumik tamaanilu 

uumasunik ileqqutoqqat naapertorlugit inuussutilinnut annertuumik sunniuteqassaaq. Silap 

pissusaata allanngoriartorneranik sikusartoq milliartuinnarmat uumasut neriniartarfitik 

tammagarmata ulorianartorsiortinneqariaannaapput. Suliariniakkalli, soorlu qaarusunnit piiaanerit 

uuliamillu tunisassiornerit uumasunut allanullu uumassusilinnut pingaarutilinnut taamaallaat 

Issittumi nassaassaasunut ulorianartorsiortitsilersinnaapput. Taamatut ineriartorneq 

malinnaaffiginiarlugu WWF Verdensnaturfonden sumiiffimmi Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfiup Kingulliup 

ilassaatut ilimagineqartumik inuit uumasullu atuinerat pillugu misissuititsivoq. Paasisat kingulliit 

takutippaat 2040-mi aasakkut Kalaallit Nunaata avannarpasinnerusortaaniit Canadami qeqertat 

tungaannut suli sikusassagunartoq. Sumiiffik tamanna sikumi sikullu sinaani uumasunut 

pingaaruteqalersinnaavoq.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sikoqarfik Kingulleq sumiippa? 

Nunap assingani takuneqarsinnaavoq 2040-mi 

ukiariartulernerani imaata sikua suli aalaakkaasussatut 

ilimagineqartoq. Paasisat kingulliit naapertorlugit, 2040-mi 

ukiariartulernerani issittup imartaa sikuerussimassasoq, 

taamaallaat Kalaallit Nunaata avannaata sineriaaniit Canadap 

avannaata kangisinnerusortaata tungaanut sikuussalluni. Tassa 

tamanna taagugarput Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulleq.  
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Takussutissiaq 1: 2040-mi septembarimi aasakkut immap sikuata annertusissaatut ilimagineqartoq. WWF’s Global 

Arctic Programme.  

 

 

Suliariniakkami siunertaavoq Issittup imartaata aasakkut suli sikusartumut atatillugu uumassusillit 

ataqatigiiaat sinneruttut siunissami nakkutigineqarnissaat pillugu eqqumaniarlunilu 

isumasioqatigiinnissaq. Isumasioqatigiinnermi WWF sinaakkutassiissaaq, aalajangiisartut, 

ilisimatuut sumiiffimmillu atuisut katersuutsillugit, taakkualu isumassarsiaat takorluugaallu 

atorlugit isummersoqatigiinnissaq sinaakkuserneqassalluni. Issittumi pissutsit tamaani najugalinnit 

ilisimaneqarlutillu nakkutigineqassapput. Nakkutilliinermi siunertaassaaq, uumasut 

peqqissuullutillu akiuussutissaqartuarnissaat kiisalu nunami, immami sikumilu najugaasa 

illersornissaat. Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulleq inuit kulturikkut anersaakkullu pisariaqartitaannik 

tunngaviliillunilu ileqqut atorlugit inuuniarsinnaanermik periarfissiiuassaaq.  

 

Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulliup siunissami nakkutiginissaata piareersarnerani pissutsit 

assigiinngitsorpassuit eqqumaffigineqartussaapput. Siunissami sumiiffiup qanoq 

atorneqarnissaanut pissutsit qitiulluinnartut misissorneqarnerannut nalunaarusiaq alloriarneruvoq 

siulleq. Nalunaarusiami ilanngunneqarput, pissutsit inunnut tamaani najugalinnut ulluinnarni 

pingarutillit, suliffeqarneq suliffissaaleqinerlu ilanngullugit, aalisarneq piniarnerlu kiisalu tamakkua 

kulturi naapertorlugu inooqatigiinnermut pingaaruteqarnerat. Tamatuma saniatigut 

nalunaarusiami ilanngunneqarput tamaani Kalaallit Nunaata ilaani nunatani kiisalu immami 

sikumilu pinngortitamik uumasunillu inuit maannakkut qanoq atuinersut sunillu 

pisariaqartitsivissornersut. Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingullermik kinguaariinnut iluaqutaasussamik, 

uumasut tamaani najugalinnut pingaaruteqarnerpaat amerlassusaat kiisalu ullumikkut siunissamilu 

qanoq nakkutigineqarsinnaanerat nalunaarusiami ilanngunneqarput. Uumasut assigiinngitsut – 

imaani timmissat miluumasullu – pissutsit sikup pilersitai immikkuullarissut pisariaqartittarpaat. 

Ukiuni kingullerni uuliasiornerit atortussiassanillu ujarlernerit pinngortitamut avatangiisinullu, 

taamaasillutillu aamma inuit inuuniarnerannut soorlu mingutsitsinikkut sunniuteqarsinnaasut 

nalunaarsorneqarput.    

 

Sikusartup annikilliartornera ilutigalugu umiarsuarnik angallannerit takornariartitsinerillu 

annertusiartornissaat ilimanarpoq – tamakkualu pinngortitap illersorniarneranut kiisalu inunnut 

Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulliup qanittuani najugalinnut sunniuteqassapput.   
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Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulliup ataatsimut nakkutigineqarnissaanut siunnersuummut tunngasut 

attuumassutissillu nalunaarusiami katiterneqarput. Ullumikkut nakkutiginninnerit aallaavigalugit 

siunissami nakkutilliinissamut suliariniakkat ineriartortinnerat malinnaaffigalugu, siunissami 

nakkutilliilluni iliuusissat ataqatigiissarneqarput.   

Nalunaarusiaq WWF Verdensnaturfondenimit Ph.D Pelle Tejsner suleqatigalugu 2012-imi 

upernaakkut aasakkullu suliarineqarpoq. Nalunaarusiaq 2013-imi apriilimi nutarterneqarpoq.   

 

Sikoqarfik kingulliup eqqaani inuit  

Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulliup Kalaallit Nunaanniittortaani inuit najugallit allaasererusunnerat 

WWF Verdensnaturfondenimut aallaviuvoq. Tamaani najugallit ileqqutoqqat naapertorlugit 

nunamik immamillu atuinerat, nunaqarfiit mikisut kiisalu silap pissusaata allanngoriartornerata 

kinguneranik nutaanik unammilligassaqalersut allaasererusunneqarput. Sumiiffilli aamma 

malunnartumik allannguisinnaasunik periarfissartaqarpoq.   

Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulliup Kalaallit Nunaanniittortaani taamaallaat Qaanaaq 

aalaakkaasumik inoqarpoq. Tamaani Qaanaaq 678-inik inoqarluni illoqarfinni annersaavoq. 

Nunaqarfiit Savissivik Qimusseriarsuup avannarpasinnerusortaaniittoq, Qeqertat Inglefieldip 

nunaata sioraaniittoq kiisalu Siorapaluk Qaanaap avannaaniittoq akunnerit marlussuit atorlugit 

orninneqarsinnaasoq. Qaanaami nunaqarfinnilu inuit katillutik 850-t najugaqarput.   

Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulliup eqqaani najugallit kinguaariinni tamaani inuuniarsimapput. 

Piniarneq suli pingaaruteqarpoq. Tamassuma sineriaani upernalerneraniit oktopbarip naaneranut 

piniartut piniartarput. Tamaani qilalukkat qaqortat qernertallu, aarrit, nannut, tuttut, 

umimmmaat, puisit assigiinngitsut kiisalu imaani timmissat amerlaqisut nassaassaapput. Imaani 

miluumasut timmissallu inuussutissatut pingaaruteqarput, amii atisaliarineqartarmata neqilu 

sinneruttoq qimminut nerukkaataasarluni. Piniartulli sumiiffiimmik atuisutut kisimiikkunnaarput. 

Ileqqutoqqat naapertorlugit Qaanaami eqqaanilu piniarneq inuussutigineqartuarsimavoq, ukiunili 

kingullerni qaleralinniarneq inuussutigineqarlualerpoq. Ilisimatuut piniartullu tamaani angisuunik 

aalisagaqarluarnerarpaat Qaanaamilu aalisakkanik neqimillu tunisivissat pitsanngorsarnissaat 

aningaasaliiffigiortorneqarput.   

Qaanaami eqqaanilu namminersortut suliffiutaat killeqarmata pisortallu ikittuinnarnik 

suliffissaateqarmata suliffigisinnaasat killeqarput. Qaanaami atuarfeqarpoq, meeqqeriveqarluni, 

mikisumik napparsimmaveqarpoq, innaallagissiorfeqarpoq mikisumillu mittarfeqarluni. Ulluinnarni 

atugassanik pisiniarfimmi kioskinilu mikisuni marlunni pisiarisinnaasat killeqarput. Ilaqutariinni 

amerlaqisuni pisarisanik tunisinermit isertitat saniatigut aningaasarsiarisinnaasat killeqarput ilaallu 

aalaakkaasumik isertitaqanngivissorlutik.   
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Kalaallit Nunaanni Issittullu ilaani allani ileqqutoqqat naapertorlugit inooriaatsit kulturimillu 

aallussinerit piniarnermik aalisarnermillu aallaaveqarput. Piniarneq aalisarnerlu Kalaallit Nunaanni 

inuiattut kinaassutsimut aamma atassuteqarpoq (Nuttall 1998b, Sejersen 2001). Sineriammi 

illoqarfinni minnerumaani nunaqarfinnilu piniarneq aalisasrnerlu suli pingaarnertut 

inuussutigineqarput. Nuummili illoqarfinnilu annerumaani akerlianik innuttaasut piniarnermut 

paarlatsigalugu inuuniutigisinnaasat ujartortariaqalernerat oqallisaalerpoq.   

Qaanaarmiunut aatsitassarsiorneq paarlatsissasut eqqarsaatiginqarsinnaavoq. Washington 

Landimi kiisalu Citronen Fjordimi zinkimik aqerlumillu piiaasinnaaneq pillugu 

misissueqqaatoqarlunilu ujarlertoqarpoq. Kalaallit Nunaatalu avannaata kitaani kiisalu avannaata 

kangiani uuliaqarfiit gasseqarfiillu nalunaarsorneqarlutik.  

Taskornariaqarneq, minnerunngitsumik umiarsuarmik takornariatneq aamma Qaanaami 

malunnarsivoq. Tamaani avannarpasinnerni takornariat suli ikikkaluarput isumaginninnerli 

najugaqavissunik suliffissaqartitsilluni. Takornariartitsisarnerli annertusarneqassappat soqutigisat 

illersorniarlugit killilersuisoqarlunilu paasissutissiisoqartariaqassaaq, assersuutigalugu Inglefieldip 

sioraani imaluunniit piniartut akornusersorniarnagit Uummannami inuerunnikumi takornariarnerit 

killilersorneqarlutik.   

 

Sikoqarfik Kingullermi uumassusillit ataqatigiiaat   

Tamaani najugallit avataasiorlutillu aalisartut piniagaannut qalerualinnut, aalisakkanut 

imarmiunullu miluumasunut issittumi uumassusilinnit ataqatigiiaanit pilersinneqartut 

pisariaqartinneqarluinnarput. Uumassusillit imaani pisat inoqatigiinnit inuussutigineqarput, 

inuiaqatigiinnillu kalaallinit aningaasaqarniarnikkut aalisakkat qaleruallillu avammut 

nioqqutigineqartarneri pisariaqartinneqarluinnarlutik.   

Uumassusillit ataqatigiiaat sineriammut qanittut ilisarnaatigaat ’peqqinnartunik 

toqqorsisinnaanertik kaaviiaartitsisinnaanertillu, sinerissap mangiarneqarneranut 

anorersuarneranilu erngup tarajoqanngitsup akuiarneranut akiuutaasarnertik’ (Burke et al. 2001: 

1). Sinerialli atuarlugu uumasut qanoq innerat naluneqakkajuppoq, assersuutigalugu kilisaatit 

qanoq sunniuteqartarnerannut uppernarsaatit killeqarmata uumassusillillu ataqatigiiaat imminnut 

sunneqatigiittarnerat suli killilimmik ilisimasaqarfigineqarmat (Burke et al. 2001: 3). Last Ice 

Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulliup Kalaallit Nunaanniittortaata ilarujussuani ikkannersaq sissamullu 

qanittoq uumassusillinnik annertuumik pilersuiffiuvoq. Avataani kinguaqqaniit innani 

appaliarsoqarfinnut Kalaallit Nunaat assigiinngitsorpassuarnik uumasoqarpoq, toqqaannartumik 

allatigullu sikumik imartanillu pinngitsuuisinnaanngitsunik.   

Siku immap iluanut qaamanermik killiliisarlunilu anorip mallertitsineranik unitsitsisarami 

immikkoorluinnartumik uumasunik nerisassaqartitsisarpoq. Immap sikujartuaarnera ilutigalugu 
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imaq tarajulik sakkortusiartuaarluni immikkoortinneqartarpoq, upernaakkullu siammaqqittarluni. 

Imaq tarajulik immap naqqanut kiviartortarpoq tamaanilu siullermik quajaatiaqqanut 

kinguaqqanullu amerliartorfiusarluni kingorna aalisakkanut nerisassanngortussanik (Andersen 

2001: 127). Sikorsuit sissamullu qanittup sikua uumassusilinnik ataqatigiiaartunik 

pilersitsiviusarput, Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingullermi imaani miluumasut amerlaqisut 

nerisassaqalersittarlugit.   

 

Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfiup Kingulliup ilaata Kalaallit Nunaanniittup nakkutigineqarnissaanik 

inerisaaneq   

 

Pinngortitap illersornissaanik anguniagaqarluni Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulleq illersorniarlugu 

ataqatigiissakkamik nakkutilliinianerup inersarnera amerlasuunik iluaqutissartaqarsinnaavoq. 

Ataqatigiissakkamik nakkutilliineq inerisarneqarpat, timmissat imarmiullu miluumasut (ass. 

qilalukkat qaqortat aarrillu) tamaani najugalinnit iluaqutissaajuarnissaasa 

qulakkeerneqarnissaannut ikorfartueqataassaaq. Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfiup Kingulliup Kalaallit 

Nunaanniittortaani suliniuteqarfigineqartuni amerliartuinnartuni ataqatigiissakkamik eqaatsumillu 

nakkutiginnittoqartariaqarnera misissuinermi paasineqarpoq.   

 

Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingullermi siunissami nakkutilliinermi makkua iliuuserineqarsinnaapput:  

- Nunarsuatsinni silap pissusaata allanngoriartornerata nutaanillu tunisassiulernerit 

nalunartoqarneri pissutigalugit eqaatsumik nakkutilleeriaaseqarneq.  

- Ilisimariikkat ilisimatuussutsikkullu paaseriikkat aallaavigalugit nakkutilliineq. Sumiiffiit 

uumassuseqarfiusut imartanilu uumasut umiarsuarnit sunnerneqajasut 

nalunaarsorneqarnerisa kingulliit siunissami nakkutilleeriaasissamik 

inerisaassutigineqarnerat.   

- Suliariniakkatut siunniunneqartut sumiiffinni sunniuteqarnissaannut ataatsimut 

naliliiniarnerni avatangiisit pillugit nalilersuinerni periusissatut aaqqissuussat (SMV) 

atorneqartarnerat. 

- Tunisissiornerit ineriartortinneranni sumiiffinni najugallit peqataatinnissaat, 

assersuutigalugu suliniutit avatangiisinut sunniutissaasa nalilersornerisa (VVM) 

tutsuiginarnerunissaannut, inuiaqatigiinnut sunniutissaasa nalilersornerannut, 

naasoqarfittut, oqaluttuarisaanikkut anersaakkullu pingaaruteqarnerannut kiisalu 

inuiaqatigiit siunissami takorluugaat pillugit oqallinnerit qulakkeernerisigut.   
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- Ass. umiarsuit takornariallu uumasunik akornusiisisarneri annikillisarniarlugit 

nakkutilliinerit naleqqussariaannaanerat. Tamakkua umiarsuit angallavissaannik 

nalunaarsuinerusinnaapput akornusersuinermik annikillisaataasut, sumiiffiit 

orninneqaqqusaanngitsut (no-go zones) piffissamiluunniit aalajangersimasumi uumasunut 

pingaarutilittut killilersuiffigineqartut nalunaarsornerat.   

- Nutaanik tunisassiornerit inerisarneranni isumannaatsumik periuseqarnissap aallaviginera 

kiisalu uumassusillit aalajangersimasut avatangiisiminnut qitiulluinnartutut inissisimasut, 

sumiiffiit uumassuseqarfiit kiisalu akornusiinerit uumasunullu sunniutaat pillugit ilisimasat 

ilisimatuussutsikkullu paasisat aallaavigineri.  

- Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingullermi eqqaanilu, Tunumi Nuna Eqqissisimatitap allinissaa 

ilanngullugu, sumiiffinni RAMSAR-imut atasuni nakkutilliinerit uumasunillu ataasiakkaanik 

nakkutilliinikkut, pinngortitamik illersuiniarluni ingerlatseriaatsit pioreersut 

sukatersinnaanerannut periarfissat misissornerat.  

- Kiisalu sumiiffiup Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingullertut FN aqqutigalugu nunanit tamanit 

akuerineqarsinnaanera misissorneqassaaq. Sumiiffiit Nunarsuarmiut Kingornussaattut 

imaluunniit silaannaap uumassuseqarfiusup illersortarialittut akuerineqarnerat, 

pinngortitap eriagisassap kulturikkullu pingaarutillit illersorniarnerannut 

ikorfartuutaasinnaapput.   

 

Kalaallit Nunaanni Namminersorlutik Oqartussat Last Ice Area/Sikoqarfik Kingulliup 

Nunatsinniittortaani Qaasuitsup Kommunianpeqatigalugu nakkutilliinissamut akisussaasuupput. 

Biologit siunnersuutaat kiisalu aalisartut piniartullu ilisimasaat naapertorlugit Namminersorlutik 

Oqartussat piniagassiisarput, Namminersorlutillu Oqartussat pinngortitap avatangiisillu 

illersornissaat akisussaaffigalugu. Namminersorlutik Oqartussat aamma uuliamik, gassimik 

atortussiassanillu tunisassiulernissamut akuersisartuupput. Imaanili avatangiisit 

nakkutigineqarnerat suli Namminersorlutik Oqartussanit Naalagaaffimmillu akisussaaffigineqarput.   

Sumiiffik immikkut soqutiginartoq tassaavoq Avannaata Imartaa (sumiiffik: avannarpasissuseq 

76°N-79°N, kippasissuseq 70°W - 80°W). Avannaata Imartaa sikoqannginnersaavoq kinguaariinni 

inunnut pingaaruteqqarsimasoq. Ilisimatuussutsikkut nalunaarusiami ukua; Heide-Jørgensen, Burt, 

Guldborg Hansen, Hjort Nielsen, Rasmussen, Fossette aamma Stern (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012) 

Avannaata Imartaata immikkut soqutiginartuuneranik uppernarsaapput. Avannaata Imartaa 

qanittumi najugallit kinguaariinni ilisimaaraat, misissuinerillu takutippaat tamanna imaani 

miluumasunit amerlaqisunit najorneqartoq kiisalu imaani timmissanit imartanut allanut atatillugu 

amerlaqalutik tamaaniittartut, imartarlu tamanna silap pissusaata allanngoriartorneranit 

sunnerneqajasuulluni. Allaaserinnittut naqissuserpaat ’Avannaata Imartaa silap pissusaata 

allanngoriartorneranit sunnerneqajasuusoq kiisalu 2002-p kingorna Avannaata Imartaata kiisalu 

Baffinip Kangerliumarngata sikusarnerat ataatsimut isigalugu taama sukkatigisumik 
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annikilliartuinnarpat imaani miluumasut angisuut imartamik atuinerat annertuumik 

allannguuteqassaasoq’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012) (WWF Verdensnaturfondenimit 

nutserneqartoq1).  

Taamaammat eqaatsumik nakkutilliineq pisariaqarpoq. Allaaserisami inerniliineq imatut 

oqaasertaqartinneqarpoq ’Issittup maannakkorpiaq allannguutinit qanoq sunnerneqartigineranut 

Avannaata Imartaani pisut takussutissaalluarput. Takussaasut (siku sarfarnerillu) kiisalu 

uumassusillit akornanni pissutsit (nerisassat uumasullu annerit) nalunaarsornerisigut imarnersap 

nerisinnaasanik pilersuiffiunerata misissornissaa peqqutissaqarluarpoq. Sumiiffiup tamassuma 

uumassuseqarfittut eriagisassatut UNESCO-mit aalajangiiffigineqarneratigut, Avannaata Imartaata 

nunarsuatsinni tamanut sunniuteqarsinnaanera naqissuserneqarpat, imartap 

nakkutigineqarnissaata pingaaruteqassusaa nunanit tamanit nassuerutigineqarsinnaappat 

tamanna periarfissat ilagissavaat’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012). (WWF Verdensnaturfondenimit 

nutserneqartoq2). 

  

                                                           
1 I artiklen lyder citatet: ‘The North Water is a climate-sensitive area and the decline in sea ice coverage since 2002 

both there and in Baffin Bay more generally will, if continued, cause major changes in the use of the North Water by 

marine top predators’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012). The North Water is a bellwether for some of the rapid changes 

that currently affect marine areas of the Arctic and there are good reasons for monitoring both physical (sea ice and 

circulation patterns) and biological (nutrient cycling and top predators) conditions in this uniquely productive high-

latitude polynyas. Declaration of this area as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve would be one way of recognizing its global 

significance and maintaining an international focus on monitoring its status’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012). 

 
2
 I artiklen lyder citatet: ‘The North Water is a bellwether for some of the rapid changes that currently affect marine 

areas of the Arctic and there are good reasons for monitoring both physical (sea ice and circulation patterns) and 

biological (nutrient cycling and top predators) conditions in this uniquely productive high-latitude polynyas. 

Declaration of this area as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve would be one way of recognizing its global significance and 

maintaining an international focus on monitoring its status’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012). 
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Sammenfatning  
 

Nyere fremskrivninger viser, at havisen i Arktis vil blive stadigt mindre i de kommende årtier. Tabet 

af havis vil have store konsekvenser for det lokale dyreliv og for de lokalsamfund, der er afhængige 

af isen og dyrene for at opretholde deres traditionelle levebrød. Klimaforandringerne udgør 

potentielt en trussel for dyrelivet, i og med at havisen svinder ind og flere levesteder forsvinder. 

Men også andre aktiviteter, eksempelvis minedrift og olieudvinding, kan udgøre en potentiel 

trussel mod særligt vigtige arter og unikke økosystemer, der kun findes i Arktis. For at 

imødekomme denne udvikling har WWF Verdensnaturfonden udarbejdet et studie af menneskers 

og dyrs brug af det arktiske område, der forudses som Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area. Fremskrivninger 

af havisens udbredelse tyder på, at der fortsat vil være sommerhavis i et område rækkende fra 

Grønlands nordlige kyst til de canadiske øer, når vi når sommeren 2040. Dette område kan 

potentielt blive vigtigt for de dyr, der lever på isen eller ved iskanten.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figur 1: Forventet udbredelse af sommerhavis i september 2040. WWF’s Global Arctic Programme.  

 

 

Hvor er Den Sidste Is? 

Kortet herunder viser den forventede udbredelse af 

sommerhavis i sensommeren 2040 set fra Nordpolen. 

Fremskrivningen illustrerer, at det arktiske område vil være 

isfrit i sensommeren 2040 med undtagelse af et område langs 

Grønlands nordlige kyst og det nordøstlige Canada. Det er dette 

område, vi kalder Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area.  
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Projektets formål er at sætte fokus på og skabe dialog om fremtidens forvaltning af det sidste 

tilbageværende økosystem med sommerhavis i Arktis. WWF skal sætte rammerne for denne 

dialog, samle beslutningstagere, forskere og brugere af dette område og skabe rammerne for en 

udveksling af ideer og visioner. Arktis skal kendes ved og forvaltes af de folk og de lande, der ligger 

i den arktiske region. Forvaltningen skal sigte imod at bevare et sundt og modstandsdygtigt dyreliv 

og beskytte dyrenes levesteder på landjorden, til havs og på havisen. Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area 

skal fortsat understøtte befolkningens kulturelle og åndelige behov og samtidig give dem mulighed 

for at opretholde en traditionel levevis.  

 

Mange forhold skal tages i betragtning ved udvikling af en fremtidig forvaltning for Den Sidste 

Is/Last Ice Area. Denne rapport repræsenterer et første skridt på vejen, hvor en række centrale 

forhold så som den fremtidige brug af området, diskuteres. I rapporten gennemgås en række 

forhold af betydning for lokalbefolkningens hverdag, herunder arbejde og arbejdsløshed, fiskeri og 

fangst og den sociokulturelle betydning af disse aktiviteter. Rapporten indeholder endvidere en 

beskrivelse af befolkningens nuværende brug af landområder, havet og isen og menneskenes 

afhængighed af natur og dyreliv i denne del af Grønland. For et udvalg af de arter, der er af størst 

betydning for mennesker i området med Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area, giver rapporten et indblik i 

bestandenes status, i hvorledes bestandene forvaltes i dag og hvorledes de kan forvaltes til gavn 

for kommende generationer. En række af arter – fra havfugle til havpattedyr – er afhængige af de 

særlige vilkår som havisen bringer. Endvidere sættes de senere års udvikling i efterforskningen 

efter olie og mineraler i relation til natur og miljø, og i sidste ende til levevilkår for mennesker, 

eksempelvis hvor der opstår risiko for forurening.  Et fortsat tab af havis vil sandsynligvis betyde en 

vækst i skibsfarten og turismen – forhold der også er af betydning for naturbeskyttelse og have 

konsekvenser for de mennesker, der bor ved Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area.  

 

Rapporten sammenfatter relevante og aktuelle emner knyttet til forslaget om en samlet 

forvaltning af Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area. Med udgangspunkt i den nutidige forvaltning og 

udviklinger af betydning for en fremtidig forvaltning identificere elementer, der kan indgå i en 

sammenhængende, fremtidig forvaltning af området.  

Rapporten er udarbejdet af WWF Verdensnaturfonden i samarbejde med Ph.D Pelle Tejsner i løbet 

af foråret og sommeren 2012. i foråret og sommeren 2012. Rapporten blev revideret i april 2013.  
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Menneskene ved Den Sidste Is  

Udgangspunktet for WWF Verdensnaturfonden var et ønske om at skrive om de samfund, der 

findes ved Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area i Grønland. En beskrivelse af befolkningens traditionelle brug 

af landområder og havområder, om de små bygdesamfund og om de udfordringer som disse 

samfund står overfor i lyset af klimaforandringerne. Men området gemmer også på en række 

muligheder der på dramatisk vist kan forandre hele regionen.  

Qaanaaq distriktet er det eneste område den grønlandske del af Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area, hvor 

der er en permanent befolkning. Qaanaaq er med sine 678 indbyggere den største by i området. 

Bygderne omfatter Savissivik nord for Melville Bugten, Qeqertat i bunden af Inglefield Bredningen 

og Siorapaluk et par timers sejlads nord for Qaanaaq. Samlet bor der 850 i Qaanaaq distriktet.  

Igennem generationer har lokalbefolkningen levet af og overlevet ved jagt nær Den Sidste Is/Last 

Ice Area. Jagten er stadig vigtig. Fangere driver jagt i området langs kysten fra det tidlige forår 

henover sommeren og mod slutningen af oktober. I området er der narhval, hvidhval, hvalros, 

isbjørn, rensdyr, moskusokser, flere arter af sæl og mange havfugle. Havpattedyr og fugle er en 

vigtig del af kosten, skindet bruges ofte til fremstilling af beklædning og rester af kød bruges som 

hundefoder. Men fangerne er ikke længere de eneste, der bruger områderne. Fangsten har 

traditionelt været det vigtigste bidrag til livets underhold i Qaanaaq området, men i de seneste år 

har hellefiskeriet været i fremgang. Såvel forskere som lokale fiskere fortæller, at der er 

forekomster af store fisk i området og der investeres i at forbedre faciliteterne til indhandling og 

opbevaring af fisk og kød i Qaanaaq.  

Mulighederne for at få et arbejde i Qaanaaq distriktet er begrænsede, da der er få private 

virksomheder og ganske få jobmuligheder udenfor det offentlige. I Qaanaaq er der en skole, en 

børnehave, et mindre sygehus, et elværk og en lille lufthavn. Indkøbsmulighederne er begrænsede 

til en dagligvarebutik og to mindre kiosker. I mange familier er lønindkomsten begrænset til en 

eller måske slet ingen stabil indkomst udover det der kan tjenes på indhandling.  

I Grønland, såvel som i andre dele af Arktis, knyttes jagt og fiskeri ofte med traditionel levevis og 

kultur. Og endnu knyttes jagt og fiskeri også til den nationale identitet i Grønland (Nuttall 1998b, 

Sejersen 2001). I de mindre byer og bygder på kysten ser et flertal af befolkningen stadig jagten og 

fiskeriet som en bærende vej i livet. Fra Nuuk og flere af de andre større byer lyder det derimod, at 

befolkningen skal til at tænke på alternativer til et liv som fanger.  

For befolkningen i Qaanaaq kan alternativerne omfatte udvinding af råstoffer. Forundersøgelser 

og efterforskningsaktiviteter er igangsat på halvøen Washington Land og ved Citronen Fjord, hvor 

kommende miner kan udnytte ressourcer af zink og bly. Og i havet udfor nordvest og nordøst 

Grønland er man i gang med at kortlægge ressourcer af olie og gas. 
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Turismen er også kommet til Qaanaaq distriktet, især i form af krydstogtturisme. I disse nordligste 

egne er turismen stadig relativ lille og industrien giver anledning til få jobs lokalt. Men sker der en 

udvikling af turismen i området kan der opstå et behov for både regulering og information for at 

undgå interessekonflikter, eksempelvis ved at regulere sejladsen i Inglefield Bredningen eller at 

begrænse turisterne besøg ved den nedlagte bygd Eetha for at undgå forstyrrelser af jagten.  

 

Økosystemerne ved Den Sidste Is  

Både de lokale samfund og det havgående fiskeri er afhængige af de skaldyr, fisk og havpattedyr 

som de arktiske økosystemer producerer. Husholdninger lever af de levende ressourcer i havet, 

men samtidig er den grønlandske samfundsøkonomi afhængig af de fisk og skaldyr der kan 

eksporteres.  

Kystnære økosystemer er kendetegnede ved deres evne til at ’gemme og cirkulere næringsstoffer, 

filtrere stoffer fra ferskvandssystemer af og ved deres evne til at beskytte kystlinjer mod erosion 

og storme’ (Burke et al. 2001: 1). Men status for livet i havet langs kysterne er ofte ikke særlig 

kendt fordi fiskeriaktiviteter og deres konsekvenser, eksempelvis konsekvensen af brugen af trawl, 

er utilstrækkeligt dokumenteret, alt imens der ikke er tilstrækkelig viden om de 

sammenhængende økosystemer (Burke et al. 2001: 3). Den grønlandske del af Den Sidste Is/Last 

Ice Area består for store deles vedkommende af lavvandede og kystnære områder, hvor den 

biologiske produktion er særlig høj. Fra plankton i havet til fuglefjelde med søkonger gemmer det 

grønlandske område på talrige arter, der både direkte og indirekte er afhængige af havisen og 

åbenvandsområderne for deres overlevelse.  

Havisen skaber unikke levebetingelser fordi isen begrænser mængden af lyse, der når havet og 

fordi isen dæmper virkningen af de vinde, der skaber bølger i havet. Når havisen dannes 

inddæmmes saltholdig vande, der koncentreres hen over vinteren for at blive frigives når igen 

smelter i foråret. De saltholdige vande synker mod havbunden og bidrager her med 

næringsstoffer, der i første led skaber vækst i mikroalger og plankton og i andet led føde til fisk 

(Andersen 2001: 127). Drivende pakis og havis nær kysten er elementer af vitale økosystemer, 

hvor is og hav danner levesteder for nogle af de mange havpattedyr, der lever i området ved Den 

Sidste Is/Last Ice Area.  

 

Fremtidig forvaltning af Den Sidste Is i Grønland  

Den Sidste Is/ Last Ice Area bliver genstand for stadig flere aktiviteter i fremtiden; nye skibsruter 

åbner i takt med sommerhavisen svinder ind, områder der før var dækkede af is åbnes nu for nye 

fiskerier og efterforskningen efter olie og mineraler tager til. Samtidig vil Qaanaaq distriktet og 

Nationalparken i Nord og Østgrønland sandsynligvis opleve en stigning i krydstogtturismen. 
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Samtidig reduceres sommerhavisens udbredelse og dermed forsvinder levesteder for isbjørn og 

andre arter, der lever ved isen.  

Forandring er udgangspunktet for fremtidens forvaltning af Den Sidste Is/ Last Ice Area. 

Forandringer i økosystemerne og økosystemernes produktion som en konsekvens af den globale 

opvarmning. Og forandringer i de forstyrrelser vi bringer til området i takt med at der etableres ny 

industri og stadig mere turisme i området.  

En fremtidig forvaltning af Den Sidste Is/ Last Ice Area kunne indeholde følgende elementer:  

- Fleksibel forvaltning i en fremtid præget af flere usikkerheder som følge af global 

opvarmning og udviklingen af ny industri. 

- Forvaltning med udgangspunkt i tilgængelig viden og forskning. Nylige kortlægninger af 

biologiske hot-spots og marin sårbarhed i forbindelse med skibsfart skal være med til at 

udvikle fremtidens forvaltning.  

- Brug af strategiske miljøvurderinger (SMV) som et redskab til at identificere den samlede 

virkning af foreslåede aktiviteter i regionen. 

- Inddragelse af lokalbefolkningen i industriudviklingen, eksempelvis for at forbedre 

vurderinger af virkninger på miljø (VVM), vurdering af den samfundsmæssige 

bæredygtighed, for at kortlægge områder, der er værdifulde for dem grundet deres 

økologiske, historiske eller åndelige værdier, og for at sikre en debat om befolkningens 

visioner for fremtiden.  

- Forvaltning med afbødende foranstaltninger for at mindske de forstyrrelser, som 

eksempelvis skibsfart og turisme har på dyrelivet. De afbødende foranstaltninger kan være 

en kortlægning af sejlruter, der begrænser forstyrrelser, en udpegning af områder uden 

aktiviteter (no-go zones) eller en regulering af adgang i de perioder, der er særligt vigtige 

for dyrelivet.  

- En strategi for udviklingen af ny industri, der tager udgangspunkt i forsigtighedsprincippet 

og bygger på viden og forskning om artsspecifikke kerneområder, biologiske hot-spots og 

viden om forstyrrelser og deres konsekvenser for dyreliv.  

- Gennemgang af mulighederne for at udvide rækkevidden af eksisterende 

naturbeskyttelsesforvaltning i området for Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area, herunder en 

udvidelse af Nationalparken, forvaltningen af RAMSAR områder og forvaltningen af de 

enkelte arter.  

- Endelig skal muligheden for en international anerkendelse af Den Sidste Is/Last Ice Area 

gennem FN undersøges. En udnævnelse af området som et Verdensarvsområdet eller et 

biosfæreområde ville kunne bidrage til at beskytte et område af naturmæssigt og kulturel 

værdi.  
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Grønlands Selvstyre har ansvaret for forvaltningen af den grønlandske del af Den Sidste Is/ Last Ice 

Area i samarbejde med Qaasuitsup Kommunia. Grønlands Selvstyre fastsætter jagtkvoter baseret 

på biologisk rådgivning og viden indsamlet af fiskere og fangere, ligesom at Selvstyret har 

kompetencen til at sikre en beskyttelse af natur og miljø. Grønlands Selvstyre har også 

kompetencen til at udstede licenser til udvinding af olie, gas og mineraler. Beskyttelse af 

havmiljøet er dog fortsat område, hvor forvaltning og ansvar er delt imellem Grønlands Selvstyre 

og den danske stat.  

Et område af særlig interesse er Nordvandet (beliggende 76°N-79°N, 70°W - 80°W). Nordvandet er 

et åbentvandsområde, der har haft afgørende betydning for befolkningen i området gennem 

generationer. I en videnskabelig artikel argumenterer Heide-Jørgensen, Burt, Guldborg Hansen, 

Hjort Nielsen, Rasmussen, Fossette og Stern (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012) for, at Nordvandet 

fortjener en særlig interesse i både forskningsmiljøer og i forvaltningen. Lokalt har man kendt 

betydningen af Nordvandet igennem generation, sammenhængende studier viser at Nordvandet 

har en høj forekomst af havpattedyr og havfugle sammenholdt med andre højarktiske 

åbenvandsområder og endelig er Nordvandet sårbart overfor klimaforandringer.  Forfatterne 

understreger i artiklen at ’Nordvandet er et område sårbart overfor klimaforandringer og 

reduktionen i havisen siden 2002 ved Nordvandet og i Baffinbugten generelt vil hvis 

forandringerne fortsætter forårsage store ændringer i de store havpattedyrs brug af området’ 

(Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012)(Oversat af WWF Verdensnaturfonden3).  

 

Der er således brug for en fleksibel forvaltning. I artiklen konkluderes det at ’Nordvandet er et 

første synligt eksempel på nogle af de hastige ændringer der lige nu påvirker marine områder i 

Arktis. Der er adskillige gode grunde til at monitere både fysiske forhold (havis og 

cirkulationsmønstre) og biologiske forhold (kredsløb af næringsstoffer og top predatorer) i dette 

unikke, højproduktive åbenvandsområde. Udpegning af dette område som et UNESCO biosfære 

område ville være en måde, hvorpå man kunne anerkende Nordvandets globale betydning og sikre 

                                                           
3 I artiklen lyder citatet: ‘The North Water is a climate-sensitive area and the decline in sea ice coverage since 2002 

both there and in Baffin Bay more generally will, if continued, cause major changes in the use of the North Water by 

marine top predators’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012). The North Water is a bellwether for some of the rapid changes 

that currently affect marine areas of the Arctic and there are good reasons for monitoring both physical (sea ice and 

circulation patterns) and biological (nutrient cycling and top predators) conditions in this uniquely productive high-

latitude polynyas. Declaration of this area as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve would be one way of recognizing its global 

significance and maintaining an international focus on monitoring its status’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012). 
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en international interesse for at overvåge dets status’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012). (Oversat af 

WWF Verdensnaturfonden4). 

  

                                                           
4
 I artiklen lyder citatet: ‘The North Water is a bellwether for some of the rapid changes that currently affect marine 

areas of the Arctic and there are good reasons for monitoring both physical (sea ice and circulation patterns) and 

biological (nutrient cycling and top predators) conditions in this uniquely productive high-latitude polynyas. 

Declaration of this area as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve would be one way of recognizing its global significance and 

maintaining an international focus on monitoring its status’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012). 
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1.  Greenland and the Last Ice Area   

The section offers an introduction to the Greenland sections of the Last Ice Area (Greenland LIA) 

with a focus on the geography, flora and fauna of the region and a focus on uses of the 

ecosystems services provided for the people of the region.  

The Greenland LIA study area is Danish/ Greenland territory north of 76 N latitude including 

marine regions, coastal areas and sections of the Greenland Ice Sheet. Within the study area you 

find the town of Qaanaaq (population 680) and surrounding communities of Savissivik, Qeqertat 

and Siorapaluk.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The science of the LIA is dealt with more completely in the companion WWF report Geography 

and Biology of the Last Ice Area (Koopmans, WWF-NL, in preparation), but some of that 

information is given here to allow this report to stand alone.  

 

Geography, flora and fauna of the Greenland LIA 

Since available climate change models cannot accurately predict the extent of the area where 

summer sea ice will persist for the longest time an approximate area for continued ice cover has 

been identified as the Greenlandic and Danish territories north of 76°N latitude.  

Figure 2: Greenland LIA study area (territory north of 76 N latitude).  
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Geography and climate 

The geographical extend of the Last Ice Area encompasses the Kane Basin and Ellesmere Island as 

the westernmost boundaries and includes the town of Qaanaaq (pop. 678) and the US Air Force 

Base at Thule/ Pituffik alongside the smaller constituent settlements; Savissivik (pop. 58), Qeqertat 

(pop. 28), and Siorapaluk (pop. 56). 

In North Greenland the LIA area includes the remote coast Peary Land, Cape Morris Jessup and the 

northernmost land of Inuit Qeqertaat/ Kaffeklubben Ø. Geological surveys have documented 

resources of minerals (zinc and iron ore) as well as petroleum potentials onshore; the Franklinian 

Basin, North Greenland (80 - 83 °N) and off shore North-East Greenland Shelf (75 - 80°N) 

(Henriksen, et al, 2000).  

In Northeast Greenland the LIA area encompasses the ice sheet, coastal and marine regions of 

Kronprins Christian Land and Germania Land. The former is home to Station Nord and the latter to 

Danmarkshavn, both facilities of the Danish Royal Navy. The staff stationed here are is the only 

permanent presence in the area. 

Detailed geological maps of the Greenland LIA are included in annex I of the report.  

One of the key features of the Greenland LIA is that it is primarily identified as a high Arctic coastal 

ecosystem composed of myriad land, sea and ice-based species, some of which are immediately 

dependent upon the ice as their habitat, haul-out and ecological niche.  

Average annual precipitation in the Greenland LIA is about 100mm (Qaanaaq and Siorapaluk) with 

most of it falling as snow. The depth of the snow is greatest around April, and in July and August 

the snow disappears altogether from the ground in the lowlands. Coastal fogs are most frequent 

during the melting season in summer where great banks of fog reach the shorelines and often 

make navigation difficult. In this part of Greenland, the polar night begins as the sun travels below 

the horizon from late October to the middle of February.  

Since projections suggest that the LIA will be one of the last areas of retreating sea ice by 2040, 

the analysis will primarily focus on marine mammal species who share a common dependency 

upon sea ice for their survival and who, in turn, are expected to increasingly migrate towards the 

proposed area due to a generally warming Arctic (Hovelsrud et al. 2008).  
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Fauna 

In the Greenland LIA ice-associated mammals include the polar bear (Ursus maritimus), walrus 

(Odobenus rosmarus), ringed seal (Phoca hispada), bearded seal (Erignathus barbatus), harp seal 

(Phoca groenlandica) and hooded seals (Cystophora cristata). Cetaceans seasonally migrate, feed 

and rear their young in the waters outlined in the Greenland LIA and include bowheads (Balaena 

mysticetus), narwhals (Monondon monoceros) and beluga whales (Delphinapterus leucas).  

All of the above named species have been highlighted on the basis of their dependence upon the 

ice, conservation status and because they also remain important for maintaining the basis of the 

mixed cash/subsistence economy of local households and small-scale coastal hunting and fisheries 

communities located in the Greenland LIA. Aside from the large marine mammals and cetaceans 

there are numerous species of fish such as Greenland halibut (Reinhardtius hippoglossoides), wolf 

fish (Anarhichas lupus), trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss), Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) and Arctic cod 

(Boreogadus saida) and charr (Salvelinus alpinus) that are harvested using oceangoing trawlers as 

well as smaller boats and skiffs belonging to the local residents.  

The Greenland LIA is also particularly rich in colonies of migratory birds. With some 20 or more 

large colonies scattered along rocky cliffs and outcroppings along the coast, the area supports one 

of the largest, most varied, populations in Greenland (Boertmann, 2001). The most important 

species will be reviewed and assessed in the Conservation section.  

Muskoxen (Ovibos moschatus) and caribou (Rangifer tarandus groenlandicus) are found in herds 

that move between the coast and further inland in accordance with the changing seasons. If it is a 

warm year, herds will usually move closer to the ice sheet to cool down during the summer while 

they are often found closer to the shorelines and milder climates areas during winter. The 

respective regulations concerning the harvest and conservation status of the above identified 

species will be discussed further in the section on Conservation and also to some extent in relation 

to current hunting and fishing in the LIA.  

Within the Greenland LIA two open-water areas are important habitat to several species of marine 

mammals and sea birds: the North Water polynya (76 - 79 °N, 70 - 80 °W) and the Northeast 

Water polynya (77 – 81 °N, 6 – 17 °W). The North Water and adjacent areas with fast ice have 

functioned as the gateway from the Canadian Arctic for several waves of Inuit migrants who 

settled in Greenland (Heide-Jørgensen, M. P., et al., 2012). And the Qaanaaq district still relies on 

ecosystem services from the North Water.  

In 2009 aerial surveys were conducted to map abundance of belugas, narwhals, walrus, bearded 

and ringed seal and sea birds during spring (Heide-Jørgensen, M. P., et al., 2012). The surveys 

document the importance of the North Water for Arctic marine wildlife and authors discuss 

management regimes for the region, including the establishment of a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve 
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in recognition of the North Water’s global significance and to maintain an international focus on 

monitoring its status (Heide-Jørgensen, M. P., et al., 2012). 

 

 

Flora 

The enormous geographical extent of Greenland from south to north offers a great variety of 

habitats for different species of plants. At present some 513 species of plants are known and this 

is a number which continues to grow as remote and inaccessible regions are increasingly explored. 

The LIA covers plants common to the High Arctic and Middle Arctic vegetation zones where the 

distribution of a species depends on temperatures, precipitation, soil conditions and competition 

with already established species for space, light and nutrients (Bay et al., 2001). A comparable 

decline in species variation, from around 350 species in the south to approximately 120 species in 

the northernmost regions, occurs in Greenland when moving from the Low to the High Arctic. High 

Arctic vegetation covers most of the LIA and it is characterised by the fact that less than 5% of the 

surface is covered by continuous vegetation.  

In the section on Conservation the most predominant species in the LIA, such as saxifrage, arctic 

willow and blueberries, will be documented in more detail.   

 

Climate change  

The Arctic is increasingly emerging as a region at the forefront of global climate change. According 

to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change there is ‘stronger evidence that most of the 

warming observed over the last 50 years is attributable to human activities’ (IPCC Third 

Assessment Report, 2001).  

Climate change has been dramatic in the Arctic. Warming has been at least twice as fast as the 

global average (Arctic Council, 2005). And the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme 

(AMAP) in their report on Snow, Water, Ice and Permafrost in the Arctic (SWIPA, 2011) make the 

following projections to 2080:  

• Average Arctic autumn-winter temperatures are projected to increase by 3 to 6°C by 2080 

even using scenarios in which greenhouse gas emissions are projected to be lower than 

they have been for the past decade  

• Arctic snowfall and rain are projected to increase in all seasons, but mostly in winter. 
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Increases are most dramatic over the Last Ice Area; northeast Greenland and the Canadian 

Arctic Archipelago, and over coastal Siberia.  

• Climate model projections show a 10 to 30 pct. reduction in the mass of mountain glaciers 

and ice caps by the end of the century. 

 

The Danish Metrological Institute (DMI) has prepared climate projections for Greenland that show 

temperature increases of 7 to 8°C increase by 2080 based on the balanced A1B scenario. On the 

Greenland east coast changes may be even more dramatic with increases of up to 12°C (Stendel et 

al., 2007).  

Glaciological surveys suggest the Arctic ice sheet has experienced recent reductions in total 

surface area from Russia, over Alaska and Canada, to Greenland. These increases in the presence 

of greenhouse gas emissions in the earth’s atmosphere are understood to be directly linked to the 

general warming trend observed in the Arctic in recent years. 

Increased carbon dioxide and methane levels are projected to lead to overall temperature 

increases at the earth’s surface, which are reflected in the evidence for both significant thinning 

and shrinkage in the overall extent of the polar ice cover (Rothrock et al., 1999). Climatic changes 

on this scale are projected to induce major shifts in atmospheric and oceanic circulation patterns, 

which will result in the overall reduction of polar pack ice. 

Estimates of almost total loss of Arctic sea ice in summer range from 2020 to 2100. The summer 

sea ice is shrinking at a rate of 11% per decade and the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment 

Program’s SWIPA report states that, ‘A nearly ice free summer is now considered likely for the 

Arctic Ocean by mid-century’. As the ice shrinks, the open Arctic ocean absorbs more heat from 

the sun, reinforcing the melting process (Sommerkorn, M. And Hassol, S. J. edt., 2009). 

A reduction in the overall presence of sea ice is very likely to have devastating consequences not 

only for Arctic wildlife such as polar bears and ice-dwelling seals who depend upon the ice for 

rearing their young but also for coastal communities who rely on local wildlife for nutritional and 

cultural benefits. At the same time, sea ice reduction in Arctic waters is likely to increase shipping 

and marine access to the region’s resources while consequently increasing the likelihood of 

environmental damage that can harm marine life and the health of local populations (Arctic 

Council, 2009).   

Climate change is dramatically influencing northern communities. In Greenland, the government 

has put adaptation to climate change on the agenda in order to understand the changes ahead 

and plan for a climate-changed future. Of special concern are the consequences of warming of the 

oceans and changes in aquatic life as Greenland is highly dependent on northern shrimp, cod and 
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halibut. In a study of climate change in fisheries and hunting, measures for climate change 

adaptation are identified and discussed (Greenland Government, 2012).  

 

Current uses 

Greenlanders residing in Qaanaaq and the nearby settlements (known locally as Inughuit/ Inuit) 

harvest along the coast on an everyday basis from the onset of spring (March) until the end of 

October, where the polar night begins to set in. Qaanaaq and its constituent towns and 

settlements are often considered as some of the most traditional communities left in Greenland 

due to their continued reliance upon dogsleds for travelling and hunting on the ice and the use of 

kayaks during the whaling season. The local fauna boosts a rich diversity of diets including the 

socially prized mattaq (skin and blubber from narwhal and beluga), walrus, muskoxen and several 

species of seal, while polar bear and reindeer hides are processed for traditional highly useful 

garments during winter. But the local people are no longer the only users of the area.  

During the Second World War, the United States Air Force established a base of operations 

(weather station) that was subsequently expanded to serve as the first line of defence against the 

Soviet Union during the Cold War. Today, Thule Air Base/ Pituffik is a busy transport hub with 

military flights in and out of the airbase. Alongside the longstanding presence of US military 

personnel, the area is frequently visited by scientists from across the world that come to study the 

effects of climate change and/or the habitats of numerous species of birds, fish and marine 

mammals. More recently the area has also witnessed a gradual increase in cruise tourism and 

related ship traffic along the coastline while the search for minerals and possible oil reserves by 

multinational mining corporations is also on the increase.   
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2.  Greenland Self-Government 
 

In this section the jurisdiction of the Greenland LIA is discussed based on an introduction to the 

current status of Greenland under the Act on Greenland Self-Government. It is established that 

jurisdiction of the resources of the Greenland LIA rests with the Greenland Parliament with the 

exception of jurisdiction related to national security and defence as well as foreign affairs. 

 

From colony to Self-Government 

Greenland was a colony of Denmark until 1953, when an amendment of the Danish Constitution 

was made and Greenland became a constituency within the Danish Kingdom alongside the Faroe 

Islands. Modernization of the Greenlandic society led to the establishment of Greenlandic political 

parties and demands for greater economic and political independence in the 1970s. In January 

1979 the Greenland Home Rule was established after a referendum, where two thirds of the 

population voted in favor of increased independence5.  

30 years later Greenland Self-Government was established. In accordance with the Self-

Government Act of 12 June 2009, the Self-Government authorities in Greenland exercise 

legislative and executive power whereby the legislative power lies with Inatsisartut (Greenland 

Parliament), executive power with Naalakkersuisut (Greenland Government) and the judicial 

power with the Self-Government established courts of law6.  

                                                           
5
 Greenland Home Rule Act (No. 577 of 29 November 1978). An English version is available at 

http://www.stm.dk/_p_12712.html.  
6
 Greenland Self-Government Act (No. 473 of 12 June 2009). An English version is available at     

http://www.stm.dk/multimedia/GR_Self-Government_UK.doc 
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Greenland Parliament speaker Josef Tuusi Motzfeldt opens the 2012 autumn session of Inatsisartut, 21 September 2012 (@ 

Inatsisartut). 

 

Act on Greenland Self-Government  

On 21 June 2009 – the national day of Greenland – the new act on Greenland Self-Government 

came into force. The act was issued by the Danish Parliament and then handed over to the 

Greenland Parliament by her Majesty the Queen at a ceremony in Nuuk, Greenland.  

In preparation for this came first the Greenlandic commission of Self-Government (1999-2003), 

discussing the need for an extension of the Home Rule introduced in 1979, next the 

Greenlandic/Danish commission on Self-Government (2004-2008), whose report was the basis of 

the new Act on Greenland Self-Government. In November 2008 a majority of the people of 

Greenland – three out of four – voted in favour of the introduction of Self-Government.  

The Act on Greenland Self-Government7 introduced new principles on the economic relationship 

between Greenland and the Kingdom of Denmark, provisions on how revenues from hydrocarbon 

and mineral activities are to be shared and language on Greenland’s access to independence. But 

the act is also important from a cultural perspective. In the preamble the people of Greenland are 

acknowledged as a people pursuant to international law with the right to self-determination. The 

                                                           
7
 The 2009 act on Greenland Self-Government (no. 473 of 12 June 2009) is available in English at 

http://www.stm.dk/multimedia/GR_Self-Government_UK.doc  
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act is based on a wish to foster equality and mutual respect in the partnership between Greenland 

and Denmark. Greenlandic is recognised as the official language of Greenland.  

 

Transfer of responsibilities   

Since 1979 many areas of responsibility has been taken over by the Greenland Government, e.g. 

health services, education and culture. Of special relevance to the LIA project is the fact that 

Greenland has national legislation and administration responsible for conservation of flora and 

fauna, protection of the environment and management of living resources.  

By 2009 fields of responsibility still resting with the Kingdom of Denmark were organized into two 

separate lists. List I refers to fields of responsibility that can be transferred to the Greenland 

Government upon request by decision-makers in Greenland whereas List II cover fields of 

responsibility that can be transferred to the Greenland Government after negotiations with the 

Danish Government.  

• List I - transfer upon request: industrial injury compensation, remaining areas under the 

health care act, road traffic regulation, the law of property and obligations and the 

commercial diving area.  

• List II - transfer upon negotiations: prison and probation services, passports, police and 

prosecution services, administration of justice including the establishment of courts of law, 

criminal law, border controls, law of capacity, family law, succession law, law practice, 

weapons regulation, radio-based maritime emergency and security services, radio 

communications, company, accounting and auditing regulation, food and veterinary, 

aviation, intellectual property and copyright, shipwreck and wreckage, security at sea, ship 

registration and maritime regulation, charting, buoyage, lighthouse and pilotage, marine 

environment, financial regulation and supervision, mineral resources management, 

working environment and meteorology.  

Fields of responsibility which exclusively concern Greenland affairs and have not been referred to 

in the Schedule are assumed by the Greenland Government. 

Upon introduction of Greenland Self-Government negotiations on management of mineral 

resources (List II) were undertaken, and by January 1 2010 the first Greenland Parliament Act on 

mineral resources and mineral resources activities came into force, establishing the Greenland 

Government as the authority responsible for all aspects of mineral and hydrocarbon activities in 

Greenland. This was the first example of a List II field of responsibility transferred from the 

Kingdom of Denmark to Greenland.   
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Economic relationship  

The Act on Greenland Self-Government also establishes the future economic relationship between 

Greenland and the Kingdom of Denmark.  

Under Greenland Home Rule (1979-2009) the annual subsidy for Greenland was negotiated and 

new fields of responsibilities were transferred with funding. With the Act on Greenland Self-

Government the annual subsidy is now fixed at DKK 3,439.6 million annually, adjusted with the 

general price and wage index of the Finance and Appropriation act of the relevant year. Thereby, 

the Greenland Government must consider financing when taking on responsibilities under List I or 

List II.  

Increasingly relevant in relation to the economic relationship between Greenland and the 

Kingdom of Denmark are the exploitation of mineral and hydrocarbon resources in Greenland. In 

relation to revenue from mineral resource activities in Greenland, the Danish Government’s yearly 

subsidy to the Self-Government authorities will be reduced by an amount corresponding to half 

the revenue which, in the year concerned, exceeds DKK 75 million. In accordance with the Act on 

Greenland Self-Government,  §10, negotiations shall be initiated between Naalakkersuisut and the 

Danish Government regarding the future economic relations between Greenland and Denmark 

Government if the subsidy is reduced to zero kroner (that is, if incomes from mineral resources 

activities in Greenland exceeds DKK 6,880 million).  

 

Access to independence  

The 2009 Greenland Self-Government Act holds agreed language on Greenland’s access to 

independence. Decisions regarding Greenland’s independence shall be taken by the people of 

Greenland in accordance with § 21. An agreement between the Greenland Government and the 

Danish Government regarding introduction of independence for Greenland shall be concluded 

with the consent of the Greenland Parliament and shall be endorsed by a referendum in 

Greenland. The agreement must also be concluded with the consent of the Danish Parliament.  

The 2009 act also states that independence for Greenland implies that Greenland assumes 

sovereignty over the Greenland territory.  

 

Foreign affairs  

Since the Greenland Home Rule was introduced in 1979 foreign affairs and politics has become a 

much more integrated part of many policy areas, for example in relation to protection of the 
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marine environment, conservation of flora and fauna, management of fisheries and in relation to 

international new forums like the Arctic Council.  

The Kingdom of Denmark has the constitutional responsibility for and power to act in international 

affairs. But much has happened since Greenland Home Rule was introduced in 1979 and therefore 

the Greenland Self-Government Act establishes that the Danish and Greenlandic Governments 

must cooperate in international affairs with a view to safeguard the interests of Greenland as well 

as the interests of the Kingdom of Denmark.  

The Greenland Government may, on behalf of the Realm, negotiate and conclude agreements 

under international law with foreign states and international organizations if these agreements 

exclusively concern Greenland and entirely relate to fields of responsibility resting with the 

Greenland Government.  

And before the Danish Government initiates negotiations regarding agreements under 

international law which are of particular importance to Greenland they must inform and – if 

requested by the Greenland Government, make an agreement that sets a frame for these 

negotiations. 

There are many examples that reflect how the Kingdom of Denmark must take into consideration 

the interests of and often negotiate a common position between Denmark, Greenland and the 

Faroe Islands before entering into international negotiations. Under the International Whaling 

Commission negotiations on quotas for aboriginal subsistence whaling is of particular interest to 

Greenland and therefore the Greenland Government is actively engaged in meetings and 

negotiations. And when the Kingdom of Denmark ratified the Kyoto protocol the Government of 

the Faroe Islands asked for a territorial exclusion while the Greenland Government agreed to GHG 

reduction targets as negotiated in a bilateral agreement. Under UNFCCC negotiations Danish and 

Greenlandic delegations cooperate.  

 

Jurisdiction of the Greenland LIA  

Building on the principles of first the Greenland Home Rule and later the Greenland Self-

Government, the point of departure is that jurisdiction of the Greenland LIA rests with the 

Greenland Parliament and Government. Where aspects of this relate to national security and 

defence or foreign affairs jurisdiction rests with the Danish Parliament.  

Terrestrial and coastal regions within the Greenland LIA is subject to jurisdiction of the Greenland 

Parliament and Government. The Greenland Parliament has since the introduction of Home Rule 

passed a wide range of acts that regulate management of the terrestrial and coastal regions, 
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including spatial planning, protection and conservation, management of living resources and 

management of mineral resources activities etc.  

Four municipalities – Kommune Kujalleq in South Greenland, Kommuneqarfik Sermersooq 

covering Nuuk region and East Greenland, Qeqqata Kommunia covering Maniitsoq and Sisimiut in 

West Greenland and Qaasuitsup Kommunia covering all towns and settlements north of 

Kangaatsiaq – are found in Greenland. The municipalities are responsible for many public services, 

including education, social service and handling of waste. Qaasuitsup Kommunia covers a huge 

territory with a coastline of 1,600, where 8 towns and 31 settlements are found. The total 

population of Qaasuitsup Kommunia is 17,742. The municipality board has representation from 

the Qaanaaq district, but distances are long and administration and decision-makers are far away 

since the 2009 municipality reform, which established Ilulissat as the administrative centre for 

North Greenland.  

For the marine regions the jurisdiction is shared and more complex. Management and use of 

marine living resources is under Greenlandic jurisdiction, and since 2010 the development of 

hydrocarbon resources activities off the Greenland coast has been subject to the jurisdiction of the 

Greenland Parliament too. The Mineral Resources Act establishes that the Greenland Government 

has the right to control and use mineral resources in the subsoil of Greenland8, including the right 

to reserve areas as no-go-zones or temporarily closed zones for mineral and hydrocarbon 

activities. Therefore, the Greenland Government issues licenses for hydrocarbon resources 

development and fisheries within the EEZ.  

The division of jurisdiction between Greenland and Denmark is complex, and in relation to marine 

protection there is a potential problem that decision makers in Greenland and Denmark must 

address.   

In the like event of hydrocarbon resources development in waters 3 to 200 miles off the coast all 

aspect of licensing, including environmental impact assessments and negotiation of contingency 

plans, now rests with the Greenland Government. But in the unfortunate event of an oil spill it 

remains to be established if the Kingdom of Denmark is responsible for clean-up should company 

contingency plans prove insufficient to secure relevant and sufficient clean-up efforts. At a 

conference on Arctic affairs a reporter and expert on Greenland and the Arctic explained to the 

audience how he has continued to raise this question of potential conflict with almost all parties 

within the Danish Parliament, but here found little interest to discuss even if of increased 

relevance (Personal comment delivered at Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs conference Spillet om 

Arktis – storpolitik, råstoffer og klima, 15. January 2013).  

Greenland Government has the jurisdiction to establish management regimes, i.e. protected areas 

                                                           
8
  Act on mineral resources and mineral resources activities (No. 7 of 7 December 2009) with later amendments.  
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where areas are of cultural, archeological or biological value9. Today 12 protected areas have been 

established in accordance with the Act on Conservation of Nature, but all of these are either 

terrestrial or coastal protected areas, like the Melville Bay nature reserve. There are no examples 

of marine regimes, e.g. marine protected areas established outside 3 miles of the coast.    

The 2003 Act on Conservation of Nature establishes its territory of competence as both terrestrial 

territory and ´fishery territory´ in Greenland (§ 2). No definition of fisheries territory is given in the 

act and supporting comments, but fisheries territory often refers to the areas within the 

established exclusive economic zone (EEZ) of a nation. This includes the Greenland LIA region.  

Even if it remains to be established, the legal basis of the Act on Conservation of Nature is most 

likely sufficient to establish a management regime for the Greenland LIA. And jurisdiction of the 

area rests with the Greenland Parliament and the Greenland Government. 

Based on the principles of Chapter 4 of the Act on Greenland Self-Government, a joint 

management regime for the Last Ice Area in Nunavut and Greenland will be subject for discussion 

between the Greenland Government and the Danish Government. Discussions about the need for 

a special management regime for the entire Last Ice Area and initiatives must be established in 

Greenland, but as there are aspects of foreign affairs in relation to Canada, e.g. Hans Island 

negotiations and the efforts to establish the continental shelf of Greenland for the UNCLOS 

process any efforts in support for a special management regime must be coordinated with the 

Kingdom of Denmark.  

The above indicates the complexities of jurisdiction within the Realm. Further studies of relevant 

legislation and the political relationship between Greenland and the Kingdom of Denmark can be 

initiated to draw a clearer picture of the current state of affairs in relation to conservation and 

protection of the marine environment.  

 

  

                                                           
9
 Conservation of areas of biological value is in accordance with the Act on Conservation of Nature (No. 29 of 18. 

December 2003) whereas conservation of areas of cultural or archeological value are issued in accordance with the 

Act on Conservation of Cultural Heritage (No. 11 of 19. May 2010). For protection of species regulations follow the Act 

on Harvesting and Hunting (no. 12 of 29. October 1999 with later amendments).    
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3.  Socio-economic characteristics  
This section gives a socio-economic introduction to the Qaanaaq district, the only permanent 

communities within the Greenland LIA. Where available, statistics for the Qaanaaq district are 

compared to the national average for Greenland.  

 

Demographics   

The largest town in the Greenland LIA is Qaanaaq, which according to the most recent census 

comprises a population of 678 residents. The other settlements in the area are Savissivik, 

Qeqertat, and Siorapaluk, which together account for a total population of 143 residents (Statistics 

Greenland 2011: 9).  

There are around 385 houses in Qaanaaq district with an average of 2.4 persons per household 

while the surrounding settlements share an average of 1.4 persons per household (Statistics 

Greenland 2011: 31).  

In addition to this the Thule Air Base, a US military base south of Qaanaaq, is home to approx. 700 

employees and military personnel. And the Danish Navy has another 12 men stationed in 

Northeast Greenland as part of the Sirius dog sledge patrol. This small group is the only permanent 

population of Northeast Greenland today, but Greenland in historical times have seen movements 

of Paleo-Eskimo cultures of people across Nares Strait to North and Northeast Greenland; first 

Independence I (2.400 – 2.000 BC), Independence II (500 BC) and then Dorset (750 – 1.300 AD) 

across Nares Strait into Northeast Greenland.  

 

Life Expectancy and fertility 

Data on life expectancy and fertility is not available on a regional level, but for Greenland as a 

whole.  

 Greenland Faroe Islands Denmark  

Life expectancy for population, average 70.23 years 79.85 years 78.3 years  

Life expectancy, male 66.65 years 77.37 years 77.3 years  

Life expectancy, female 73.9 years 82.5 years  81.6 years  
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Fertility rate, children born/woman 2.4  2.6 1.74 

Infant mortality rate, deaths/1.000 live 

births 

14.98 5.94 4.19 

Table 1: Life Expectancy and Fertility in the Kingdom of Denmark; Greenland, the Faroe Islands and Denmark. Based in 

information by Statistics Greenland, Statistics Denmark and the World Bank.  

 

By comparison, the life expectancy in Greenland is considerably lower than for the two other parts 

of the Kingdom of Denmark; Denmark and the Faroe Islands. The average life expectancy for men 

in Greenland is only 66.65 years, for women 73.9 years. Women in the Faroe Islands have a life 

expectancy of 82.5 years. Behind these marked differences are a complex set of reasons, including 

extreme and often dangerous working conditions for fishermen and hunters in the Arctic, long 

distances to and therefore less access to health care services in some settlements and differences 

in decease patterns etc.   

 

Welfare 

The Greenland Government provides a wide range of welfare benefits based on benefit criteria 

such as age, ability to work and job sector benefit schemes that include pensions, preliminary 

retirement benefits, invalidation allowance, public and educational support.  

Apart from the basic government subsidies additional supplementary benefits are granted on the 

basis of work capability, housing situation and child rearing responsibilities, which include 

maternity leave support, housing insurances and childcare benefits (Hjemmestyrets Betænkninger, 

2011).  

 

Income and jobs  

Income  

The average income is considerably lower in Qaasuitsup Kommunia – the municipality of Northern 

Greenland – compared to the national average. And the difference in income has grown in recent 

years. This reflects the fact that Qaasuitsup Kommunia consists of few towns with industries and 

tourism and a large number of settlements, where paid job opportunities are few.   
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 2008 2009 2010 Change 2008 – 2010 (in 

pct.) 

Average income, 

Greenland 

194.000 199.000 202.000 + 1,7  

Average income, 

Qaasuitsup Kommunia 

155.000 159.000 162.000 + 1,3 

Table 2: Average, personal income before taxes (in DKK). Statistics Greenland.  

The figures are not broken down to a community level, but most likely the average income of the 

inhabitants of Qaanaaq is below the average for Qaasuitsup Kommunia.  

In Qaanaaq and other northern communities of Qaasuitsup Kommunia small scale fishery and 

hunting is the predominant way of life. Qaanaaq has few paid jobs and most of these are in the 

public sector. There is one public school, a day care, a power plant facility, a small airport and a 

hospital. Shops are limited to one grocery store and two small kiosks. Therefore, many households 

have only one or sometimes no source of regular income besides what they can trade in after 

fishing or hunting.  

Discussions about poverty and distribution of income have been lively in the Greenland 

Parliament, but no official definition of poverty has been established. The discussion reflects the 

dramatic changes ongoing and the divide between urban communities and rural communities in 

Greenland. In rural communities, where access to computers and internet today is a necessity, you 

may see yourself as poor if you cannot provide your children with a smart phone or a computer. 

But in rural communities poverty may relate to other needs, e.g. fuel and a boat to sustain your 

family with food and to be able to travel to nearby communities. A 2007 report on children and 

poverty in Greenland documents that 9 pct. of all children live in relative poverty as their families 

have an income less than 50 pct. of the average income in Greenland. 39 pct. of all children live in 

families that receive some kind of social benefits (Nielsen et al., 2007). Risks of poverty in 

childhood is, according to the report, correlated with single parent families, with large numbers of 

siblings and with life in a settlement.  

 

Unemployment  

Unemployment is relatively common in the Qaanaaq district as there are few industries and few 

opportunities to find jobs outside the fisheries and the public sector. In the Qaanaaq district there 

is an increasing number of individuals affected by unemployment. The proportion of the work 

force affected by unemployment has increased from 2009 to 2011: In Greenland from 6,5 to 8,8, 

but in the Qaanaaq district from 6,8 to 20,2 pct. We have not been able to establish the reasons 
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behind the dramatic increase in unemployment in Qaanaaq.  

 

 2009 2010 2011 

Unemployed individuals, 

Greenland 

2008 2411 2793 

Unemployment rate, 

Greenland 

6,5 7,6 8,8 

Unemployed Individuals 

Qaanaaq  

27 44 84 

Unemployment rate, Qaanaaq  6,8 11,4 20,2 

Table 3: Unemployment – number of individuals affected by unemployment and unemployed as proportion of the 

potential work force, Qaanaaq and Greenland. Statistics Greenland.  

 

Trade in of fish and wildlife  

Fishery and harvest of whales and seals is the predominant way of life in Qaanaaq. The table 

below is a summary of trade in of Greenland Halibut, whales and seals in Qaanaaq, Savissivik, 

Siorapaluk and Qeqertat. Figures are in DKK, indicating the relative value of fisheries and hunting 

for the community.  

 

 1995 2000 2005 2009 2010 2011 

Fishery 

Greenland halibut 198.340 135.051 35.366 1.428 19.385 26.,820 

Hunting 

Narwhals 648.720 431.000 247.540 1.176.060 - - 

Beluga 304.040 0 0 1.840 - - 

Seal, meat 14.100 0 4.640 0 0 - 

Blueback (young 0 9.940 3.010 0 0 - 
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seal) (skin) 

Greenland seal 

(skin) 

6.460 83.560 21.680 44.940 72.000 - 

Ringed seal (skin) 1.147.000 1.414.140 834.510 647.980 481.360 - 

Polar bear (skin) 36.500 48.300 - - - - 

Polar bear (meat) 0 0 0 0 0 - 

Table 4: Fishery and hunting in Qaanaaq district, covering Qaanaaq and communities of Siorapaluk, Savissivik and 

Qeqertat. Registered trade in (in Danish kroner, DKK) for 1995, 2000, 2005, 2009, 2010 and 2011. ‘-‘ indicate no 

information available. Data from Statistics Greenland (Statistikbanken). Statistics Greenland at http://bank.stat.gl 

The Qaanaaq district has seen dramatic fluctuations in the trade in of some marine mammals, in 

particular related to the trade in of Beluga whale and narwhal. WWF-DK has not been able to 

establish the reasons behind these fluctuations and therefore it remains unclear if the changes are 

the effects of changes in management of the harvested species, if there has been changes in 

access to trade in locally or if the fluctuations simply reflect problems with data gathering.  

Traditionally, hunting has been the predominant way of life in Qaanaaq, but in recent years there 

has been a dramatic increase in fisheries of Greenland halibut. This corresponds with information 

from both local fishermen and hunters and researchers that there are stocks of large fish in the 

area. Therefore, investments are made to improve the small facilities for trade in, handling and 

storage of fish and meat in Qaanaaq (Interviews during Arctic Tern – Sailing to Siku expedition 

2012).  

Another important source of income for local subsistence hunters, once enough has been secured 

for household consumption, is the sale of beluga, narwhal and seal meat. Hunters in Qaanaaq 

district take pride in the fact, that they are providing most of West Greenland with mattaq from 

narwhals (Interviews during Arctic Tern – Sailing to Siku expedition 2012).  
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Traditional harvest of narwhal and beluga in the Ingelfield Bredning between Qaanaaq and Qeqertat is practised by 

kayaks during the summer. Small boats are used to bring the kayaks to the hunting grounds (©Mette Frost/WWF-

Canon). 

 

It has been difficult to obtain specific data on private sales or between-household sales of meat, 

skins and other locally procured foodstuffs. However, several independent researchers working in 

different parts of the circumpolar North suggest that the traditional economy (especially in the 

smaller settlements and townships) continues to feature as a central aspect of the local 

cash/subsistence economy (Quigley and McBride 1987: 9, Hovelsrud-Broda 1999: 39).  

While the analysis is not able to ascertain the extent of local exchange of cash for subsistence 

produce, it is safe to assume that a small majority of local households engage in either one or 

more aspects of the preparation of skins, exchange and/or consumption of locally procured 

foodstuffs. An in-situ household survey of pre-selected family units from across the socio-

economic strata would shed more light on these, and other activities, and their importance for the 

local communities in question.   
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Polar bear skin drying in Savissivik, August 2012 (©Mette Frost/WWF-Canon). 
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4.  Traditional and cultural use of Greenland LIA 

This section reviews the role of subsistence hunting and fishing for local Inuit culture, health and 

livelihoods. The analysis will focus on the cultural importance of local harvesting efforts for the 

continuation of cultural practices and examine the nutritional benefits associated with Inuit health 

and wellbeing in relation to the consumption of local country foods.  

Use of land and sea  

Many Greenlandic communities share a longstanding dependence upon hunting, fishing and 

gathering for several key reasons. One of the arguments presented below reviews the dietary 

importance of being able to access and harvest customary local sources of food such as fish, 

marine mammals, birds as well as edible plants and berries, which remain nutritionally superior to 

store bought food (which is also often expensive to buy). Other arguments related to land use and 

sea tenure are more evasive and difficult to evaluate. This is partly because there are no recent 

ethnographic studies or social surveys, which explicitly deal with these issues in the Qaanaaq area 

and partly because concepts such as traditional knowledge (TK), traditional ecological knowledge 

(TEK) and Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ), although widely recognised and applied in managerial 

contexts in Canada and Nunavut, are only beginning to receive recognition in Greenland (see also 

Huntington 2000, Usher 2000).   

Arctic terrestrial and marine ecosystems serve as the foundation for a variety of ecosystem 

services of critical importance for the continuation of local Indigenous livelihoods. In an 

assessment of Arctic environmental risk, anthropologist Mark Nuttall (1998a: 170) observes that 

Indigenous people in the circumpolar North increasingly perceive the Arctic as both an 

environment of risk and an environment at risk. Nuttall argues that it is an environment of risk 

because climate variability and local observations of changing weather conditions, all influence 

traditional harvesting activities and make everyday life uncertain. Greenlanders are increasingly 

also perceiving their local environments as being at risk from pollution, global climate change and 

industrial development. These threats also influence the climate, local weather shifts, animal 

migratory patterns and have measurable consequences for Inuit health and food security and 

already limit Arctic Indigenous peoples’ ability to achieve sustainable livelihoods.  

In Greenland, as elsewhere in the Arctic, the importance of hunting and fishing is commonly 

associated with aspects of traditional Inuit culture and also continues to remain a key marker of 

national identity in Greenland (Nuttall 1998b, Sejersen 2001). A part of the rural population (i.e. 

residents in minor towns and settlements) still views hunting and fishing as the main way of life 

while citizens in Nuuk, and other major towns along the coast, tend to take a modernist stance by 

arguing that Greenlanders need to start thinking about alternatives to the otherwise persisting 
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hunting way of life.  

To most westerners, sea ice is primarily regarded as an inert substance, which is most often 

viewed as a nuisance for the fishing industry or an obstacle to navigation in relation to shipping. 

For Inuit populations across large parts of the Arctic, however, sea ice is understood as a non-

human actor or force of nature endowed with meaning and intent. Silap inua, refers to the 

essence of the ‘great ice’ and highlights the intimate relationship, which continues to be shaped 

and informed by peoples on-going usage of local sea ice for hunting, fishing or simply travelling 

over land and sea in winter (Nuttall 2009).  

Many stories of hunting and fishing continue to be told and retold, either while meeting and 

greeting on the pier or over a hot cup of coffee, and in these narratives sea ice often features 

prominently alongside descriptions of the catch and prevailing weather. These narratives recount 

how the ice moves and behaves in relation to relevant wind, current and tidal conditions and a 

substantial vocabulary exists to account for the many forms of ice one is likely to encounter during 

hunting and fishing trips (Nuttall 2009). The hunting of polar bears, walrus and seal demand that 

ice conditions and local weather come together for creating the all-important window of 

opportunity, which local hunters and fishermen must in turn, learn to observe and respond to. 

This delicate interplay of environmental factors, animal behaviour and human experience and 

knowledge fosters an enduring sense of awareness for the different conditions of the ice and 

when to use it safely and efficiently (Tejsner 2012).  

Health  

Due to socio-economic conditions and their particular way of life, Arctic Indigenous populations 

experience poorer general health conditions than the non-Indigenous population. Epidemiological 

studies reveal that industrial contaminants in the food chain may contribute to adverse health 

effects upon Inuit. The Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program (AMAP) produce occasional 

reports on the status and trends in environmental persistent organic pollutants (POPs) and other 

contaminants in the Arctic ecosystem. These reports have revealed that rather than being a 

geographically remote region, the Arctic is closely linked to the rest of the world when it comes to 

the presence of contaminants from sources elsewhere. Pollutants are transported through sea and 

air and are often found in maritime species. Pollutants accumulate as small animals are consumed 

by larger animals in the food chain. And humans represent the final link in this chain.  

In a recent bio-monitoring project carried out between 2000-2006 in Greenland, researchers 

sought to identify biomarkers of POP exposure and the determination of biomarkers for POP 

effects and their hormone disruptive potentials in humans (Bonefeld-Jørgensen 2010). The study 

revealed that a high intake of traditional Greenlandic foods, together with smoking, caused higher 

blood concentrations of POPs. Although Bonefeld-Jørgensen (2010) concludes that the mixtures of 

serum POPs in Greenlandic Inuit have an endocrine disrupting potential, further studies are 
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nevertheless required to elucidate whether the serum POP related effects on hormone receptors 

can be viewed as explanatory factors.  

Grønlands Ernæringsråd (Greenland Dietary Council) produces dietary advice based on the latest 

research in bio-accumulation of contaminants in Arctic wildlife and consequences for human 

health. In 2013 they have issued a new folder on pollution in traditional food, advising people to 

continue to eat a variety of traditional food with a special focus on fish, wild berries and 

vegetables when available. To reduce the intake of contaminants they advise pregnant women, 

women breastfeeding but also children and youth to reduce their intake of polar bears, toothed 

whales, sea birds and older seals (Grønlands Ernæringsråd 2013).  

Alongside the socio-cultural arguments Greenlanders frequently make about their shared 

appreciation for the taste of kalaalimerngit (locally procured country foods), there is also growing 

evidence for the nutritional benefits of consuming local foodstuffs among Inuit populations. Inuit 

often stress that the absence of customary local foods from their diet triggers ‘a loss of vitality, 

lack of resistance to illness and a lessened sense of well-being’ (Freeman 2005: 61). Moreover, 

when comparing imported, store bought food, to meat from locally harvested marine mammals, 

significant differences can be discerned. ‘Raw whale has a somewhat higher ratio of fat to protein, 

a much higher ratio of sodium to potassium (3.5 compared to 0.1), and a lower ratio of calcium to 

magnesium and phosphorus’ (Barsh 2001: 164, emphasis original). Whale meat, for example, 

contains significant levels of vitamin A (about 1.860 milligrams per 100 grams or twenty times that 

of beef) and is also a vital source of vitamin C compared to imported (often frozen) foods (Barsh 

2001: 164).  

Evidence suggests that Inuit adapted metabolically to high proportions of sodium, magnesium and 

iron derived from country foods, by decreasing the rate at which these minerals are absorbed. 

Differences in dietary intakes also relate to heart functioning and blood pressure and a recent 

survey of metabolism rates among Greenlanders suggests that there are significant associations 

‘between the consumption of marine food and certain lipid fractions in the blood […] with a very 

high average intake of marine food’ (Bjerregaard et al. 2000: 732).  

It still remains to be seen whether Inuit emphasis on the importance of securing access to marine 

foodstuffs can be successfully coupled with the nutritional evidence that appears to support local 

health claims. Although the evidence for the nutritional benefits of securing locally available 

country foods is growing, there is still some way towards convincing Euro-American audiences 

about Arctic Indigenous peoples’ benefits from harvesting mega-fauna such as polar bears, 

narwhals and other traditional food sources. Here the Inuit focus on the nutritional value and the 

value of passing on tradition and culture from one generation to another is often met by foreign 

audiences, who appreciate these animals for their beauty, their ability to survive under extreme 

conditions and their iconic status as symbols of a changing Arctic.  
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Cultural and spiritual uses  

Use of sea and land 

Some data is available on Indigenous use of sea and land within the Greenland LIA, but 

comprehensive studies are needed to estimate the geographical range of hunting and fishing 

activities among the population of the Greenland LIA.  

Catch sites on the ice are usually placed about half a mile off shore occasionally stretching as far as 

the ice edge while muskoxen and caribou hunts usually take place around Eetah, some 150 km 

north of Qaanaaq. And where some hunters might choose to stay in the vicinity of the coastline 

while fishing, others however, need to make day-long journeys out on the ice to hunt for polar 

bear and walrus. Occasionally, and, if the weather permits, groups of hunters will take up lodgings 

in small hunting cabins or abandoned settlements or dwellings along the coast while hunting for 

seals, narwhals  or walrus. These hunting cabins are often scattered along the coast and will 

usually be reached after a few hours of sailing. The range of harvesting activities is a function of 

the availability of the chosen prey so for example, if the ice edge is situated far from shore or 

polynyas are few and far in between, hunters in turn will have to undertake long arduous journeys 

to hunt for species such as narwhals, beluga and polar bear as these prefer to migrate or hunt 

along the edge of the ice.  

Other uses of sea and land include travelling. Most travelling is done by boat in the few months of 

open water or by dog sledge during the winter months. In the Qaanaaq district there are frequent 

visits to the settlements of Siorapaluk, Savissivik and Qeqertat, but the inhabitants also travel to 

the old settlements where their families lived for generations. In the Qaanaaq district this includes 

the former settlement of Moriusaq, the replaced settlement of Uummannaq at the foot of Mount 

Dundas, Herbert Ø/Qeqertarssuaq Island at the mouth of Inglefield Bredning and the locality of 

Eetah. In many of these places the old homes are still maintained by recent generations, who go 

there for the summer and visit the hunting and fishing grounds that their families may have used 

for generations.  

 

Place names 

Through hunting and fishing activities, Greenlanders - and Indigenous people elsewhere in the 

circumpolar North - often share an enduring connection to their local environs and immediate 

coastlines. As Nuttall argues, ‘one of the defining attributes of being Indigenous is that it refers to 

the quality of a specific people relating their identity to a particular area and to their traditional 

cultural and economic dependence on local resources’ (Nuttall 1998b: 20).  

In recent years, several projects on the meaning and social significance of local place names have 

been mapped and recorded in different parts of the Arctic. In her fieldwork with the communities 
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known at the time as Holman, Coppermine and Bathurst Bay, anthropologist Beatrice Collignon 

mapped over 1006 place names and known trails (Collignon 1996). And another useful example of 

toponymic work is the Gazetteer of Inuit Place Names in Nunavik (Müller-Wille 1987), which was 

undertaken in cooperation with Inuit Elders of Nunavik and the Avataq Cultural Institute and 

based on their recollections of previous use of the land and surrounding sea. Many of these place 

names and known trails correspond to traditional, well-traversed routes while other named 

location are either associated with harvestable species such as Eqaluit (place of trout) or 

recollected as descriptive waypoints on long journeys. 

Place names serve not only as practical orientation markers but also address moral aspects of 

social memory and spirituality. Stories about events that took place at a particular place serve as 

moral anchors by informing the attentive listener about how best to act and behave in relation to 

animal partners and the wider forces of nature. A famous old story from Igloolik is the legend of 

Uinigumasuittuq (‘the woman who married a dog’), where the main events unfold at Qikiqtaarjuk 

(a small nearby island) and similar stories are also often told in Greenland (Nuttall 1992). As 

cherished family fishing spots, place names and other named locations, feature prominently in the 

collective social memory of local residents and these are often mentioned during discussions 

about hunting and fishing. The narratives of both old and young hunters (and their families), about 

events that took place around specific named locations, testify to the strong enduring bonds that 

continue to pervade the fabric of social life between local residents, animals and the surrounding 

land, sea and icescapes. 

One way of documenting local cultural and/or the spiritual importance of different locations in the 

LIA is the method of participatory mapping with the use of GPS. Participatory mapping has proved 

to be an efficient research tool for documenting local observations of climate change, animal 

migratory patterns and local weather changes in the Arctic (Fox 2002). Traditional knowledge 

mapping has also been successfully carried out in Nunavut where significant land, sea and ice 

areas of importance to local users has been documented to demonstrate the relationship between 

people and places in the Arctic (see for example, Aporta 2002 and 2003). 
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5.  Hunting and fishing 

 

This section reviews contemporary seasonal hunting and fishing patterns in the LIA and provides 

an overview of current hunting regulations and how these regulations relate to occupational and 

non-occupational hunters. Direct and indirect subsidies commonly associated with the hunting 

economy are also reviewed while an assessment of future hunting and fishing activities concludes 

the section.  

The most commonly harvested species are marine mammals such as walrus, polar bear, narwhals, 

beluga and fin whales; fish such as trout, salmon and Arctic cod; and terrestrial species such as 

muskoxen and caribou. Many of these species continue to hold important social and economic 

meaning for local people since they are used for food and clothing while they also figure in the 

cash-economy of many small-scale coastal economies (see for example, Dahl 2000). This 

relationship is also one of the key defining attributes of being Indigenous in that it reflects their 

cultural identity and association with a particular environment (and its animals) upon which their 

wellbeing, livelihoods and economic development depend. The economy of many households in 

the smaller, more remote, towns and settlements (including the northernmost Qaanaaq district) 

continues to be based around mixed cash/subsistence livelihood where prevailing weather and 

especially sea ice conditions remain important to the continuation of local harvesting and 

subsistence patterns.  

 

Seasonal fishing and hunting  

Fishing and hunting practices are closely related to the seasonal changes. Seasonal changes affect 

both the distribution of wildlife and methods available for harvesting.  

Winter and spring 

The catch of ringed seals in nets is good during the darkness of the long polar night but catches 

tend to decrease with the returning light because the light allow the seals to detect the nets. 

Around March, as the sunlight returns, local hunters from Savissivik set out on dogsleds to 

Qimusseriarsuaq (Melville Bay) to hunt for young ringed seals and polar bears. The constant 

movement of currents and icebergs keeps cracks open for ringed seals to breathe and polar bears 

are often present in these areas.  

Once the sun is up for most of the day and when the winter sea ice has settled into more stable 

conditions, hunting for seals resting in the sun is frequently practiced. This practise is called utoq-

hunting. Hunters usually travel by dogsled far out on the ice to hunt for seals around polynyas 
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(open water areas) and near the ice edge. By mounting a small white sheet (taalutaq) to the rifle in 

order to mimic the ice around him the hunter gradually crawls closer to the resting seal, while 

hiding behind the sheet whenever the seal scouts for predators. Utoq-hunting usually commences 

in the beginning of April and reaches its peak around June. Although seals are commonly hunted 

across the different seasons there are also peak intervals for the respective types of seal, so 

whereas ringed seals are hunted intensively between April and June, and again in late autumn (see 

below), bearded seals are often harvested sporadically on a year-round basis. Hunters often live in 

camps near the floe-edge (where shorefast ice meets the open water), where they can hunt for a 

range of species such as ringed seal, narwhal and polar bear. Occasionally, migrating schools of 

narwhals and beluga pass closely by the floe-edge where they are hunted using both traditional 

kayaks and modern fibre-glass skiffs. The floe-edge environment is crucial to the continuation of 

hunting practices since belugas, walruses, Brünnichs guillemots and common eiders are all hunted 

there. Around Savissivik (in the southern part of the LIA) polar bears are commonly hunted until 

May but in the more northern parts of the LIA (around Qaanaaq) the hunt is sometimes continued 

into early summer and also recommenced in late autumn before the onset of the polar night.  

The pace of community life usually tends to pick up with the increased presence of the returning 

sun and the more permanent stabilization of the landlocked ice. Hunters and fishermen can also 

be seen travelling out on the ice using either dogsleds or snow scooters to check their netting 

sites. Before setting out, however, hunters often discuss and assess daily harvesting efforts based 

on overall ice conditions, coastal currents and the prevailing weather. This is a good time for 

catching wolf fish and Arctic cod as these migrate back and forth with the tidal ebbs and flows and 

fishers often use long-lines to fish for these species through catch holes made in the ice. Hunters 

frequently visit their catch holes to check on the lines and occasionally these catch-sites are 

passed on to fellow hunters or family members once enough has been caught to feed the dogs or 

for selling on the harvest on the town stall or to the local processing plant.  

Towards the end of spring, schools of narwhals migrate past the major settlements on their way to 

the deeper parts of the high Arctic fiords where there feeding grounds are found. Narwhal hunting 

is a time-consuming and labour intensive activity, which also demands a great deal of cooperation 

between the different boats involved in the hunt. In many whaling communities, shares from the 

catch are still distributed the traditional way i.e. by having someone stand with their back to the 

piles of shares while another hunter behind him points to share, after which the person with his 

back turned calls out a random name of a participant. The method has been described in detail by 

Jens Dahl (2000) from his most recent ethnographic work in Saqqaq.   

 

Summer  

In this part of Greenland summer is commonly defined as the period in which open water occurs 

and around July the sea ice is scattered with melting ponds and large cracks, which limits overall 
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hunting activities. Hunting is made possible by carrying small one-man dinghies on sleds to the 

edge of the ice from where seals, polar bears and narwhals can be hunted, but once all the ice has 

disappeared all hunting must take place in small skiffs and dinghies. Little auks begin to arrive and 

settle down around the large cliff formations along the shoreline around May and in the following 

months, until their departure in August, thousands of them are caught using traditional landing 

nets.    

In summer and early autumn, migrating herds of muskoxen and caribou are often hunted for their 

prized meat and furs. Hunters from Qaanaaq, and the nearby settlements, usually travel to the 

hunting grounds in smaller fibreglass skiffs equipped with powerful outboard engines. The 150 km 

long journey north to Eetah where muskoxen and caribou are commonly found makes the hunting 

season short and hectic because it requires a lot of preparation and travel time while hunting 

success is never guaranteed. Walrus hunting also takes place in late summer and early fall i.e. 

ideally at any time before the arrival and more permanent settlement of the seasonally drifting 

sea ice. Walrus tend to be highly sensitive to noise and often choose to locate their colonies far 

away from the everyday boat traffic along the shorelines and between the settlements. This 

means that it is usually those hunters, who either own - or enjoy access to bigger boats and more 

powerful outboard engines to cut paths in the ice, who go walrus hunting (Ullerup and Maressa 

2008).  

 

Autumn 

Autumn in northern Greenland is usually understood as the time between the formation of new 

ice and the gradual disappearance of the sun at the onset of November. Once the ice has 

reformed, ringed seal hunting at their breathing holes commences once more and is usually 

possible until snow covers the ice. Around Savissivik the most important hunting area is 

Innaanganeq/ Cape York where the current has broken the ice and created good hunting grounds 

for landing ringed seals and polar bears. Narwhals start to migrate further south to more areas of 

open water and all the seabirds, except for black guillemots, also migrate to other regions. This is 

also a time where many fishermen can be seen out on the ice catching halibut by using long lines, 

which are usually tended daily by hauling and processing the catch while setting bait for the next 

day’s catch.  
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Government regulations  

Hunting is regulated by the Greenland Act on Hunting (act no. 12 of 29 October 1999 with later 

amendments)10. In accordance with this act a series of species specific ministerial orders have 

been issued by the Greenland Government.  

The Greenland Government, Ministry for Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture manages all hunting 

activities in Greenland. Since the mid 2000’s the Ministry for Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture has 

been responsible for both harvest and conservation of species subject to hunting. Therefore, the 

Greenland Government has issued ministerial orders on protection and harvest of single species, 

including ministerial order no. 7 of 29 March 2011 on protection and harvest of beluga and 

narwhal, ministerial order no. 16 of 16 July 2010 on protection and harvest of seal, Ministerial 

order no. 20 of 27 October 2006 on protection and harvest of walrus and ministerial order no. 21 

of 22 September 2005 on protection and harvest of polar bear11.  

 

Occupational and non-occupational hunting 

Greenlandic hunters and fishermen are basically organised into two main groups of either 

occupational or non-occupational hunters. Occupational hunters make a living from hunting and 

fishing while non-occupational hunters can be described as those who are either in full or part-

time employment while occasionally also deriving incomes from hunting and fishing activities. This 

subdivision is the key to interpreting current hunting legislations because different regimes apply 

to the respective categories of hunters.  

 

 

                                                           
10

 The Greenland Act on Hunting is available on the Greenland Government website: 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Landsstyre/Departementer/Departement_for_fiskeri/Lovgivning/Fangst_lovgivning/Love.a

spx  
11

 All ministerial orders are available in Greenlandic and Danish via the Greenland Government website: 

www.nanoq.gl, Ministerial order on narwhal and beluga:  

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Erhverv/Erhvervsomraader/Fangst_og_Jagt/Jagttider/~/media/443EBA3067074BBA9701C6

4ABBD80568.ashx .  

Ministerial order on seal: 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Erhverv/Erhvervsomraader/Fangst_og_Jagt/Jagttider/~/media/A076905D02D143AB93FE6

0F230EB42E4.ashx .  

Ministerial order on walrus: 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Landsstyre/Departementer/Departement_for_fiskeri/Lovgivning/Fangst_lovgivning/~/medi

a/E371B4B0C15741DF8C6BCB68A1CDDB6F.ashx .  

Ministerial order on polar bear: 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Landsstyre/Departementer/Departement_for_fiskeri/Lovgivning/Fangst_lovgivning/~/medi

a/8B5D616C7F3F499F9666032204AB5B6B.ashx .  
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In 2011, a total of 7.020 individuals were registered hunters in Greenland. Less than one of three 

registered hunters are occupational hunters in Greenland today, but within the Greenland LIA 

occupational hunting is still important. Here more than half of all registered hunters are 

occupational hunters.  

 Occupational hunters Non-occupational 

hunters 

Total 

Greenland total 2.060 4.960 7.020 

Qaasuitsup Kommunia 1.334 1.608 2.942 

Qaanaaq district 78 66 144 

Table 5: Individuals registered as either occupational hunters or non-occupational hunters by the Greenland 

Government. Fangststatistikken 2011 (available on www.nanoq.gl).  

 

The number of registered occupational hunters in Qaanaaq fluctuates between 64 and 78 when 

looking at the years 2007 – 2011. But on the national level, the number of occupational hunters is 

declining. In 2007 2,371 were registered as occupational hunters in Greenland. In 2011 the 

number is 2.060. Fluctuations from year to year may indicate that some occupational hunters may 

qualify for an occupational license in one year (criteria: > 50 pct. of income must come from 

hunting), but if they take on a paid job the next year the balance between income from hunting 

and income from other activities may be different.   

Another interesting aspect of occupational hunting is age distribution among hunters. According 

to the Greenland Government, 1 in 6 occupational hunters are aged 60+. And 4 in 10 occupational 

hunters are aged 50+. Unless the younger generations take to occupational hunting later in their 

work lives, the number of occupational hunters in Greenland will most likely continue to decrease. 

 

Occupational and non-occupational hunting rights 

The management of local harvesting activities such as whaling is principally based on the 

differentiation of so called user, access and disposition rights as these apply to the respective 

groups of hunters.  

User rights provisionally outline the individual hunters’ right to use a resource as either 

occupational or non-occupational hunters. During the negotiation and formulation of these rights, 

many occupational hunters lobbied extensively for the exclusion of non-occupational hunters from 

participating in narwhal and beluga hunting from the onset, arguing that their user rights, as 

occupational hunters, should take priority because hunting, and not waged employment, formed 
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the economic mainstay of their trade (Sejersen 2001). When these rights were implemented, the 

then Home Rule Authorities argued that the regulation was inspired by the historical egalitarian 

sense of property rights, whereby all Greenlanders have commonly enjoyed access to the harvest 

of local renewable resources.  

Disposition rights concern the relevant hunter’s right to profit from the sale of parts of his or her 

catch i.e. whether it may solely be used for household consumption or also sold on for a profit. In 

most of the larger towns and settlements hunters can either sell on the catch to other households, 

the local kalaaliarifiq (market stall), public institutions such as the elder home and finally to the 

local state-owned Royal Greenland processing plant. While traditional sharing practices are still 

observed between immediate kin and allies in many of the smaller settlements and townships, 

many of the larger towns have increasingly formalised the distribution of cash for meat shares or 

sales from skins, while on ceremonial occasions, such as public holidays or birthdays it is 

customary to enjoy sharing and presenting one another with socially esteemed meat gifts 

(pajupoq).  

Access rights refer to the way in which hunters can harvest a resource and usually concerns what 

type and size of vessel is used. If a hunters operates a skiff or smaller cutter i.e. under 25 Gross 

Register Tons (GRT), he or she is permitted to both consume and sell on the meat without 

restrictions, while a hunter using a boat larger than 25 GRT may only hunt for household 

consumption and is also not allowed to sell on the catch for profit. This regulation originates in the 

‘Great Trawler Debate’ where local small-scale fishermen caused a great deal of public debate 

about their observation of larger vessels and trawlers pursuing whales in what they considered 

their coastal back-waters (see also Dahl 1988).  

 

Direct and indirect subsidies 

In accordance with the Act on Support of Business related to Fisheries and Hunting (no. 13. of 3. 

December 2012)12, the Greenland Government can grant small business loans and financial 

support to individuals and companies that hold relevant licensing to actively pursue hunting and 

fishing in Greenland. The general criteria for providing support state that projects must be 

technically feasible and that the initiative will allow the receiver to attain status as self-supporting. 

As part of the evaluation, applications are reviewed on the basis of his or her current financial 

means and on whether the applicant holds the required licensing entitlements.  

                                                           
12

 The most recent amendment to the act was made in December 2012, but the idea of support for business 

development is rooted in Home Rule Acts from the mid 1980’s. The most recent act is found here: 

http://lovgivning.gl/Lov.aspx?rid={6F9C72A5-C969-449F-80E4-F9A3142CDEBB}  
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Financial support and other subsidies can be granted in relation to the acquisition of a newly built 

skiff, provided the vessel has a length of at least 16 feet and a maximum length of 19 feet. Support 

is primarily granted towards the acquisition of vessels for use in hunting and fishing and not for 

example, for use in tourist activities and/ or scientific research purposes. Support may cover up to 

75% of the vessels buying price, however, residents in Qaanaaq municipality are allowed subsidies 

covering costs up to 84% of the vessels buying price. The applicant must be between 18 and 60 

years of age and should hold an occupational hunting license for at least 2 years prior to the date 

the application is made.  

Further subsidies can be granted towards major repairs or reconstruction of a vessel, acquisition 

and/or major engine repairs, acquisition of safety equipment, acquisition of other technical 

installations (such as on board radio or GPS) and finally towards the purchase of fishing gear and 

other relevant hunting equipment. In relation to any application an all-round assessment is made 

based on the vessels economy with a prospective view towards the future profit which an 

occupational hunter is normally expected to make. A subsequent or renewed application towards 

the coverage of the buying price for a new vessel can be granted every 12 years, however, in the 

case of loss of vessel the applicant may reapply for support provided the vessel was properly 

insured in which case the insurance sum will be deduced from expenses incurred from the 

purchase of a new vessel.  

 

Scenarios for hunting and fishing 

Scenarios for hunting and fishing within the Greenland LIA are closely linked with the 

consequences of climate change on eco-system functioning and the future health of single stocks. 

In relation to this monitoring and management of stocks are important. Monitoring is conducted 

by the Greenland Institute of Natural Resources. And management, including the setting of 

quotas, is prepared by the Greenland Government in dialogue with hunters and fishermen.   

In 2012 the Greenland Government presented an assessment of climate change adaptation in 

fisheries and hunting for the Greenland Parliament (Greenland Government, 2012). The 

assessment was made by the Climate and Energy office in cooperation with the Ministry for 

Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture, and the purpose was to establish like scenarios for climate 

change effects on fisheries and hunting in Greenland and to identify measures for adaptation to 

climate change.  

In relation to fisheries, climate change will directly influence fisheries in Greenland as reduced sea 

ice distribution and longer periods with no sea ice will increase access to fishing grounds. 

Furthermore, increases in primary productivity as a consequence of warmer waters and more light 

may lead to increased stocks and increased areas of distribution for these stocks. This will benefit 
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the larger fishing vessels, as they are more cost-effective and can travel longer distances. The 

many small scale fishermen will still be dependent on healthy local stocks in the waters near their 

communities (Greenland Government, 2012). 

In the report future scenarios for commercial stocks and potential commercial stocks are 

developed, based on available knowledge. In relation to fisheries the main findings are:  

• Arctic cod will benefit from increases temperatures. If healthy management is applied, 

fisheries of Arctic cod may become important again in West Greenland.  

• Shrimp stocks will most likely be reduced due to increased stocks of Arctic cod that feed on 

shrimp larva, and increased temperatures. It is not assessed if shrimp fisheries will move 

into the Greenland LIA. 

• Greenland halibut may benefit from increases of 0 – 2 C, but increased temperatures may 

move the southern distribution line north. For the Greenland LIA this may indicate new 

potentials for Greenland halibut fisheries.  

The recommendations made towards the end of the report is, that there is a need for integrated 

management plans that incorporate consequences on society, culture and economy with 

consequences on stocks. In addition, the recommendations include research and international 

cooperation to understand consequences of climate change on fish stocks, focus on management 

of resources to avoid unsustainable fishing and finally more focus on the changes needed if fishing 

practices, in technologies used and in training. Small scale fishing may call for cooperation 

between fishermen locally, for shared investments in boats and equipment etc. (Greenland 

Government, 2012). 

In relation to hunting, the Government report on adaption to climate change also discusses the 

consequences of climate change for hunters based on available data about climate change and 

wildlife abundance. Identified consequences of special relevance to the Greenland LIA region are: 

• In North and Northeast Greenland increased precipitation may make it increasingly difficult 

for caribou and muskoxen to survive winters. Layers of snow and ice may make it 

increasingly difficult for them to graze.  

• Polar bears will suffer from loss of sea ice habitat. Loss of sea ice is dramatic, but in the 

Northern parts of Greenland some sea ice will remain. This sea ice may support stocks of 

polar bears for the future.  

• For seal species, ringed seal and bearded seal are especially dependent on sea ice and 

therefore most likely to suffer from loss of sea ice. Ringed seal was harvested in North and 

East Greenland but is now protected from all harvesting.  
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• For walrus, consequences of climate change for populations are still discussed, but harvest 

is considered a threat. Reduced sea ice cover may bring walrus closer to shore and 

therefore management is important.  

• The section on whales - beluga, narwhal and bowhead whales – holds no clear future 

scenarios. But attention is brought to the fact that some stocks are increasing. And hunters 

report seeing minke whales in North Greenland waters. In 2008, the first minke whale was 

harvested in Siorapaluk within the Greenland LIA.  

• The section on sea birds discusses the dependence of sea birds on the marine ecosystems, 

but no scenario is established in the report. Attention is pointed to the fact, that 

management is important to sustain healthy populations of sea birds harvested.  

 

Based on the above, recommendations are made increased monitoring of wildlife, including the 

gathering of observations made by hunters, building capacity in relation to adaption i.e. 

information on climate change consequences and scenarios for wildlife, flexible administration 

and financial schemes to support investments in new technologies etc. Another important finding 

in the report is the need for monitoring and management plans that allows for flexible 

management, e.g. quotas, based on the best available knowledge. An eco-system approach to 

management must be applied to manage best for the complexities of the eco-system and 

consequences of management for communities, culture and economics must be assessed. In 

relation to knowledge, the value of bringing hunters into the management process and of building 

management on both hunters’ observations and biological research is stressed (Greenland 

Government 2012).  

Modern hunters face many uncertainties – there are no simple answers, but climate change and 

the consequences of climate change will affect stocks and also management of these stocks. At 

the same time new industries may increase the need for monitoring and management further as 

these activities adds to the complexities of management. Generations before them, hunters would 

pack up their belongings and simply move in the search for new hunting grounds if sudden change 

occurred. But today hunters are closely tied to their communities. They have their permanent 

homes with mortgages. Their wives have jobs that support the families too. And their children are 

tied to their schools and friends in the communities. It is argued that bringing hunters in to 

participate in management and discussions about adaption to change will build capacity for 

adaptation and reduce uncertainties about the future.  

Adaptation to climate change may locally include efforts focused on developing new jobs in 

communities. Education and on-the-job training for hunters willing to learn a new trade may be 

part of the solution. Furthermore, an effort must be made to encourage youth to get formal 

education and to not establish as hunters in regions, where the conditions for hunting will be 
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increasingly difficult. Locally, trade stations for seal skin can be closed or trade in reduced to be 

only open to established hunters, but care must be taken that such measures does not ruin local 

communities.  

 

Key stakeholders 

- Indigenous hunters and fishermen 

- KNAPK and other national fisheries associations who represent the interest of hunters and 

fishermen 

- The Government of Greenland, Ministry for Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture and Ministry 

for Finance.  

- Qaasuitsup Kommunia, the local municipality for the Qaanaaq district. 

- International organisations such as the IWC, NAMMCO and JCCNMB 

 

6.  Conservation 

This part of the analysis will provide a review and assessment of current system resources located 

in the Greenland LIA. The present state of conservation for local species such as polar bear, walrus 

and some bird species will be reviewed with a focus on both current and future regulation efforts 

as these relate to the LIA. The section will also reviews relevant legal frameworks, quota 

allocations and international conventions as these relate to the conservation of local wildlife and 

the status of the national park in the eastern part of the Greenland LIA.   

WWF Global Arctic Programme has prepared a comprehensive study of the biophysical 

characteristics of the Last Ice Area to supplement the socio-economic and socio-cultural studies 

prepared by WWF-DK and WWF-CA (Koopmans, 2013 (in preparation).  

 

Ecosystem services  

The Arctic ecosystem provides fish, shellfish and larger marine mammals for the local coastal 

communities situated in the LIA and the coastal fisheries upon which a large extend of the 

Greenlandic economy depends. The Greenlandic coastal ecosystem is a source of sustenance for 

many local households and also provides most of the food resources upon which Greenlandic 

exports continue to depend.  
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Coastal ecosystems are characterised by their capacity to ‘store and cycle nutrients, filter 

pollutants from inland freshwater systems, and help to protect shorelines from erosion and 

storms’ (Burke et al. 2001: 1). The conservation status of marine life in coastal regions is little 

known because fisheries activities, such as trawling, are poorly documented while data on the 

extents of coastal ecosystems remains mostly incomplete and frequently inconsistent at the global 

level (Burke et al. 2001: 3). Parts of the LIA are largely composed of shallow shelf regions and vast 

coastal areas where biological production is particularly great. From the growth of phytoplankton 

to the nesting habitats of little auks, the LIA holds numerous species, which can both directly and 

indirectly be said to rely on the presence of sea ice and polynyas for their survival.  

Sea ice creates unique hydrographical conditions because it limits the amount of light that reaches 

into the ocean while dampening the effects of winds that stir up the water. When sea ice forms it 

traps seawater, which becomes further concentrated during the winter and finally released as 

strong saline solution as the ice begins to melt. The saline water sinks to the seabed and 

contributes to the nutrients found there thus forming a vital contribution to the growth of 

microalgae and plankton upon which fish feed (Andersen 2001: 127). Primary production by algae 

growth under single year sea ice is high and an important driver of the marine ecosystem. 

Southern drifting floes of polar pack ice and more near shore sea ice conditions can essentially be 

regarded as vital coastal ecosystems in which ice and sea form the abiotic backdrop to the 

community habitat for some of the numerous marine mammal species located in the LIA. In the 

following, these species will be described in more detail and their conservation status assessed 

using the latest version of the Greenland Government Red List (Boertmann 2007)13.  

 

Seals 

Several species of seals use the large drifting ice floes and the more landfast ice in the coastal 

areas of the LIA as their primary habitat. The ringed seal (Phoca hispada) occurs in very large 

numbers throughout the Arctic and spends most of its life in and around the ice. The pups are 

usually born in early spring (March) in snow dwellings on stable, dense fiord ice or further out on 

the pack ice. Pups remain in the den where they are usually nursed for more than a month or until 

the ice starts to break up and the spring phytoplankton bloom sets in (Born 2001: 186).  

                                                           
13 The 2007 Greenland Red List was prepared by researchers from the Danish Center for Environment (DCE) for the 

Greenland Government, in accordance with IUCN guidelines.  The 2007 Red List is assessment of 115 

species/subspecies, including 37 mammals, 65 birds, 3 freshwater fish, 5 butterflies and 5 orchids. Three species are 

categorised as extinct (EX) or regionally extinct (RE), six as critically endangered (CR), three as endagered (EN), twelve 

as vulnerable (VU) and twelve as near threateded (NT). See report 

http://www.dmu.dk/udgivelser/div/2008/abstracts/roedliste_gr_uk/   
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Seal hunting has not endangered the species but changes in climate and the harvest of baby seal 

at Newfoundland triggered a significant population decline in the 1970s. In 1971 a quota limit was 

imposed for the harvest on the Canadian breeding grounds and at the same time the campaign 

activities of environmental and animal rights groups has led to a ban on sealskins in the EU.  

 

The EU ban on trade in seal products    

EU regulation no. 1007/2009 on trade in seal products allows only for a placing on the market of 

seal products when the product result from hunts traditionally conducted by Inuit or other 

Indigenous communities where the hunt contribute to their subsistence (article 3).  

This Inuit exception opens the EU market to seal skins and products, but KNAPK (Association of 

Fishers and Hunters in Greenland) and Great Greenland fur house among others argue that the 

Inuit access to the EU market is not working. Therefore, KNAPK on May 1 2012 hosted a 

demonstration in the streets of Copenhagen, Denmark, to raise awareness about the effects of the 

EU regulation and to voice the need for an information campaign on seal skin.  

Other countries have issued bans on seal skin products too. The US ban on import and sale of seal 

fur dates back to the 1972 US Marine Mammal Protection Act, which introduced a ban on all 

imports or sales of all marine mammal products regardless of the conservation status of the 

species. In 2011 the customs union of Belarus, Kazakhstan and the Russian Federation banned all 

import and export of harp seal skins to stop commercial harvest of seal. During the debate 

arguments in support of the ban were based on concern for Russian seal populations and on 

concern about animal welfare in commercial harvesting.  

Great Greenland sales for the European market have dropped dramatically from 2006, when the 

EU ban was first discussed to today. Great Greenland document that since the introduction of the 

EU ban Great Greenland exports for the European market has fallen by 45 pct. even if the EU ban 

opens the EU market to seal harvested by Inuit.  

Great Greenland exports (in units): 

 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

EU sales 60,151 41,262 41,052 18,750 5,414 1,419 4,226 

Non-EU sales 24,569 18,538 21,148 24,853 28,425 5,034 12,031 

Total 84,720 59,800 62,200 43,603 33,839 6,453 16,257 

Table 6: Great Greenland sales in 2004-2010 (in units). CEO Lars Berg in presentation for the European Parliament 

(2012). Presentation available here: http://ebcd.org/pdf/presentation/232-Mr_Berg.pdf 

 



[64] 

 

Even if sales have dropped dramatically, Great Greenland has, with the financial support of the 

Greenland Government, kept trade in stations open across the country. Hunters are currently paid 

DKK 250 – 350 per sealskin regardless of demand. As job alternatives in the small communities are 

often limited the Greenland Government indirectly supports traditional hunting practices with a 

financial subsidy. As a result, there is an imbalance between demand and supply and Great 

Greenland stocks have climbed to a record high of 291,000 skins in 2011. Enough to meet 

demands of the markets until 2030 if old markets are not re-opened or new markets found.  

Ringed seal (Phoca hispada) has a circumpolar distribution and are found in almost all northern 

areas, but there is little knowledge about the total population. The abundance of Ringed seal has 

not been estimated for the entire distribution area, but based on extrapolation estimates of the 

Arctic population of Ringed seal is 5-7 million (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, website). 

In the 2007 Greenland Government Red List Ringed seal is categorized as not threatened 

(Boertmann, 2007).  

Ringed seal are frequently hunted for their prized mean and skins, and the harvest remains 

sustainable. In Greenland harvest of Ringed seal increased throughout the 1970s, but since the 

early 1990’s harvest has declined. Today harvest levels are approx. 50,000 ringed seals a year for 

Greenland.  There is uncertainty about climate change and deteriorating sea ice conditions will 

affect distribution and overall size of the population.  

Hooded seals’ (Cystophora cristata) main breeding grounds are primarily located around 

Newfoundland but a small segment of the population also breeds on the drifting floes of pack ice 

in the central Davis Strait.  The hooded seal usually gives birth on the drifting polar pack ice and, 

unlike the ringed seal; its nursing period is only about four days long. During this time, hooded seal 

pups may gain more than 5 kilos per day, which is the highest growth rate of any seal.  

The hooded seal is categorized as not threatened in the Greenland Red List (Boertmann, 2007). A 

2005 study estimated the population of hooded seal to be 500,000 in West Greenland and 71,000 

in the Greenland Sea. The East Greenland population was decreasing until the 1980’s but is now 

stable and the West Greenland population is increasing.  

Harvest levels in Greenland are between 4,000 and 6,000 individuals a year. With harvest levels of 

1 pct. of the total population researchers expect the population to grow. The most imminent 

threat to the Davis Strait population is the potential for future oil activities in these waters.    

Harp seals (Phoca groenlandica) are both numerous and widely dispersed in Greenland waters. 

The population is categorized as not threatened in the Greenland Red List (Boertmann, 2007). 

Population estimates are uncertain, but show that there may be more than 600,000 harp seals in 

the Greenland Sea and very large populations off the coast of Newfoundland and in regions of the 

Barents Sea. An estimated 9 million harp seals are found in the Atlantic region and there is 
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concern that this may be an imbalance (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, website).  

As with the bearded seal, it remains less certain how climatic changes and the future extent of sea 

ice might affect population size. In the northernmost parts of Greenland, climate models indicate 

that future extents of winter sea ice (upon which the animal breeds) will be less affected by 

climate change than summer sea ice.   

Greenland harvest levels are approx. 100,000 individuals a year.  

Bearded seal (Erignathus barbatus) is found throughout Greenland but remain few in numbers. To 

date, there is no data on the size of the population but the reported catch levels, (between 1.400 

and 2.300 per year) are quite low. Although very little is known about the migration and habitat 

patterns of bearded seals, it is assumed that the species is vulnerable towards less overall sea ice 

and its conservation status is currently labelled data deficient.  

Grey Seal (Halichoerus grypus) were never with certainty observed in Greenland before the 

autumn of 2009. Otto Fabricius, missionary and zoologist in Greenland from 1768 to 1773, writes 

that Greenlandic hunters talked about a seal called sigguttooq (the long snouted) which would be 

a very appropriate name for the grey seal. He never saw it in Greenland and he never met a hunter 

who had caught one of these seals. However, he talked with several who claimed to have seen it 

and he was in no doubt that it existed, but he concluded that it must be very rare.  

The current status is unknown, but researchers assume that the grey seals are few in numbers. In 

the Greenland Red List they are assigned to the category of critically endangered, and since 2010 

all harvest of grey seal has been prohibited (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, website).  

Common seal/ Harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) Common seal live in waters close to the coast, and in 

Greenland the main distribution area is the subarctic zone. During the past century, common seal 

was not abundant in Greenland. Reported catch declined from approx. 200 seals annually in the 

late 1950’s to only 50 seal in the 1970’s.  

The Greenland Institute of Natural Resourcesestimate that the now greatly reduced population is 

only a few hundred seals. Common seals have been spotted in Kangerlussuaq and hunters in South 

Greenland report that they have seen Common seal near Nanortalik. Their status on the 

Greenland Red List is critically endangered and since 2010 all harvest of common seal has been 

prohibited. 
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Polar bear 

For the sake of comparison the polar bear (Ursus maritimus) shall be regarded as a marine 

mammal because it spends most of its adult life on and around the ice, feeds mainly on other 

marine mammals and has been known to give birth in dens on the drifting pack ice. Polar bears are 

classed as vulnerable (VU A3c) but the estimate is based on the future extents of summer sea ice, 

which is expected to be reduced to somewhere between 50 - 100 pct. over the next 100 years.  

Based on satellite data and the testimonies of local hunters, the reduction in sea ice is already 

witnessed in the Davis Strait, Baffin Bay and Kane Basin, where a reduction in the extent of the ice 

has been observed over the past 10-15 years. In interviews hunters from Northwest Greenland 

and Baffin Island explained how they had witnessed more polar bears. Many hunters argued that 

this was caused by increased populations in Kane Basin and Baffin Bay, while others argued that 

polar bear distribution was changing due to changes in sea ice coverage (Born, E. W. et al, 2011).  

Greenland is home to five of 19 populations of polar bears. The figure below shows the 

subpopulation size and population trend. The East Greenland and the Arctic Ocean populations 

are data deficient, but the Greenland Institute of Natural Resources are deploying satellite 

transmitters on East Greenland polar bears to get more data about the population there. 

The three West Greenland populations are shared with Canada. The Kane Basin population is small 

and declining. Population estimates from 1998 show 168 individuals. The Baffin Bay population 

was estimated at 1,546 individuals in 2004 and the status is declining. The Davis Strait population 

was estimated at 2,158 individuals in 2007. This population is considered stable (Vongraven and 

Richardson, 2011). 
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Figure 6.  Status of polar bear sub populations (WWF Global Arctic Programme, 2011).  

Key threats for polar bears are loss of sea ice habitat through climate change, loss of primary prey 

due to sea ice reduction, increased industrial activities in the Arctic, e.g. oil and gas development 

and new shipping routes, and unsustainable harvest for some populations (WWF Global Arctic 

Programme, Polar bear conservation factsheet, 2012). Furthermore, elevated levels of toxic 

pollutants (such as organochlorines) may affect the animal’s reproductive capacity.  

For East Greenland four core areas for polar bears have been identified, all within the Greenland 

LIA area of interest. Recommendations are made that denning areas are mapped and that care 

must be taken not do disturb these areas (Aastrup & Boertmann, 2009).   

Regulation of polar bear harvest rests with ministerial order no 21 of 22 September 2005 on 

protection and harvest of polar bear. Hereby, the Greenland Governments sets an annual quota 

for harvest of polar bear based on biological advice from the Greenland Institute of Natural 

Resources and on advice from the Hunting Council (fangstrådet), which has representatives from 

the KNAPK and municipalities, hereby considering biological advice, users´ knowledge and 

international agreements. 

The current act on hunting and regulation on polar bears has introduced a wide range of 

protection measures, including:  
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• Harvest prohibited July 1 – August 31, except for the Ittoqqortoormiit and Ammassalik area where 

harvest is prohibited from August 1 – September 30. 

• Prohibition on disturbing or excavating bears while they are in a den. 

• Protection of cubs year-round regardless of age and protection of females accompanied by cubs. 

• Quota system based on biological advice and users ‘knowledge.  

• Only residents of Greenland who hunt as fulltime occupations are permitted to hunt polar bears, 

and must be in possession of a valid commercial hunting licence and permit. 

• Prohibition on the use of helicopters, aircraft, motorized vehicles (including snow mobiles) and 

boats larger than 20 gross register tonnage/15 gross tonnage during the hunt and for 

transportation to and from the hunting grounds  

• Restrictions on the weapons used for the hunt. The minimum legal rifle calibre permitted is 30.06 

(7.62 mm). The use of automatic or semi-automatic rifles is prohibited. 

• Prohibition on the use of traps, poison, spring guns, foot traps and other technical means to 

restrain a polar bear. 

• Reporting of polar bear catches to Piniarneq (the Greenland catch recording system). 

• The purchase or sale of any polar bear parts cannot occur until the licensee has signed a copy of the 

licence, which has been stamped by the local authority. Resale of parts should have a copy of the 

stamped licence following the sale.  

• Reporting of all polar bears captured including struck and lost bears. 

Greenland Government quotas on polar bear harvest 2009 – 2012 and biological advice for 2009-

2012 (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources). Note that the advice on harvest levels gives 

advice on total harvest levels on the population shared between Canada and Greenland.  

 

 2009 quota/advise 2010 quota/advise 2011 quota/advise 2012 quota/advise 

Kane Basin 6 7 6 7 6 1-2 6 1-2 

Baffin Bay  68 92 68 92 68 90 68 90 

Davis Strait  2 53 2 53 2 53 2 53 

East Greenland 54 missing 54 missing 64 missing 64 Missing 

Greenland total 130  130  140  140  

Table 7: Greenland quotas and biological advice on polar bear harvest, 2009 – 2012. Greenland Government, Ministry 

for Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture website (www.nanoq.gl) and Greenland Institute of Natural Resources 

(www.natur.gl).  

Data on the East Greenland polar bear population is missing and therefore there is no biological 
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advice for the population. According to the Greenland Government the quota is given is based on 

the average harvest levels from 2001-2006, when quotas on polar bear was introduced, and on 

local knowledge estimating that the population had not decreased as a result of the level of 

hunting.  

Harvest data from Statistics Greenland document a big reduction in harvest levels since the 

introduction of quoted harvest of polar bear. In 2005 217 polar bears were harvested, but in 2006 

the harvest dropped to 141. In 2007 130 polar bears were harvested, in 2008 139, in 2009 124 and 

in 2010 127 polar bears.  

 

Harvest of polar bears is common in the Greenland LIA. 

The Greenland Institute of Natural Resources has mapped 

harvest of polar bears in cooperation with hunters from 

the Qaanaaq and Upernavik districts. The red dots mark 

position of harvest in 1991-2000, the blue positions of 

harvest in 2001-2005. Distribution of recent harvest 

positions seem to indicate that more harvest is taking 

place near the northern and southern shores of Melville 

Bay. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.  Polar bear harvest position in Qaanaaq and Upernavik region. Periods 1991-2000 (n=145) and 2001-2005 

(n=148). From the Greenland Institute of Natural Resourceswebsite. http://www.natur.gl/pattedyr-og-

fugle/havpattedyr/isbjoern/  

 

There are few reports of illegal hunting, including one in 2007, four in 2008 and one in 2011. In the 

latter two hunters had their harvest and equipment confiscated and were later fined as they used 

a snow mobile and a calibre 22 magnum riffle.  
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Walrus  

The Walrus (Odobenus rosmarus) population of Greenland is usually divided into three 

subpopulations: the Northeast Greenland population considered near threatened, the West 

Greenland population considered endangered and the North Water population, critically 

engangered according to the 2007 Greenland Red List (Boertmann, 2007).  

Walrus frequently occur in coastal waters where they rely on smaller ice floes to form part of their 

foraging and resting habitats. Due to their specialised feeding habit (which mostly consists of 

bivalves located on the sea bed), the walrus’ geographical range is reduced to a couple of shallow 

water banks where mussels are commonly found. 

The Northeast Greenland population is estimated at 1,000 individuals. The population is 

genetically different from the Svalbard/ Franz Josef Land population. The Northeast Greenland 

population uses the long and remote coast of Northeast Greenland, but walrus is observed in the 

Tasiilaq district too (Boertmann, 2007). A 2009 study of species specific core areas identifies 7 

known haul outs along the coast of the National Park and another 4-5 potential haul outs. The 

Northeast water is one area of importance to walrus (Aastrup & Boertmann, 2009). During the 

1900’s the Northeast Greenland population was reduced dramatically because of harvest, but 

current harvest levels of 18 individuals per year is considered sustainable.  

The West Greenland population is estimated at less than 1,000 individuals. Greenland Institute of 

Natural Resources have modelled historic population levels and estimate that West Greenland 

population at 16,000 individuals in 1900 and 4,000 in 1960 (Boertmann, 2007). The dramatic 

reduction in this walrus population is linked to unsustainable harvest levels and the current 

population is most likely associated with migration from Canadian waters (Boertmann, 2007). In 

West Greenland 13 historic walrus haul outs by the shore have been identified, but due to harvest 

walrus have we refrained from using these preferred territories.  

The third subpopulation is found in the North Water polynya area. Models show that this 

population had 17,000 individuals in 1960, but had been reduced to only 1,000 three generations 

later (in 2005). The population today is critically endangered and there is a risk that the population 

will be reduced to 0 by 2020. Again, the major threat to this population is unsustainable harvest 

levels (Boertmann, 2007). 

Walrus management is regulated by the Greenland Act on Hunting (act no. 12 of 29 October 1999 

with later amendments), Act no. 29 of 18 December 2003 on conservation of nature and 

regulation no. 20 of 27 October 2006 on protection and harvest of walrus.  

• Walrus resting on land are protected from all harvest. 

• The Greenland Government sets an annual quota based on biological advise, users’ knowledge, 
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hunting statistics and international agreements. Harvest of walrus is allowed in 3 geographical 

areas: in West Greenland between 66 N and 70 30’ N from 1 March to 30 April, in Northwest 

Greenland north of 70 30’ N from 1 October to 30 June, and in Ittoqqortoormiit and Ammassalik 

East Greenland from 1 October to 30 June.  

• Additional regulations apply for the National Park of North and East Greenland and for the Melville 

Bay protected area.  

• Only residents of Greenland who hunt as fulltime occupations are permitted to hunt walrus, and 

must be in possession of a valid commercial hunting licence and permit. 

• Prohibition on the use of helicopters, aircraft, motorized vehicles (including snow mobiles) and 

boats larger than 20 gross register tonnage/15 gross tonnage during the hunt and for 

transportation to and from the hunting grounds  

• Restrictions on the weapons used for the hunt. The minimum legal rifle calibre permitted is 30.06 

(7.62 mm). The use of automatic or semi-automatic rifles is prohibited. A harpoon must be used to 

secure the animal.  

• Reporting of walrus catches to Piniarneq (the Greenland catch recording system). 

 

Greenland Government quotas for walrus have been stable in recent years. But walrus harvest 

saw a dramatic decline in the years 2007 to 2009 when a 30 pct. decline was introduced in 

response to the models and advise given by the Greenland Institute for Natural Resources. Harvest 

levels in 2007 were 200 individuals.  

 

 2009 quota/advise 2010 quota/advise 2011 quota/advise 2012 quota/advise 

Northeast Greenland 23 none 18 20 18 20 18 20 

West Greenland 38 13-50 61 89 61 89 61 89 

North Water 75 20-75 64 68 64 68 64 68 

Greenland total 136  143  143 - 143 - 

Table 8: Greenland quotas and biological advice on walrus harvest, 2009 – 2012. Greenland Government, Ministry for 

Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture website (www.nanoq.gl) and Greenland Institute of Natural Resources 

(www.natur.gl). Note that the advise for harvest in West Greenland and the North Water include the entire 

population shared with Canada.  

 

The biological advise for walrus covers populations that are shared with Canada and therefore 

quotas are considerably lower than the biological advise for two of the three populations. There is 

still no agreement in place for shared management of the walrus populations between Greenland 
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and Nunavut/Canada, but it remains a recurrent topic at meeting of the Greenland and Canada 

Joint Commission on Narwhal and Beluga (JCNB). 

Another focus is harvest methods as the Greenland Government has reports that only one in three 

or four animals harvested are actually landed (Greenland Government fact sheet on walrus, 2005). 

Potentials for reductions of loss in harvest are many, but WWF has not been able to establish what 

measures have been introduced to reduce strikes and losses. 

 

Whales  

Cetaceans seasonally migrate, feed and rear their young in the waters outlined in the LIA and 

include bowheads (Balaena mysticetus), narwhals (Monodon monoceros) and beluga whales 

(Delphinapterus leucas).  

 

The migration pattern of Arctic marine mammals can be divided into those species which remain 

throughout the winter and those that only reside in Arctic waters during the summer period. 

Bowhead and beluga whales generally overwinter in the Hudson Strait and off the coast of West 

Greenland, whereas narwhals spent the winter scattered around the pack ice in areas with leads 

and cracks situated over deep water in Baffin Bay and the Davis Strait (Greenland Institute for 

Natural Resources, website). During spring, groups of narwhals, belugas and bowheads migrate 

north and spent the summer in the open bays and deep fiords of the high Arctic. During this 

migration interval, narwhals and belugas are often spotted along the ice edge, from where they 

are also hunted using both traditional kayaks and modern fibreglass skiffs.  

 

Narwhals 

The world population of narwhals numbers at least 88,500 individuals. Most of these, more than 

60,000 narwhals (Richard et al. 2010), occupy parts of the Canadian high Arctic. Approximately 

22,000 narwhals are found in North and West Greenland whereas 6,500 inhabit East Greenland 

waters (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2010). No abundance estimates are available for the narwhal 

populations around Svalbard or in the Russian waters.  

In the Qaanaaq region there are two main narwhal populations that overwinter in the Baffin Bay 

area and further to the south around Uummannaq fiord and Disco Bay, respectively (Boertmann 

2007). The populations in the Qaanaaq area are present during the summer in Inglefield Bredning 

and Melville Bay. Over the past 20 years the narwhal population around the Inglefield Bredning 

has been reduced to half its original size and the overwintering population along the coast has also 

experienced significant declines in recent years (Boertmann, 2007).  

Abundance estimates were made for the region, showing that there were 8,447 individuals in the 
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Qaanaaq/Inglefield Bredning area and 6,235 in the Melville Bay area (summer). More research in 

the open North Water polynya were made in 2009 and based on this work it was estimated that 

there are 10,677 narwhals in this area (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, 2011).  

A recent report of species specific core areas identifies the fjords of Scoresbysund, the North East 

Water polynya and a third marine area within the Greenland LIA as core areas for narwhals 

(Aastrup & Boertmann, 2009).  

The 2007 Greenland Red List establishes that the West Greenland population of narwhal is 

critically endangered while the East Greenland population is data deficient (Boertmann 2007). The 

West Greenland population has declined due to unsustainable harvest, but in recent years 

research and monitoring as provided biological advise useful for management of narwhal. In the 

future narwhal is likely to be threatened by offshore oil exploitation activities and changes in sea 

ice regimes due to climatic changes (Boertmann, 2007).  

Since 2005 the Greenland Government has issued annual quotas for narwhal harvest. Quotas are 

issued for five regions. In 2013 a divison into five regions was introduced, but only small changes 

were made to the quotas (+3 for East Greenland).  

 

 Before 2005 2011 quota/advise 2012 quota/advise 2013 quota/advise 

Inglefield Bredning/ 

Qaanaaq 

- None 85 - 85 85 85 85 

Melville Bay, incl. 

Savissivik   

- None  

225 

 

- 

 

225 

 

225 

81 81 

West Greenland south 

of Upernavik  

- None 144 144 

East Greenland - north - None 85 - 85 85 

 

70 70 

East Greenland - south - None 18 18 

Greenland total 700-800  395 - 395 - 398 - 

Table 9: Greenland Government, Ministry for Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture website (www.nanoq.gl) and 

Greenland Institute of Natural Resources (www.natur.gl). – indicate no data. Estimate of harvest levels before 2005 is 

based on the Greenland Red List (Boertmann 2007).  

 



[74] 

 

The above quotas are based on NAMMCO studies that show, that a harvest of 310 narwhals in 

West Greenland and 85 narwhals in East Greenland is associated with a 70 pct. chance of 

population growth (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, 2009).  

 

 

Beluga whales 

The beluga whale population along the west coast of Greenland has been in significant decline 

over recent decades and the animal’s status as critically endangered (Boertmann, 2007) has 

resulted in urgent calls for a reduction in the number of beluga caught. The Greenland Red List 

establishes that the population of beluga whales in Greenland has been reduced by approx. 78 

pct. when compared to 1954 (Boertmann 2007) And a Greenland Government factsheet from 

2005 has information that the beluga whale population have been reduced by 50 – 60 pct. since 

the early 1980’s and that there is a risk that the population will be reduced to near zero by 2025 if 

harvest levels were not reduced (Greenland Government, factsheet on beluga whales).  

The cause has mainly been attributed to unsustainable hunting and consequently, a warning 

expressed by the Joint Commission on Conservation and Management of Narwhal and Beluga 

(JCNB) found that ‘the rate of decline of the stock requires that the effective implementation of 

such measures should take place on an urgent basis’ (JCNB 1993). The JCCMNB recommendations 

suggested a reduction in the hunt from around 670 to a maximum 78 (JCNB 1994), which was met 

with a measure of disbelief about the research findings among Greenlandic hunters (Sejersen 

2001). Management of beluga whales have been on the agenda in NAMMCO meetings, and in 

recommendations were made for a reduction of harvest, introduction of regional quotas and a 

stop for all harvest in the summer.   

Based on the concern raised by Arctic marine mammals’ experts quotas were introduced in 2005. 

Below are Greenland Government quotas in 2011, 2012 and 2013. Note the dramatic reduction in 

harvest levels when compared to harvest in 2000, where no quotas were established.  

Greenland Government quotas for beluga whale harvest in 2011, 2012 and 2013 compared to 

harvest levels in 2000.  

 2000 2011 quota/advise 2012 quota/advise 2013 quota/advise 

Qaanaaq ? None 20 20 20 20 20 - 

West Greenland south 

of Qaanaaq  

? None 290 290 290 290 330 310 

East Greenland  ? None 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Greenland total 609 - 310 - 310 - 350 - 

Table 10: Greenland quotas and biological advice on beluga harvest 2011, 2012 and 2013 and harvest levels in 2000.  

Greenland Government, Ministry for Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture website (www.nanoq.gl) and Greenland 

Institute of Natural Resources (www.natur.gl).  

 

The 2013 quota shows an increase by 40 individuals for the West Greenland population. The 

Greenland Institute of Natural Resourceshas not yet published the research on which this quota 

setting is based, but since the mid 2000’s quotas have been established based on a 70 pct. chance 

of population growth.  

The Greenland Institute of Natural Resourceswork with NAMMCO and JCNB (Joint Commision on 

Conservation and Management of Narwhal and Beluga) to establish population abundance and 

health for populations shared with Canada. Based on this work advise on sustainable harvest 

levels is prepared for the Greenland Government.  

Management of beluga whale and narwhal is in accordance with the 1999 Act on Hunting, Act no. 

29 of 18 December 2003 on conservation of nature and regulation no. 7 of 29 March 2011 on 

protection and harvest of beluga and narwhal14.  

• The Greenland Government sets an annual quota based on biological advice, users´ knowledge, 

hunting statistics and international agreements. Quotas are set for geographical areas. 

• Residents of Greenland who hunt as fulltime occupations are permitted to hunt beluga and 

narwhal, and must be in possession of a valid commercial hunting licence and permit. But the 

regulation allows for the local administration to give up to 10 pct. of the quota to non-occupational 

hunters (§11, stk. 2).   

• Restrictions on the weapons used for the hunt. The minimum legal rifle calibre permitted is 30.06 

(7.62 mm). The use of automatic or semi-automatic rifles is prohibited. A harpoon must be used to 

secure the animal.  

• In Qaanaaq, Ammassalik and Ittoqqortoormiit nets (minimum mesh size of 380 mm) can be used 

for harvest of beluga and narwhal. 

• For the Melville Bay conservation area harvest of narwhal and beluga is only allowed from kayaks. 

The animals must be secured using a harpoon.  

• Prohibition on the use of helicopters, aircraft and motorized vehicles (including snow mobiles) 

during the hunt and for transportation to and from the hunting grounds  

                                                           
14

  The regulation on harvest of beluga whale and narwhal is available on the Greenland Government website: 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Erhverv/Erhvervsomraader/Fangst_og_Jagt/Jagttider/~/media/443EBA3067074BBA9701C6

4ABBD80568.ashx 
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• Where ice conditions make it unlikely for the whales to escape (sassat), the Ministry of Fisheries, 

Hunting and Agriculture can call for sassat hunting. All hunters can participate in sassat hunting and 

the harvest is not included in the annual quota (§19). 

• Illegal harvest of adults or calves results in reduction of next year’s regional quota (§7)  

 

Large whales    

Large whales found in Greenland waters include minke whales, fin whales, bowhead whales, 

humpback whales, sperm whales and other baleen whales.  

 

Minke whales (Balaenoptera acutorostrata) are usually found south of the Greenland LIA – in 

waters between Qaqortoq and Uummannaq districts. But minke whales have been observed near 

Siorapaluk. In East Greenland minke whales have not been observed north of 75°N (Greenland 

Institute for Natural Resources, website). There are 16,600 minke whales in Greenland waters. 

Accordingly, the Greenland Red List minke whales are categorized as not threatened.  

 

Fin whales (Balaenoptera physalus) are common along the West Greenland and East Greenland 

coats, and on the Greenland west coast fin whales have been observed near Uummannaq. In East 

Greenland fin whales have been observed within the Greenland LIA (north of 76°N), but fin whales 

are not common here.  Harvest of fin whales was an industry in the early 1900’s and average 

annual catches were more than 100 whales. Today the population is healthy and categorized as 

not threatened in the Greenland Red List (Boertmann 2007).  

 

Humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) are highly migratory. Humpback whales are often 

seen in Greenland waters during spring and summer. In West Greenland humpback whales are 

relatively common and observed in waters south of 72°N, in East Greenland south of 70°N. 

Whaling of humpback whales did reduce populations dramatically, but an almost global protection 

introduced in 1986 has let to increasing populations. 2007 abundance studies estimated that there 

are 3,000 humpback whales in Greenland waters (Greenland Institute of Natural Resources2010). 

In 2008 humpback whales were moved from the vulnerable to the not threatened IUCN Red List 

category (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, website).  An estimated 3 humpback whales 

are lost due to fisheries/ by-catch a year, but future potential threats are associated with oil 

exploration near primary feeding grounds (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, website).  

 

Bowhead whales (Balaena mysticetus) are commonly associated with the edge of the drifting ice 

where plankton is usually abundant. European whaling in the Greenland Sea dates back to the 

1600’s and it is estimated that in the years 1675-1719 a total of 25,000 bowhead whales were 

harvested in the Greenland Sea and waters of Svalbard. Today this Spitsbergen population is 

estimated at less than 50 adults and only few bowhead whales are observed in Greenland waters. 

In 2006 a total of 8 individuals were seen in the East Greenland LIA near 78°N (Boertmann 2007). 
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Even if harvest ended more than a century ago there is no sign of population growth, most likely 

due to the small population size (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, website).  

 

In West Greenland bowhead whale habitat is found within the Greenland LIA. In the months of 

April and May bowhead whales are observed in the Disco Bay and Davis Strait regions, but 

bowhead whales are observed in the North Water polynya west of Qaanaaq too. This population 

was subject to whaling until 1910, which dramatically reduced the population. But joint 

Canadian/Greenlandic studies in summer of 2001 and 2002 estimated a total of 6,344 bowhead 

whales.  

 

Modern threats to bowhead whales including new extractive industries, increased shipping and 

seismic activities.  

 

Management of large whales is in accordance with Greenland Government regulation no. 4 of 7. 

February 201315. The regulation established that harvest of minke whale, bowhead whale, fin 

whale and humpback whale is regulated by annual quotas, but that other large baleen whales are 

protected from harvest, including the sperm whale. Calves and females accompanied by calves are 

protected from all harvest.  

 

Quotas are set based on biological advice and consultations with the hunters. Hunters can apply 

for a quota via the municipality and any illegal harvest of whales outside the quota or harvest 

without license will reduce next year’s local quota. The regulation includes a section on harvest 

methods and equipment to be used for each of the four whale species. Accordingly 3 boats (36 

feet or more) must participate in the hunt of a bowhead whale and the boats must be fitted with 

harpoons and grenades. Hunters shall use or sell all parts of the whale and access meat must be 

distributed to the local community free of charge. The Greenland Institute of Natural 

Resourcesmust also have samples from the animals harvested.  

 

 

Greenland and IWC 

Greenland did until 2012 have a quota on four of the large whales under the IWC aboriginal 

subsistence whaling scheme, but as the Greenland/Danish proposal for a new quota for 2013 to 

2017 was rejected at the IWC 64th meeting in Panama Greenland/Denmark is currently negotiating 

a difficult situation. During the meeting discussions about Greenland’s meat need and sampling 

from harvested whales did occur.  

 

                                                           
15

 Regulation no. 4 of 7. February 2013 on protection and harvest of large whales. The regulation is available on the 

Greenland Government website:  

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Landsstyre/Kundegoerelse_Lovgivning/~/media/2013/Kundgoerelser/Final_Bkg%20store%

20hvaler%202013_dk_nr%204%202013.ashx  
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In the absence of IWC agreement, the Greenland Government on the last day of the year 2012 did 

announce a quota for minke whale, fin whale, bowhead whale and humpback whale without IWC 

agreement. This unilateral quota-setting has led to widespread criticism, but the Greenland 

Government on its side argued that the harvest is in accordance with IWC scientific committee.  

 

In a statement by the Greenland Government (dated 31. December 2012), the argument is made 

that Greenland has a right to harvest large whales even if agreement about a quota was not 

reached16. The statement reads  

‘... Greenland is, on this background, forced to establish quotas by national means 

partly to secure the food supply partly to avoid a situation of unregulated hunt in the 

absence of quotas. The quotas correspond to the scientific advice offered by the 

IWC’s scientific Committee. However, the Greenland Government has decided to 

establish quotas for 2 years only – 2013 and 2014. Quotas for the remaining 4 years 

of the quota period will be discussed during the next ordinary IWC meeting in 2014. 

Greenland will at that meeting be prepared to enter into negotiations in order to 

secure an acceptable result’.  

 

The IWC scientific committee in 2007 did discuss population health and harvest of minke whales, 

fin whales and bowhead whales in Greenland based on recent research by the Greenland Institute 

for Natural Resources. In 2011 data on humpback populations was provided. Based on the 

available information Greenland was allowed to harvest minke whale, fin whale, bowhead whale 

and humpback whale (from 2010-2012) under the IWC aboriginal subsistence whaling scheme.  

 

 IWC 2008-2010 IWC 2010-2012 2013-2014  

(outside IWC) 

IWC scientific 

committee 

Minke whale - West 178 178 178 170 - 230 (2007) 

Minke whale – East 12 12 12 12 (2007) 

Fin whale 16 16  (10 voluntary) 19 (14 voluntary) 19 (2007) 

Bowhead whale 2 2 2 2 (2007) 

Humpback whale 0 9  10 10 (2011) 

Table 10: Greenland quotas on large whales. Greenland did have quota based on IWC ASW scheme from 2008-2012. 

At the 2010 meeting Greenland volunteered a reduction on harvest on fin whale from 16 to 10 in 2010, 2011 and 
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 Greenland Government press release dated 31. December 2012. 

http://uk.nanoq.gl/Emner/News/News_from_Government/2013/01/Whales.aspx  
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2012. In return Greenland was given a quota on humpback whales for 2010, 2011 and 2013. The 2013-2014 quota is 

set by the Greenland Government outside IWC. Information from IWC (iwcoffice.org) and Greenland Government 

(nanoq.gl).  

 

Birds and waterfowl 

Birds are everywhere in Greenland, from the coast to the isolated Nunataks in the Ice Sheet and 

far at sea. Some 60 species of birds breed in Greenland, and traditionally harvest of birds and eggs 

has been important in sustaining northern communities.  

This section will briefly discuss a selection of bird species that are found within the Greenland LIA. 

Important habitat in the Greenland LIA include the North Water polynya, which is home to the 

world’s largest population of Little Auks (Alle alle), but also rich populations of Thick-billed Murre/ 

Brünnich’s Guillemot (Uria lomvia), Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) and Northern Fulmar 

(Fulmarus glacialis) (Boertmann, 2002). Little Auks are common in the Qaanaaq district and the 

local Hakluyt Island is home to an estimated 80 pct. of the world’s populations of breeding Little 

Auks (Boertmann, 2002). Like the polynya of Northwest Greenland, the North East Water is of high 

importance to a number of birds, including Northern Fulmars, Black-legged Kittiwake and Black 

Guillemot (Cepphus grylle) (Boertmann 2002).  

Little auks (Alle Alle) count among some of the most numerous seabirds in Greenland and one of 

the largest population’s nests near Qaanaaq in the western regions of the Greenland LIA. The 

population of breeding Little Auks in Greenland is more than 38 million pairs, which accounts for 

80 pct. of the world’s population (Boertmann 2007). The largest colonies are found in the 

Greenland LIA; in big colonies in the Qaanaaq district and in colonies near the community of 

Ittoqqortoormiit, East Greenland. Although somewhere between a quarter and a half million birds 

are still caught each year it is estimated that the number of little auks in the LIA is approximately 

20 million pairs (Born 2001: 184) 

In the Greenland Red List little auks are categorized as not threatened (Boertmann 2007).  

Little auks arrive at breeding colonies around early May where they built their nests on steep cliffs 

and nurse their young throughout the Arctic summer. The presence of nearby polynyas off the 

coast is critical to the little auk population since these remain the only open-water feeding ground 

accessible during the early part of the breeding cycle. 

 Although some hunting and egg collection occurs during the summer, the potential for an oil spill 

close to one of the major colonies, where the species is found in large, concentrated numbers is 

perhaps the biggest risk to the population. The wide distribution of little auks in Greenland – they 
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are breeding in an area estimated to be 2,500 km2 – makes the species less vulnerable to local and 

small-scale pollutions.  

Thick-billed Murre/ Brünnich’s Guillemot (Uria lomvia) are found throughout Greenland and 18 

colonies have been identified (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, website). An estimated 

360,000 breeding couples travel to the colonies in April and May, where they lay their eggs on the 

cliffs by the shore. Brünnich’s Guillemot overwinters in the polynyas and near the coast of 

Newfoundland, Canada (Boertmann 2002).  

On a national scale it is estimated that the total population was reduced by 35 – 50 pct. from 1930 

to 1998. Population decline was dramatic in East Greenland, where decline was estimated to be 68 

pct. from 1974 to 1995 (Boertmann 2007). Therefore Brünnich’s Guillemot is classed vulnerable in 

the Greenland Red List.  

In the Greenland LIA important habitat for Brünnich’s Guillemot is found. A total of five colonies 

have been identified in the Western regions of the Greenland LIA and two colonies are found in 

East Greenland south of the LIA (Boertmann 2007). The five colonies in the Western LIA is of 

immense importance as they are both large and stable. An estimated 60 pct. of the Greenland 

population of Brünnich’s Guillemot is found in the Qaanaaq districts (Greenland Institute for 

Natural Resources, website).  

One of the main stressors for the population is unsustainable harvest, including illegal harvest, 

collection of eggs and by-catches in fisheries. Reproduction is slow and local colonies are 

vulnerable to illegal harvest and collection of eggs etc. Brünnich’s guillemots are highly dependent 

upon the marine environment and breed exclusively around steep, rocky cliff-sides situated on the 

coast, and therefore local colonies are vulnerable to oil spills. Parts of the Greenland population 

overwinter near Newfoundland, where oil spills are thought to influence mortality rates 

(Boertmann 2007).  

Harvest levels were at 188,000 – 200,000 individuals a year in the mid 1990, but in 2002 spring 

harvest was restricted, reducing annual harvest levels to 64,000 – 98,000 individuals a year. 

However, comparing sales of Brünnich’s Guillemot with reported harvest levels in the Piniarneq, 

there are indications that only half of the harvests were then reported (Greenland Institute for 

Natural Resources, website).  

A new technical report on monitoring of Brünnich’s Guillemot and Black-legged Kittiwake 

establishes that a number of colonies south of the Greenland LIA are under pressure. The report 

recommends monitoring of two colonies – Apparsiut and Kippaku – and efforts to stop the illegal 

harvest locally, including information on sustainable harvest (Greenland Institute for Natural 

Resources, 2013).  
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King eider (Somateria spectabilis) are large sea ducks that spend most of the year in coastal 

marine ecosystems at high latitudes and migrate to the Arctic tundra to breed between June and 

July. As with little auks, overwintering king eiders often form large flocks around polynyas where 

flocks may exceed 100,000 birds. Distribution of king eider covers an area of more than 200,000 

km2
 but the estimated number of breeding pairs is only 2,000 – 5,000 (Boertmann 2007). A 

substantial part of the population breeds mainly in the proposed LIA i.e. across high arctic 

Greenland from Qaanaaq across the National Park area and down along the East Greenland coast 

(Boertmann 2007)  

The king eider is not threatened but the species’ dependence upon open water areas in winter 

makes it vulnerable to potential oil spills (Boertmann 2007). Another focus has been to protect 

areas important to king eider and to establish more information about population abundance and 

health in support for sustainable harvest levels.  

King eider is harvested for its meat and feathers, and eggs are collected too. In the national 

registrar for harvest of wildlife – Piniarneq – harvest of kind eider is considerably smaller than 

harvest of common eider (less than 10 pct. of harvested eider is king eider). But a study of actual 

sales at the Nuuk Kalaaliaraq documented that king eider made up 32 pct. of all birds sold at the 

Kalaaliaraq from October 1995 to June 1996 (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, website).  

Common Eider (Somateria molissima) is found in two subpopulations in Greenland – in West 

Greenland and in East Greenland. Large populations are found in the Greenland LIA, particularly in 

the Qaanaaq district.  

In the 2007 Red List the West Greenland population is categorized vulnerable, the East Greenland 

population not threatened (Boertmann 2007). Estimates point to dramatic reductions in 

population (81 pct.) from 1960 to 2000 (Boertmann 2007). In 2002 the West Greenland population 

was estimated to be 12,000 – 15,000 pairs. The East Greenland population is believed to be stable 

and more than 2,000 – 5,000 pairs (Boertmann 2007).  

Harvest of common eider is popular, and in 2012 the Greenland Institute of Natural 

Resourcesadvised the Greenland Government not to allow for the collection of eggs from common 

eider even if the West Greenland population of common eider has increased over the last decade. 

The argument is made that common eider is still vulnerable to disturbances when nesting. 

Collection of eggs would violate the principle of sustainable management and the principle of no 

disturbances in breeding established by the Greenland Parliament committee for nature and 

environment (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, March 2012).  

Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) is found across Greenland except for the northernmost 

territories (north of 81°N). Researchers at the Greenland Institute of Natural Resourceshave 

identified 246 colonies of black-legged kittiwake in West Greenland and 16 in East Greenland. The 
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total population is estimated at 110,000 breeding pairs (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, 

website).  

Abundance estimates document dramatic decline in populations in West Greenland during the 

1900’s - in Maniitsoq (50 pct. from 1977 to 2003), in Uummannaq (99.5 pct. from 1920 to 2000) 

and in parts of the Upernavik district (87 pct. from 1983 to 1999) (Boertmann 2007). There is 

however some uncertainties about early estimates of colonies and it is difficult to assess historic 

population estimates (Greenland Institute for Natural Resources, website).       

 

For the Greenland LIA little is known about the populations of the Qaanaaq district, but it is 

estimated that the population here accounts for approx. 7 pct. of the black-legged Kittiwake pairs 

breeding in Greenland (Boertmann 2007). In East Greenland a relatively small population has 

grown since the 1970’s (Boertmann 2007).  

 

Overall, based on available knowledge the black-legged kittiwake population is vulnerable in 

Greenland (Boertmann 2007). Among the threats to black-legged Kittiwake is the risk of oil spill, 

hunting and harvest of eggs.  

 

In the 2006 field season the Greenland Institute of Natural Resourcesdid research five existing 

colonies of black-legged kittiwake and Brünnich’s guillemot within the western Greenland LIA 

(Merkel et al. 2006): Appaarsuit (Hakluyt Island), Kitsissut (Carey Islands), Appat (Saunders Island) 

Issuvissuup Appai (Parker Snow Bay) and Appat appai.  

 

Based on this research the total population of Brünnich’s guillemot is estimated at 308,000 in the 

five colonies, whereas 1987 studies estimated the population at 284,700 individuals. Black-legged 

kittiwakes were estimated at 35,666 breeding pairs in 2006 which compares to the 1987 estimate 

of only 9,800 pairs. The colony at Appat is by far the largest colony in the region, accounting for 

half of the population of the five colonies (Merkel et al. 2006). 

 

Snow geese (Anser caerulescens) breed mainly around Qaanaaq although scattered colonies have 

also been found in other parts of northern Greenland (Boertmann 2007). The large population in 

the LIA forms part of the major populations found in Canada and the US and which count around 

650,000.  

 

An estimate 200 – 2,000 pairs breed in Greenland. Distribution covers an area of more than 90,000 

km2. The population is stable or increasing and therefore the snow goose is categorized not 

threatened in the Greenland Red List (Boertmann 2007).  

Harvest of snow goose is illegal. But current regulations on harvest of birds allow for harvest of 

other geese, including Canada Goose (Branta Canadensis), Barnacle Goose (Branta leucopsis) and 

Pink-footed Goose (Anser brachyrhynchus) (§ 6 of the 2009 regulation on harvest of birds, see 
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references below).   

Baird’s sandpiper (Calidris bairdii) is only known to breed in the LIA where it has been sighted 

around Thule Air Base, Inglefield Land and Washington Land. Very little is known about the 

population size and dispersal and, to date, it has not been possible to assess its conservation 

status. It is thought that climatic changes such as increased snowfall may affect the population size 

however, there is still very little available knowledge about this species’ habitation patterns.  

Common sandpiper (Calidris alpine) is also found mainly inside the national park area in northern 

Greenland and in the two Ramsar sites located in East Greenland. The common sandpiper is not 

endangered but the population could be affected by increased snowfall due to climate change 

and/or disturbances caused by mining activities.  

Management and harvest of birds 

There is a long tradition of harvesting birds in Greenland. Birds are harvested with riffles or nets 

and near bird colonies eggs are collected. All of the above activities are regulated in accordance 

with regulation no. 8 of 2 March 2009 on protection and harvest of birds17.  

 

• The regulation gives protection to bird colonies and areas protected by other regulations. 13 bird 

colonies and protected areas are identified and restrictions on access to these areas apply (§ 9).  

• Four bird species are managed by quotas. For these four species harvest seasons apply for West 

Greenland and North and East Greenland respectively.  

• Autumn and winter harvest of Thick-billed Murre/ Brünnich’s Guillemot (Uria lomvia) and  

Common Murre/Common Guillemot (Uria aalge) is allowed from 1. September to 29. 

February in the Greenland LIA (§ 4, section 3). 

• Autumn and winter harvest of Common Eider (Somateria molissima) is allowed from 15. 

October to 31. March in the Greenland LIA (§ 4, section 3). 

• Autumn and winter harvest of King Eider (Somateria spectabilis) is allowed from 15th 

October to 29. February in the Greenland LIA (§ 4, section 3). 

• For the four species managed by quotas, occupational hunters with a license can harvest a total of 

30 birds a day. Other hunters with a license can harvest 5 birds a day (§4, section 4 and 5) 

• With the 2009 regulation spring harvest of the four species was introduced. In the Qaanaaq district 

harvest of Thick-billed Murre/Brünnichs’ Gullemot, Common Murre/Guillemot and King Eider is 

allowed from 1. March to 15. June. Harvest of Common Eider is allowed from 1. April to 15. June. 

This harvest is only allowed for personal use and restrictions apply to the number of birds 

harvested a day (§ 5) 

• Other species are without quotas including Northern Fulmars (Fulmarus) and Little Auks (Alle Alle). 

Harvest of these birds is allowed for certain harvest seasons (§ 6) 

                                                           
17

 The 2009 regulation on harvest of birds is available at the Greenland Government website: 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Erhverv/Erhvervsomraader/Fangst_og_Jagt/~/media/B0F6EFD455424ECCBB50C49B5196A

A63.ashx  
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• In Qaanaaq (Greenland LIA) and Ittoqqortoormiit districts Little auks can be harvested all year. This 

includes the collection of youth and eggs (§6, section 10). 

• The collection of eggs from Northern Fulmars (Fulmarus), Great Black-backed Gull (Larus marinus) 

and Glaucous Gull (Larus hyperboreus) is allowed in certain regions and for certain seasons (§ 7) 

• All harvest of birds and eggs must be reported to the Piniarneq.  

 

The 2009 introduction of spring harvest was widely discussed. Spring harvest was abandoned in 

2001, but re-introduced in 2009 as data showed population increases. Danish and Greenlandic 

NGO’s concerned with the conservation of birds argued that spring harvest was unsustainable and 

would introduce harvest on King Eider and Black Guillemot at seasons where they are vulnerable 

as they are nesting18.  

Harvest data from the Piniarneq is made available by the Greenland Government. The list includes 

a total of 25 species, but the table below includes the most harvested species in all of Greenland.  

 Greenlandic Name 2009 national harvest 2010 national 

harvest 

Brunnich’s Guillemot/Thick-billed Murre 

(Uria lomvia) 

Appa 62,837 60,066 

Common Eider (Somateria mollissima) Miteq 26,478 26,008 

Little Auks (Alle alle) Appaliarsuk 22,093 28,920 

Rock Ptarmigan (Lagopus mutus) Aqisseq 22,087 18,482 

Black Guillemot (Cepphus grylle) Serfaq 13,247 14,420 

Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) 

                      

Taateraaq 7,705 7,595 

King Eider (Somateria spectabilis) Miteq Siorakitsoq 4,460 5,953 

Eggs from Great Black-backed Gull (Larus 

marinus) 

Naajarluup mannii 3,257 3,664 

Eggs from Little Auks (Alle alle) 

               

Appaliarsuit mannii 1,672 1,082 

Eggs from Glaucous Gull (Larus 

hyperboreus) 

Naajarujussuup 

mannii 

1,300 1,051 
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  Press release by Dansk Ornitologisk Forening and Timmiaq, 29. February 2009.  

http://www.dof.dk/index.php?id=nyheder&s=nyheder&m=visning&nyhed_id=593 
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Table 11: Greenland harvest of birds and eggs – section of the most popular bird species and eggs harvested 

nationally. Numbers are in individuals harvested or number of eggs collected. The entire list is available on the 

Greenland Government website: 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Erhverv/Erhvervsomraader/Fangst_og_Jagt/Fangststatistik/~/media/nanoq/DFFL/Fangst/F

angststatistik/Fangstdata/Fangstdata_II%203_DK.ashx  

 

 

There are reports about illegal harvest from bird colonies. Researchers from the Greenland 

Institute of Natural Resources and the Ilulissat game keeper (Jagtbetjent) have reported that 

illegal harvest of guillemot is taking place near Alluttoq Island in the Disco Bay region. These 

activities have left the cliffs almost empty of nests. In 1980 the researchers estimated that the 

colony had 4,000 breeding couples, but today only 1,050 are remaining. Biologists find that there 

is plenty of food in the area to feed the colony and argue that illegal harvest and illegal human 

activities in the area are disturbing the animal’s habitat (Sermitsiaq, 11/5/2012) 

 

Flora 

There are numerous edible and non-edible plant species found around Qaanaaq and elsewhere in 

the LIA. Dwarf birch (betula nana), sorrel (rumex acetosa) and arctic willow (salix arctica) count as 

the most common sights on the hillsides while common cottongras (eriophorum) and dandelions 

(taraxacum) can also be found around wet and boggy grasslands such as river outlets, deltas and 

other wetland areas.  

It has been difficult to assess the most important or likely endangered plant species through an 

internet survey. There are individually published reports on the spread and state of lichens, which 

document approximately 172 taxa of lichens in the vicinity of Qaanaaq and Siorapaluk, however, 

these do not indicate status of preservation or whether any of these are endangered (Hansen 

2011). A brief survey of amateur botanist sites, which have documented the presence of various 

species around Qaanaaq municipality, revealed around eight different species such as saxifrage 

and epilobium. The Ramsar sites in the LIA highlight rare species such as Saxifraga nathorstii, 

Luzula whalenbergii and Puccinella bruggemanni (Egevang and Boertmann 2001).  

Blueberries (vaccinium cyanococcus) and cowberries (vaccinium vitis-idaea) also grow in the 

region and remain a treasured harvesting opportunity in autumn among the local population. Both 

types of berries hold medicinal properties and have demonstrated a wealth of nutritional benefits. 

Research has shown that blueberries contain anthocyanins, flavonols and tannins which inhibit 

mechanisms of cancer cell development while a 2007 symposium on berry health benefits, 

showed consumptions of blueberries (and a range of similar berries) may alleviate cognitive 

decline occurring in Alzheimer’s disease.  Cowberries contain organic acids, vitamin C, pro-vitamin 



[86] 

 

A (beta carotene), B vitamins and also elements of potassium, calcium, magnesium and 

phytochemicals which are believed to counteract urinary-tract infections.  

The analysis has not been able to ascertain whether local flora and especially their medicinal 

properties are considered as intellectual property under current legislation and especially with a 

view to potential future exploitation for pharmaceutical purposes.  

 

 

Government regulations 

The National Park of North and Northeast Greenland  

Greenland has its own definition of the National Park area, which does not meet the IUCN’s 

international standards for national parks because exemptions are made for mineral exploration 

inside the area. The area has also been identified as a unique biosphere area by UNESCO, which 

means that it is also listed as an international preserve.  

The Greenland National Park is regulated by the 2003 Act on conservation of nature, the 1992 

Regulation no 7 of 17 June 1992 of the National Park of North- and East Greenland and the 1999 

amendment19. The 1999 amendment establishes that all mineral resources activities in the 

National Park are licenses and regulated in accordance with the Mineral resources Act (§ 25). The 

Ministry for Nature and Environment are consulted, but authority rests with the Greenland 

Government, Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum.  

Much of the geology of northeast Greenland resembles the Norwegian part of the North Sea 

where large oil deposits are found. The U.S. Geological Survey and the Department of Minerals 

have, alongside a selection of independent surveyors, indicated the likelihood for the presence of 

vast oil reserves in the waters immediately off the coast adjacent to the National Park (Andersen 

2008: 246). Although the presumed threat-level to the area has commonly been perceived as low 

among the authorities, increasing interests for potential mineral and oil exploration (see section 

on Hydrocarbon and mineral activities) and an opening up of the area for increased tourism and 

shipping, implies that the need for a comprehensive strategy for the protection of the National 

Park area is more important than previously anticipated. 

The Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum, Greenland Government has announced the 2012/2013 

hydrocarbon licensing round to cover large sections of the Greenland Sea, off the coast of the 

                                                           
19

 The 2003 Act on conservation of Nature: http://lovgivning.gl/lov?rid={B285FE79-D0A5-4C4A-92B4-B93D0C018161} 

And the current regulation of the National Park from 1992 http://lovgivning.gl/lov?rid={1FC9C99F-1BE0-494A-A663-

4CA19ABEAF62} and the 1999  http://lovgivning.gl/lov?rid={A890D25B-60FE-4E45-BF65-C31CAE0CA03D}  
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Greenland National Park20. The status of this licensing round is currently unknown after the newly 

elected Naalakkersuisut has announced a temporary stop for new hydrocarbon licenses in the 

March 2013 coalition agreement (Siumut, Atassut and Partii Inuit, 27. March 201321).  

In 2001 joint work to develop a strategy for the National Park of North and Northeast Greenland 

was initiated by the Greenland Government and the Danish Government. A strategy was outlined 

which would guarantee a level of protection through the preservation of the National Park’s 

unique ecology while also meeting international standards. The strategy for the National Park 

should moreover safeguard the regions overall development with a focus on wildlife management, 

tourism and scientific research activities. The strategy includes efforts to clean up old waste 

deposits following activities such as mining in the area. The plan is set to influence the 

communities bordering the National Park – Qaanaaq and Ittoqqortoormiit – since it is indented to 

determine future frameworks for tourism and local use of the National Park too.  

In 2010 a report to the Greenland Parliament (Greenland Government, 2010) discusses the status 

of this work. Focus has been on identifying areas of ecological, historical or geological interest, and 

research projects and reports have been published, including the 2005 report on conservation and 

tourism (Aastrup et al 2005), a report on biological hot spots in the National Park of North and 

Northeast Greenland (Aastrup et al 2009) and the most recent study of vulnerable marine areas 

(Christensen et al , 2012).  

In relation to management measures discussions is ongoing, especially in relation to mineral 

resources development activities in the National Park area. The 2010 report to the Greenland 

Parliament identifies 10 initiatives to be undertaken, including a new regulation of the National 

Park, the preparation of a management/conservation plan and a development plan, and work to 

establish new and effective management zones (Greenland Government, 2010). Working groups 

were established with representation from the relevant agencies.     

The current status of the strategy work is unknown. The Greenland Parliament was to discuss 

management of the National Park in 2011 (Inatsisartut FM2010/126), but references to the 

discussion and outcomes have not been found on the Parliament website for 2011 and 2012 

sessions. It remains to be established if the presentation of the strategy has been postponed for 

the fall session of 2013.  

                                                           
20

Greenland Government, Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum. Greenland Sea licensing round 2012/2013.  

http://www.bmp.gl/petroleum/exploration-a-exploitation/licensing-round-2012-13  
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 Siumut, Atassut and Partii Inuit.Et samlet land – et samlet folk. Koalitionsaftale 2013-2017.  

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Websites/nanoq/Emner/Nyheder/Kommunikationsafdelingen/Koalition260313.aspx 
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Melville Bay Nature Reserve 

The Melville Bay Nature Reserve, established in 1989 (regulation no. 21 of 17 May 1989 on 

Melville Bay Nature Reserve), borders with the Greenland LIA area. The Melville Bay area acts as 

an important breeding and foraging ground for narwhals and polar bears. Recently, the Ministry of 

Domestic Affairs, Nature and environment has drawn a proposed revised conservation order for 

the area, which is intended to replace the current regulation. In the revised format the concept of 

‘traditional hunting’ has been specified further in relation to the current regulation in that 

traditional narwhal hunting must be conducted by harpooning from kayaks while it will also not 

permitted to hunt for beluga and walrus inside the Melville Bay Nature Reserve.  

 

Ramsar sites and other protected areas in the LIA 

In 1988, eleven areas in Greenland were designated and accepted into the The Convention on 

Wetlands of International Importance (the Ramsar convention) and occasional reports have been 

published throughout the 1990s (Jepsen). When the eleven sites were designated baseline 

information from Greenland was very limited. Over the years, increased levels of information 

about the status of the different sites indicate that these still meet the criteria for Ramsar sites 

and remain important habitats for local bird life.  

In response to the implementation of the Ramsar Convention in Greenlandic legislation a report 

on the status of the Greenlandic Ramsar areas was published in 2001. The report concluded that 

the Greenland Ramsar sites hold ‘the potential to be an efficient tool in the conservation of 

wetland fauna primarily the birds’ (Egevang & Boertmann 2001). The increased level of 

information leads the report to reveal several other areas which fulfil the criteria and that 

designation of new sites, and further regulation of human activities within them, could form a 

lasting contribution to the conservation of locally hunted bird populations. 

The original objective of the Ramsar Convention was waterbird protection but more recently, the 

Convention has pursued a more holistic approach to wetland protection. In Denmark, for example, 

the designated Ramsar sites have been successfully integrated with other intergovernmental 

conventions like Natura 2000 and protected areas under the EEU Bird Directive. In relation to the 

little auk colonies in the LIA, this species is not included in the Ramsar definition of waterbirds 

however, the report suggests that if Greenland and Denmark submit a recommendation for little 

auk populations to be included as waterbirds this would probably be possible. The analysis has 

currently not been able to confirm whether little auks have already been accepted for inclusion in 

the Ramsar Convention. 
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There are two Ramsar sites located in the national park area, which have been included as 

potentially relevant to the LIA. The national park region and the area around Melville Bay remain 

protected areas while the area near Qaanaaq is a breeding bird reserve.  

Ramsar site no. 10 (Hochstetter Forland) remains one of the most important moulting areas for 

pink-footed geese and also contains a rich diversity of breeding high-arctic waterbirds such as 

common eider and king eider. Mammals such as muskoxen, arctic wolf and polar bears are also 

common in the area. The site is located within the National Park of North and Northeast 

Greenland and has been designated an ‘Area important to wildlife’ by the Bureau of Minerals and 

Petroleum. There are no current recognised threats but low level helicopter flying, commonly 

associated with mineral exploitation and exploration should be considered a future threat.  

Ramsar site no. 11 (Kilen) is probably the most important moulting area for the light-bellied brent 

goose in Greenland and could be the most important area for the population as a whole. The site 

also acts as staging and moulting area for waterbirds such as the king eider, sanderling and 

common eider and is also used as a terrestrial haul-out site for walrus. Kilen is characterised as a 

coastal polar desert, which, although seemingly barren, supports rich vegetation for local birdlife 

with foraging opportunities during the moulting period. The North East Water polynya acts as an 

important foraging ground for the local eider population. There are no current threats but 

prospective helicopter flights and/or other noise associated activities may be considered a 

possible future threat to the population. It has been suggested that an area immediately south of 

Kilen called Henrik Krøyer Holme should be considered for inclusion due to its high importance for 

breeding birds, marine mammals and as one of the largest known ivory gull colonies in the world.  

A potential future Ramsar site has also been suggested in the western part of Germania Land but 

the report has not been able to establish whether this site is currently being considered. 

 

Involving stakeholders in conservation and management  

In Greenland, there is a wide range of examples of stakeholder involvement in conservation 

strategies and management of living resources. 

In 2008 the Greenland Government issued a ministerial order for conservation of 

Kitsissunnguit/Grønne Ejland, a small group of islands which are home to one of the largest 

colonies of Arctic Tern (Sterna paradisaea) found in the Arctic. The Ministry for Domestic Affairs, 

Nature and Environment established working groups with the local municipalities and local 

hunters, who by tradition used Kitsissunnguit for harvesting birds and eggs. The idea was both to 

inform conservation plans with information on current uses of the islands and to establish support 

for the regime, knowing that local support for conservation is key in an area where resources for 

control are scare.  
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Through consultations with stakeholders three zones were established based on conservation 

needs and traditional use. The Kitsissunnguit protected area is protected from fishery, hunting and 

harvest of eggs in the months of May through to October, but some of the zones are open for both 

fishery and recreational uses in late fall, winter and spring. It remains to be established if this 

protection regime based on prior consultation and stakeholder involvement has been of improved 

conservation value.  

Stakeholder engagement in conservation plans has also been established in Kangerlussuaq, an 

important area for caribou and musk oxen. Here stakeholders are both hunters from 

Kangerlussuaq, Sisimiut and other communities, who use the area as hunting grounds, tourism 

operators, who invite visitors on wildlife safaris to see caribou and musk oxen in their natural 

habitat and trophy hunting agencies. The number of stakeholders and conflicting interests makes 

it more difficult to balance conservation and harvest interests.  
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7. Shipping 

In recent years Arctic waters have experienced a rapid decrease in areas of ice coverage and with 

the prospect of an opening up of northern sea routes between the European, US and Asian 

markets a concomitant increase in oceangoing traffic through the proposed LIA may be 

anticipated. More importantly, destinational shipping to access Arctic mineral and oil and gas 

resources are considered likely to lead the way in opening and maintaining new Arctic shipping 

routes (AMSA, 2009). Further pollution of Arctic waters by increases in oceangoing traffic through 

the regions is gradually coming to the attention of the international community and in this part of 

the analysis current and future shipping patterns will be considered in light of current regulations 

and the future development of shipping to and from the Arctic.   

 

Current shipping patterns in the Greenland LIA 

Arctic sea-lanes are generally characterised by remote distances, large water depth variations, 

complex archipelagos and finally, vast stretches of seasonally ice covered waters, which pose 

significant challenges to navigation and transportation safety. Ice remains the biggest challenge to 

shipping and from October to June, the waters around Greenland (and in the LIA) remain largely 

ice-locked. Yet despite the challenges and constraints associated with the capacity and technical 

challenges of ship construction, advances in ship design and the generally receding sea ice cover, 

mean that Arctic shipping operations have been increasingly extended.  

Comparisons of ice conditions on the Northeast Passage and the Northwest Passage (NEP and 

NWP from now on) suggest that the NWP will be the last corridor where the multiyear ice will 

disappear and that shipping will continue to remain risky even in summer. The NWP covers a 

distance of some 2400 kilometres, between the Davis Strait and the Beaufort Sea in the western 

Canadian Arctic, and includes the complex waterways of the straits and sounds of the Canadian 

Archipelago. Apart from the navigational challenges associated with shipping via the NWP, one of 

the world’s largest archipelagos (with more than 36000 pieces of dry land, islets and rocks above 

sea level), the main challenge to navigation remains the presence of drifting polar pack ice in parts 

of the Baffin Bay area of the LIA (Eger 2011: 7). 

The Danish Maritime Authority primarily deals with shipping in Danish territorial waters and also 

oversees shipping activities in Greenland. The survey area of Greenland’s coastline is some 40.000 

kilometres and according to Per Sønderstrup, Danish Maritime Authority there are ‘ millions of 

square miles that have not adequately been surveyed yet’ (Marine Link press release, dated 27/4 

2011). In shipping terminology the area is considered remote while weather and climatic 

conditions are often deemed extreme. The area holds very little infrastructure which means that 
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search, rescue and pollution combat capacity is significantly limited. In relation to ice navigation 

Sønderstrup notes that whereas ‘before we had the local operators, with 30 years of shipping 

experience […] now we see a lot of different ships coming out there’ (Marine Link press release, 

dated 27/4 2011). 

In the LIA study area, Qaanaaq municipality currently has two yearly shipments of supplies. Due to 

the large stone reef running parallel to the coast off the town itself, cargo operations are often 

time consuming and burdensome because supplies have to be unpacked and loaded onto smaller 

coasters in order to reach the harbour. A proposal is currently underway for the construction of a 

stone dike off the coast so as to make supply deliveries more efficient (Havnegruppen 2003: 42).  

Aside from supply shipments the area is a frequent destination for cruise ships during the summer 

and the amount and location of activities will be documented further in the section on tourism. 

Shrimp trawlers and other fishing vessels are also notable during the ice-free month while support 

ships for the mineral industry are also gradually arriving at exploration and exploitation sites 

carrying equipment and workers. Two reports on arctic shipping activities, suggest that if the NWP 

becomes frequently open for shipping, the bulk of any traffic (such as cruise and cargo ships), will 

primarily travel south of the LIA, using Lancaster Sound as the primary transport corridor (Stewart 

et al. 2007: 371). 

 

Scenarios for future shipping patterns 

The successful shipment of 41,000 tons of ore with the class 1A bulk carrier MV Nordic Barents 

along the North East passage, from Kirkenes in Norway to Xingiang in China, has added to the 

prospect of increased shipping in Arctic waters. Although there are no current plans for further 

such sailing, René Piil Pedersen, Danish Ship owners Association is under the impression that use 

of the Arctic sea-lanes will be of a much higher volume with an increase in oil exploration. The 

lengthening of the ice-free season and increasing areas of open-water has already led to new 

industrial developments such as oil and gas activities and a rising level of large maritime vessels 

such as cargo shipments (Marine Link press release, dated 27/4 2011) 

Arctic oil, gas and mining activities require a lot of labour and supply shipping which in turn calls 

for increasing numbers of supply ships of all kinds to support industrial initiatives and 

development, while raw oil must be carried in tankers to markets around the world. For 

illustration, if  the plans to establish an aluminium smelter on the island of Maniitsoq, West 

Greenland, is realized, supply shipments of bauxite will be shipped from South America while 

aluminium supplies from the smelter are destined for US, European and Asian markets. With a 

production of 400,000 tonnes of aluminium a year this project will dramatically increase shipping 

in the region.  
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Another large project that will potentially increase shipping in the West Greenland region is the 

London Mining iron ore project in the Godthåbfjord. If this facility opens cargo ships will call on a 

small harbour in the end of the 80 km deep fjord to ship iron ore from the facility twice a week. 

Today the fjord is visited frequently, but mostly by small private boats and small cargo ships, that 

take supplies to a settlement of 60 people found there. Locally there is concern what increased 

shipping will mean to wildlife in the fjord system voiced by the Friends of the Nuuk Fjord (local 

NGO), Avalak (environmental NGO), and KNAPK – the fishers and hunters association in 

Greenland.  

 

Box – industry project facts  

The Alcoa aluminium smelter project The London Mining Iron ore project  

- 400,000 tonnes aluminium produced a year - 15 mio tonnes iron ore produced a year  

- Facilities include a smelter, harbour and two 

hydropower plants (over 650 MW capacity) 

- Facilities include a mine, processing facilities, 

harbour and 100 km transport corridor. Shipping of 

iron ore 2 weekly calls. 

- Jobs in operational phase 650. Jobs in construction 

phase 2,600.  

- Jobs in operation phase 680-810. Jobs in 

construction phase 1,500 – 3,000.  

- 5.5 billion kWh annual electricity production from 

hydropower  

- 2 power plants (135 MW and 15 MW)  

- CO2e emission 680,000 tonnes a year even if the 

production is based on hydropower. This facility will 

almost double Greenland’s CO2 emission.   

CO2e emission 560,000 tonnes a year as production 

is based on fossil fuels. This facility will increase 

Greenland’s CO2 emission by +80 pct.  

Project information from the site www.aluminium.gl Project information from the Environmental Impact 

Assessment (Orbicon 2012) and the Sustainability 

study (Grontmij 2012)  
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In relation to the projected simulations of future ice extents in the Arctic a great deal of 

uncertainty still remains between the different climate simulations and ice projections. A recent 

report commissioned by The Norwegian Mapping Authority suggests that when it comes to the 

prospect of any regular shipping; ‘models indicate that the ice conditions will continue to be heavy 

during winter and spring seasons, even in 2050, and the route is not expected to be completely ice 

free in summer’ (Eger 2011: 5).  

A recent study conducted by scientists based at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration (NOAA) suggests that, emissions (such as black carbon or soot) from ships using 

advanced diesel engine, may increase global warming potential due to Arctic ships’ CO2 emissions 

by some 17-78% by 2030 (Corbett et al. 2010: 9689). The incomplete burning of marine fuels 

releases tiny particles of carbon that then act as ‘heaters’ because they absorb sunlight and these 

short-lived climate forcers hold the potential to further reinforce global warming. Although the 

findings suggest that the volume of emissions from increased shipping in Arctic waterways may be 

modest when compared to other anthropogenic sources, they nevertheless indicate that ‘the 

proximity of activity to the Arctic may help explain regional effects important for global and 

regional climate change’ (ibid 2010: 9702). 

 

Figure 8. Map showing potential global shipping diversion routes given navigable routes for diversion traffic open in 

the Arctic (Corbett et al. 2010:9694) 
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In the same study, estimates of marine traffic impacts on the circumpolar environment suggest 

that future amounts of shipping, diverting from current to new routes via the gradually opening 

Arctic corridors, are projected to reach 2 pct. of global traffic by 2030 and up to 5 pct. by 2050 

(Corbett et al. 2010: 9694). For the sake of comparison the level of shipping volume through the 

Suez Canal currently accounts for approximately 4 pct.  of the global trade volume (Egyptian 

Maritime Data Bank, cited in Corbett et al. 2010).  
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8.  Tourism 

Greenland and the Arctic are increasingly becoming a new market for tourists, who travel there to 

experience Arctic nature and wildlife, but also to view the consequences of climate change first 

hand. Tourists can talk to local hunters in Uummannaq, who can tell you how they used to hunt 

from the sea ice and travel over the ice for hours to visit nearby communities, but today the ice 

has become increasingly unstable is a living record of climate change.  

 

In this chapter we will discuss tourism, but cruise ship tourism in particular. Greenland is 

experiencing a marked increase in cruise ships visiting the remote parts of both Northwest 

Greenland and the near uninhabited Northeast Greenland coast.  We will discuss government 

regulations on cruise ship tourism, trends in tourism and look at scenarios for future tourism in the 

Greenland LIA.  

 

 

Government regulations  

All travels, expeditions and research activities planned for the Greenland Sheet, for the Greenland 

National Park and for territory north of 78 N latitude is regulated by ministerial order no. 138 of 10 

February 201022 and administered by the Greenland Government, Ministry for Domestic Affairs, 

Nature and Environment.  

The application procedure entails a series of health and safety criteria (including insurance and 

radio permits) and all applications for permits are handled by the Ministry of Domestic Affairs, 

Nature and Environment. The regulations under the act include observing nature conservation, 

environmental protection and conservation of prehistoric as well as historic relics and include 

guidelines regarding expedition activities and cover environmental and waste handling in relation 

to cleaning up and storing of polluting or polluted materials in connection with resource 

exploitation activities. Nature conservation is further regulated in act no. 29 of 18 December 

200323 while a separate executive order pertains to the National Park in North and East 

                                                           
22

  Ministerial order no. 138 of 10 February 2010 on Access to and Conditions for Travelling in Certain Parts of 

Greenland is available on the Greenland Government website: 

http://uk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Government/Departments/ministry_of_domestic_affairs_nature_and_environment/~/me

dia/B216EF7C437342E38B4B882848E97B35.ashx  
23

The 2003 Act on conservation of nature is available here: http://lovgivning.gl/lov?rid={B285FE79-D0A5-4C4A-92B4-

B93D0C018161}  
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Greenland24. Travel and/or research inside the National Park area are subject to a separate set of 

regulations concerning health and safety (i.e. age criteria, PLB and radio permit requirements), 

while Danish civilian State authorities and Government of Greenland authorities may access the 

area as so called §14 institutions in the executive order.  

In 2010, the Greenlandic newspaper Sermitsiaq published an article addressing the ‘total 

lawlessness’ surrounding the issue of sailing in and around Greenlandic waters (Sermitsiaq 

6/9/2010). The concerns raised were not ill founded since sailing in Greenland is markedly 

different from sailing in Danish waters where even seasoned navigator will be faced with sincere 

challenges if not familiar with Greenlandic waters. This is partly due to the influences of local 

climate and weather but also related to the unreliability of instruments. Instrument unreliability 

remains a major concern since radio communication without satellite aid, can be severely 

restricted due to atmospheric and magnetic disturbances while the mountainous coastline affect 

satellite communication by blocking the angle of reception between ships and satellites. A further 

problem relates to the sheer size of the Greenlandic waters and the many rocks and skerries 

present along the coast and how these conditions then add to the lack of proper charts and 

numerous unexplored parts of the sea. 

Safety measures have focused on ships sailing in pairs but the Danish Maritime Authority later 

reformulated their proposed idea of sailing in pairs, suggesting instead that ships should be able to 

reach one another within four hours and that they should not be more than 200 km apart 

(Ingeniøren 20/3/2012, see also Kleist 2010). The suggestion created some uproar in the cruise 

shipping industry and although the Danish Maritime Authority subsequently withdrew the 

suggestion it was a strategic aim that sailing in pairs should be included in the Polar Code draft. 

According to Per Sønderstrup at the Maritime Authority’s Center for Maritime Regulation, the 

Authority is instead seeking to implement a regulation for the so called Polar Code, which would 

require that cruise ships should relay their itinerary with Island Command Greenland so that in 

case of an emergency, help would be more readily made available from other ships in the vicinity.  

Additionally, local ice navigators in Greenland have expressed concerns over the fact that foreign 

cruise ships are not equipped with ice projectors although the IMO recommends that all ships 

sailing in Arctic waters on a year-round basis should be equipped with at least two suitable search 

lights (e.g. ice projectors). Another recommendation concerns the use of ice navigators who are 

familiar with sailing conditions in Arctic latitudes. The presence of a navigator who is familiar with 

local ice conditions should improve safe navigation in Greenlandic waters and is also common 

practice in, for example, Canadian waters  

 

                                                           
24

 1992 regulation on the National Park of North and East Greenland: http://lovgivning.gl/lov?rid={1FC9C99F-1BE0-

494A-A663-4CA19ABEAF62} . And the 1999 amendment: http://lovgivning.gl/lov?rid={A890D25B-60FE-4E45-BF65-

C31CAE0CA03D}  
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In response to the lack of regulation about navigation in the icy waters around Greenland, the 

Danish Maritime Authority along with the Danish Maritime Safety Administration, the National 

Survey and Cadastre, the Island Command Greenland and the Greenland Government set down a 

working group which subsequently published a report containing a series of safety 

recommendations.  

Based on the recommendations of the report, a number of authorities have reviewed the 

possibilities of introducing recommended routes, in order to avoid accidents and emergencies in 

unfamiliar waters, to be indicated as the planned hydrographic survey along the west coast of 

Greenland is completed and new charts made available. In addition to these regulation 

requirements, all ships travelling in Greenlandic waters should use the GREENPOS system which is 

mandatory for ships travelling in the Greenland EEZ while all ships in Greenlandic waters must 

report their position, course, speed and actual weather information every 6 hours (no. 170 of 17 

March 2003).  

In addition to these recommendations the working group further suggests that: 

- Cooperation with relevant nations that also share Arctic waters for the purpose of 

achieving international standards on navigation and safety measures relevant to arctic 

waters. 

- A demand is made that ships approaching Greenlandic harbors must have ice projectors. 

- New information material in English is published, primarily for use among foreign 

navigators. 

- Recommended routes for ships sailing along the west coast.  

- An up-to-date analysis on the possibility of restricting access to certain fjords in 

cooperation with the Greenlandic Authorities 

- Promote the use of ice navigators in cooperation with shipping companies that provide this 

service. 

- Surveillance of Greenlandic waters be implemented with existing systems and/or improved 

with the technological development.  

The earliest proposal for a Polar Code was the IMO’s Guidelines for ships navigating in Arctic ice 

covered waters adopted in 2002. These guidelines cited the Unified Requirements for Polar Class 

adopted by IACS (International Association of Classification Societies) which has formulated the 

framework for shipping operations in icebound waters. This set of guidelines was revised and 

approved in 2009 and encompasses both Arctic and Antarctic waters. In addition there is also the 

Standards of Training, Certification & Watchkeeping Convention code (STCW), which was 

amended by IMO in 2010 to included guidance on training of officers for ships navigating in  

icebound waters. A mandatory Polar Code is still being negotiated at the time of writing.  Until the 

signing and coming into force of a mandatory code. The IMO’s guidelines remain recommendatory 

only, which means that they are therefore not legally binding and that no follow-up procedures or 
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standards of testing are currently underway. On the other hand, the practical dimension of the 

Guidelines i.e. that they are used for training purposes by navigation instructors suggests that they 

might nevertheless have important practical effects.   

 

Trends in tourism 

Different travel agents offer a variety of cruise destinations and experiences on their itinerary. 

Most cruise shipping destinations are the major towns and select sites along the north-west coast 

of Greenland and they commonly range from brief stops (a couple of hours to look around) to 

longer stays (a day or two to explore the coast and hinterland).  

Cruise ships typically anchor for a couple of hours to allow passengers sufficient time to disembark 

on small rubber dinghies for the shore where hikes with seasoned guides to various locations of 

either historical or wildlife interest are offered. During stays in towns or smaller settlements, locals 

often go to the harbour to sell their carved statues (tupilaqs) and other handmade crafts and 

jewellery, and cruise passengers are commonly invited to look around, visit a private home for the 

traditional kaffemik (while tasting locally made foods) or partake in events and presentations on 

local history. Although no statistics have been found, the sale of handmade crafts and tupilaqs is a 

good business for local families and even adds to the economy of many, otherwise subsistence 

based, households. 

In recent years, the ocean environment and exotic destinations via popular sea routes, has 

become one of the fastest growing areas of the global tourism industry (Miller and Auyong 1991). 

However, when compared to the mass-markets of the Caribbean and the Mediterranean, Arctic 

cruises, and cruises organized along the Greenlandic coastline, continue to remain a small niche 

product on the global market.  

 

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Qaanaaq 465 912 1,009 763 1,102 

Savissvik 0 216 0 0 193 

Pittufik/Dundas 0 0 318 74 355 

Siorapaluk 0 0 318 482 467 

 
Table 12.  Number of passengers arriving in the Qaanaaq district, 2006-2010. Based on Royal Arctic Line data 

(passagerafgiftsopgørelse, RAL’s havnelog).  
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The number of passengers arriving in the Greenland LIA between 2006 and 2010 was limited and 

the development has more or less stagnated over the past 2-3 years. The numbers are based on 6-

7 annual cruise ship arrivals in Qaanaaq and are not expected to increase significantly over the 

next couple of years. Qaanaaq is by far the most frequently visited town while Savissivik is only 

visited occasionally (Lang 27/03/2012, pers. communication).  

Although it remains difficult to assess the characteristics of tourism in the LIA, some indications of 

the development of Arctic cruises can be found from Greenland and Svalbard. Based on overall 

calculations of cruise ship arrivals in Greenlandic ports, figures indicate that the number of arrivals 

to ports in Greenland has seen an average increase of up to almost 50% per year from 2000 to 

2005 (Eger 2011: 20, see Figure 14). Between 2003 and 2008, the average increase in the number 

of ships destined for Greenlandic ports rose from around 15 ships to just under 40 ships and a 

similar trend in development has also been reported for cruise ship arrivals to Svalbard.  

 

In the Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment (AMSA) there is reference to an independent study 

indicating that in 2004 1,2 million passengers went on Arctic cruises and that this number had 

more than doubled by 2007 (AMSA 2009: 79). Most of the vessels used in Arctic cruise tourism are 

self-contained operating units, which means that any immediate future dependency upon land-

based infrastructure and logistics is not expected. One of the main concerns for Arctic cruise 

tourism revolves around the challenges associated with providing adequate search and rescue 

services in cases of emergency.  

 

Another concern is the disturbances of wildlife and harvest that cruise ship tourisms may bring to 

a region. In 2011 Rasmus Avike, hunter in Qaanaaq, explained how frustrations with the cruise 

ship tourism was increasing among hunters. To the newspaper Sermitsiaq he uses language like 

‘lawless situation’ and calls for regulations of areas visited by tourists, seasons etc. In particular 

there seem to be a conflict in the old settlement of Eetha north of Qaanaaq. Hunters from 

Qaanaaq travel here to hunt caribou, but seasons are short and hectic this far north. Therefore 

consequences of cruise ships visiting the Eetha region are dramatic as small motor boats brining 

tourists on shore and sometimes even the use of helicopters will scare caribou and other wildlife 

away. Rasmus Avike calls for a regulation of tourisms as climate change is likely to bring more 

tourists in the Greenland LIA and as conflicts are to increase (Sermitsiaq 26. September 2011). 

 

Locally in Qaanaaq there is a regulation of motor sailing in the Inglefield Bredning to allow for 

harvest of narwhal and beluga. Hunters agree to use qayaks for hunting in the inner parts of the 

fjord and east of Qeqertat Island. Visitors who come here by boat are advised about sailing in the 

area by the local police and by local sailors.  
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Scenarios for future tourism to the area 

Many observers estimate that, as sea ice decreases; a concomitant increase in Arctic cruise 

shipping will simultaneously increase (Stewart et al. 2007: 372). Cruise tourism has grown steadily 

in the Arctic since the mid-1980s and some commentators suggest that this sector of the industry 

might accelerate with the current warming trend experienced in the region. Moreover, with the 

increased focus on climate change in Greenland during the months and weeks leading up to the 

UNFCCC COP-15 in Copenhagen (Denmark 2009), it is safe to assume that people’s desire to 

witness climate change with their own eyes has increased. One of the more problematic outlooks 

relates to the observation that, because climatic warming is changing the character and 

distribution of sea ice (simultaneously increasing the likelihood of hull-penetrating multiyear ice), 

this may in turn, present a major obstacle to future navigation in the Arctic (Stewart et al. 2007: 

370). 

The same study suggests that the most frequently used route is through the Lancaster Sound, 

which is on the southern edge of the LIA. Given the limited amount of research on the effects of 

noise pollution from shipping traffic in the world’s ocean (Hofman 1995), we are currently not in a 

position to assess how or what effects a future increase in ships traffic through Arctic corridors 

adjacent to the LIA will have on local wildlife.  

It is difficult to ascertain whether climate change and rapidly changing ice conditions will facilitate 

an increase in cruise tourism in the near future. Although many remain positively convinced that 

melting sea ice will open the Arctic to increased tourism, others on the other hand, argue that 

although more areas of open water have been observed, the navigable parts of the Northwest 

Passage actually indicate increases in hazardous ice conditions and more navigation choke points 

due to the influx of multiyear ice (Stewart et al. 2007: 377). Limitations in forecasting the 

movement of sea ice is another key concern for future Arctic tourism since the models, upon 

which the US National Snow and Ice Data Centre and Canadian Ice Service base their seasonal 

predictions, are mainly developed for the open sea and thus not designed to incorporate, for 

example, sea ice processes specific to narrow channels.  

When reviewing the complex navigational demands fostered by the myriad islets in the Canadian 

Arctic Archipelago, some researchers conclude that both the current state of short-term and more 

long-range sea ice forecasting is insufficiently equipped to deal with a major increase in shipping 

and cruise traffic through the Northwest Passage (Stewart et al. 2007: 377). This places significant 

demands on search and rescue operators to ensure sufficient capacity to respond to a major 

emergency.  
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Key stakeholders 

In relation to cruise tourism and the projected increase in visits to local communities along the 

Arctic shorelines, Johnston argues that, ‘as attractive as increased tourism might be, it nonetheless 

represents an economic, social, political and environmental agent of change that must be 

addressed within the context of a particular community’ (2006: 46). Not all communities have 

opened their doors to cruise tourism and in Clyde River, for example, the community has decided 

that the positive effects of cruise ship visitations do not counter the negative effects (Stewart et al. 

2007: 374).  

For the Arctic tourism industry, a future lack of sea ice spells a concomitant decrease in the 

number of viewable wildlife since many local species will follow the ice further north. This could 

spell significant implications for an industry which sells passenger seats with the luring promise of 

an opportunity to witness local Arctic wildlife first hand. Here, the Greenlandic authorities have a 

vested interest in increasing an industry (where most of the cruise ship operators are 

international) since this is considered one of the key ways (apart from mining and offshore 

activities) for creating alternative economic incentives aside from industrial fisheries.  
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9.  Mineral and hydrocarbon activities 

Greenland has experienced growing international interest in mineral exploration since 2005 

onwards (especially from Canada and Australia) and based on this trend exploration activity is set 

to increase over the next few years. All matters concerning mineral resource activities, use of the 

subsoil for storage or mineral exploration activities, pipeline activities and other related activities 

are considered as an integral whole by the Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum, Greenland 

Government.  

This section brings to the reader an overview of current mineral activities in the Greenland LIA, 

including prospecting, exploration and exploitation activities. Mineral and hydrocarbon 

development potentials are subject to more discussion in another WWF-DK under preparation 

(March 2013).  

Mineral, oil and gas activities such as the Citronen Fjord zinc project can potentially have 

significant social, economic and environmental impacts. An understanding of interactions between 

given mineral projects, local environments and wildlife habitats is essential to minimising the 

negative effects of these activities. The recruitment of Greenlandic labour, engaging Greenlandic 

enterprises and preserving local socio-cultural values and traditions are stressed by the political 

leaders of Greenland, most recently in the new 2013-2017 coalition agreement (Siumut, Atassut 

and Partii Inuit, March 2013).  

 

Government regulation  

With the introduction of Self-Government Greenland in 2009 was given access to mineral and 

hydrocarbon resources governance. The Greenland Parliament in 2009 issued a new Mineral 

Resources Act and in fall 2012 an amendment to the act25. 

The Greenland Parliament Mineral Resources Act covers the following activities: prospecting, 

exploration and exploration of mineral resources and related activities; use of the subsoil for 

storage and other purposes related to mineral activities; scientific, practical and other surveys 

related to the previously outlined activities.  

According to the Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum the overall goal of the above terms for 

carrying out prospecting and related activities is that these activities should observe the following 

conditions: 

                                                           
25

 The 2009 Mineral Resources Act http://lovgivning.gl/lov?rid={4F8B6CD0-3E04-4476-A332-2A814FBA35A1} . And the 

2012 amendment of the Mineral Resources Act http://lovgivning.gl/lov?rid={2BB81CAF-5378-4EE6-90CC-

1908F6908AC1}  



[104] 

 

- Wildlife should not be disturbed 

- Surfaces and vegetation should not be disturbed 

- Pollution risks and other activities considered detrimental to the environment must be limited where 

possible 

Aside from the overall terms of conduct, the following activities are currently permitted for licence 

holders without prior consent from the Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum. 

- Geological and geochemical prospecting and sample collection with handheld equipment, provided 

these do not exceed the prerequisite 3 tons or a combined weight of 10 tons per year as indicated 

for prospecting licenses 

- Drilling with handheld equipment 

- Geophysical prospecting without the use of explosive materials 

Regarding larger projects and long-term mining operations the following activities are subject to 

approval by the authorities: 

- Use of explosive materials 

- Any drilling activities (except handheld equipment) 

- Samples that exceed the above outlined amount 

- Use of radioactive sources in prospecting equipment 

- The use of transport or entrepreneurial equipment and supplies 

- Terrain regulations (i.e. establishing runways, helipads and temporary roads) or other permanent 

structures such as mining installations and buildings 

- Establishing shafts, ramps and other loading equipment 

As part of the application procedure for licensing approval, regulations state that the applicant, 

together with the relevant authority, shall provide relevant documentation for the proposed areas 

environmental status and recommendations for deployment of exploration equipment. It is 

therefore a requirement for the application to be approved that an EIA-report is submitted. In 

such cases, the environmental assessment forms part of the overall application procedure and the 

subsequent approval process undertaken by the authorities. The EIA-report must include a 

description of the proposed area’s environmental condition before any commencement of 

activities, which includes socio-economic aspects such as hunting and fishing activities and the 

area’s recreational importance. These regulations are specifically aimed at exploration activities 

where environmental consequences can be expected i.e. based on the nature, extent and time of 

execution of such activities.  

 

One-door principle  

The 2009 Mineral Resources Act established an administration based on a one-door principle. The 

idea was that industry interested in establishing themselves in Greenland should have only one 
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entry point to the Greenland Government - the Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum. Since 2009 

the administration has been under criticism for being not transparent, for handling both the 

promotion of the project and the nature and environmental aspects of licensing and for being 

without parliamentarian control (Sermitsiaq 4/10/2012 and 9/10/2012) (Berlingske Business 

2/7/2012).  

The current Mineral Resources Act establishes a new structure, where environmental and nature 

aspects of licensing now rest with the new Environmental Protection Agency for Mineral 

Resources Activities. The new agency is being established and it remains to be seen what 

resources will be available in the agency and to what extent the agency will be a second voice in 

licensing processes. The new Environmental Protection Agency for Mineral Activities will operate 

after the regimes established by the Mineral Resources Act only, but maybe in time the two 

separate management regimes will be integrated into one regime that applies for managing 

polluting activities  

In the current management regime the Mineral Resources Act applies to all aspects of mineral 

resources development. The Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum under the Greenland 

Government is ‘the overall administrative authority for mineral resources, including all matters 

relating to mineral resources, mineral resources activities, use of the subsoil for storage and 

purposes relating to mineral resources activities, related energy activities, related pipeline 

activities and other related activities’ (§ 3).  

A separate regime for environmental control with polluting industry is established with Chapter 5 

of the Environmental Protection Act, but this regime only applies to non-mineral resources 

activities, e.g. for setting standards for storage of fuel, emissions or handling of waste from the 

local industry etc.  

As an example standards for storage of fuel for a helicopter used in relation to prospecting of zinc 

in North Greenland will be set in accordance with the Mineral Resources Act, not the 

Environmental Protection Act. In contrast, the Environmental protection Act applies to the Alcoa 

aluminium smelter project as well as to the local mechanics facility as none of them are extracting 

resources from the subsoil of Greenland.   

In the political debate an integration of the two parallel regimes into one has not been on the 

agenda, but this might be the long-time consequence of the newly established Environmental 

Protection Agency for Mineral Resources Activities. With a small government administration and 

few resources available it may well be a more effective regime if there was one regime established 

for all industry in Greenland, and maybe most effective if this regime allowed for differentiation 

between industries will small scale industry with few and local impacts and large scale industry 

with potentially more widespread impacts.  
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With the new coalition agreement parliamentarian control is re-established with the mineral 

resources committee. Since 2009 when the old Danish/Greenlandic joint commission for mineral 

resources development was abandoned there has been a strong criticism that members of the 

Greenlandic parliament had little access to information about license practices and environmental 

standards set here. A new mineral resources committee was established at the 2013 spring 

session of the Greenland Parliament.   

Criticism has also been focused on the fact that access to appeal has been unclear. With the 2012 

act appeals regarding decisions made by the Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum or the 

Environmental Protection Agency for Mineral Activities can be submitted to the Greenland 

Government. Those entitled to appeal are parties to the case, all considered as having a vested, 

individual interest in the outcome and finally associations and organizations which have a 

statutory aim to safeguard important interests in relation to recreational and environmental issues 

as well as issues relating to nature or society (§ 3b).  

The new Government have plans to introduce a new control authority for mineral and 

hydrocarbon activities. The authority has not been established yet and it remains to be seen what 

their authority and role will be in discussions about licensing and the public’s access to information 

about concrete mineral and hydrocarbon development projects.  

 

 

Temporary closure of area north of 81° N 

Since February 2012 an area north of 81° N has been closed temporarily for mineral applications26.  

On the Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum website there is information that new license terms are 

being developed for the area which contains some of the biggest known zinc deposits in 

Greenland.  The Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum are developing terms that ‘will make it even 

more attractive to explore the potential of North Greenland’ (BMP website).   

                                                           
26

 The Government of Greenland closes the area north of 81 degrees North temporarily for mineral exploration 

http://www.bmp.gl/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=83:the-government-of-greenland-

naalakkersuisut-closes-the-area-north-of-81-degrees-north-temporarily-for-mineral-exploration&catid=2:minerals  



[107] 

 

 

Figure 9:  Temporary stop for licenses north of 81N. Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum 

 

 

It is stressed that current licenses and license applications are not affected by the temporary 

closure.  

A package containing the new terms, a new design of license blocks, data for the area and a time 

table for opening the area was to be published on the BMP website in 2012, but WWF-DK has not 

been able to find information on the new terms or to establish if this work is still ongoing and the 

temporary closure therefore still in force.  

 

 

Current mineral and hydrocarbon activities  

This section brings to the reader an overview of current mineral activities in the Greenland LIA, 

including prospecting, exploration and exploitation activities. Mineral and hydrocarbon 

development potentials are subject to more discussion in another WWF-DK (being prepared, 

March 2013).  

The following companies currently hold licenses (including licences subject to renewal) for mineral 

exploration in the LIA:  
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Northwest Greenland 

- Washington Land: Avannaa Exploration Ltd. (2011/39), Ironbark Zinc Limited (2011/32). 

Applications currently subject to renewal: Ironbark Zinc Limited (2007/33).  

- Inglefield Land: NunaMinerals A/S (2010/44). Applications currently subject to renewal: 

NunaMinerals (2007/53).  

- Pituffik: North Star Minerals Ltd. (2008/35), Hunter Minerals Pty Ltd. (2010/22).  

- Innaanganeq/ Cape York: NAMA Greenland Ltd. (2011/25).  

- Savissivik/ Melville Bay: NAMA Greenland Ltd. (2011/25). 

  

In 2012, hydrocarbon and mineral activities (including prospecting and seismic activities) in the LIA 

were reported by the Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum. Ironbark Zinc Ltd. reported an estimated 

drilling effort around 2.000 meters in the area around Washington Land while Avannaa Resources 

undertook surveys throughout the spring season and conducted helicopter deliveries of fuel 

barrels to the area around Cass Fjord for the purpose of subsequent prospecting. All major 

activities by the two companies were scheduled to commence at the start of August and finish 

around mid-September.  

Nunaminerals A/S reported iron-ore exploration activities around Aunnartoq (Inglefield Land) and 

Nunarhuaq (Minturn) while samples were collected from previously identified locations in the 

same region during August. In the area just north of Pituffik the Australian company Hunter 

Minerals Pty Ltd. was prospecting for titanium, vanadium and iron but any future activities have 

not been reported to date.  

 

Figure 10:  Map showing currently held licenses (blue) and licence applications subject to approval (orange). From 

Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum website www.bmp.gl , may 2012. 
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The British/ Icelandic company Red Rock/ NAMA Greenland Ltd. reported initial collection of 

samples and subsequent drilling activities of approximately 6.000 meters in the Kap York/ Pituffik 

area between July and October. Red Rock/ NAMA Greenland Ltd. has been granted an area of 

approximately 1,013km2 (which includes the settlement of Savissivik, see below) and is awaiting 

final approval for a licensing area of 558km2. The target minerals for Red Rock/Nama Greenland 

Ltd. are high grade DSO iron ore, magnetic iron ore, meso-thermal gold and rare earth elements 

(REE).  Many of the identified exploration and exploitation sites, such as the Red Rock/ NAMA 

Greenland Ltd. Melville Bay project, are situated either in close proximity or even overlap with 

important waterfowl habitats but the analysis did not turn out any reports on the relevant impacts 

of said activities upon local wildlife to date (see also, section on Conservation).  

 

Figure 11. Current and potential licensing areas in the Melville Bay area, Red Rock/ NAMA Greenland Ltd. (Bell and 

Hurst 2011). 
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Northeast Greenland (including the National Park area) 

- Peary Land: Ironbark Zinc Limited (2011/33). Applications currently subject to renewal: 

Ironbark Zinc Limited (2007/31), Bedford (2007/02). 

- Mylius-Erichsens Land: Avannaa Exploration Ltd. (2010/32, 2011/30). 

 

   

Figure 12. Map showing currently held licenses (blue) and licence application subject to approval (orange). From 

Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum website www.bmp.gl , may 2012. 

 

Ironbark  

The mineral exploration company Ironbark Zinc Ltd has received concessions for exploring lead 

and zinc deposits in an area covering some 6.000 square kilometres in north-eastern Greenland. 

For the past few years the company has primarily focused its activities around Citronen Fjord (see 

below) but has also been granted exploration licenses around Mestersvig in the southern part of 

northeast Greenland. To date more than 67,000 meters of drilling have been completed at the 

Citronen Fjord project.  

Ironbark Zinc Ltd. describes the Citronen Fjord project as ‘one of the world’s largest undeveloped 

zinc-lead resources with a resource in excess of 13 billion pounds of contained zinc and lead 

metal’27 . Concentrated zinc and lead will be shipped from Citronen Fjord, where the average 

navigation season is 91 days.  

                                                           
27 Ironbark ZInc Ltd. Project info site http://www.ironbarkgold.com.au/projects/greenland/citronen  
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The large zinc deposit discovered in 1993 near Citronen Fjord, is located inside the National Park 

and is within the Greenland LIA area of interest. The resource deposit at Citronen Fjord is 

estimated to hold around 55.8 million tons (at 6.1% Zn + Pb). Platinova Inc. conducted a series of 

test drillings between 1993 and 1998 but the commercial mining of zinc and lead was never 

established. Since 2007, Ironbark Zinc ltd. has conducted exploration and test drills in the area, 

and in November 2010 the company announced plans for the commercial mining of zinc by 2013. 

The company is expected to submit an application aimed at further exploring lead and zinc 

deposits at the site, which entails a possible construction phase scheduled to commence 

sometime during 2012. According to the managing director of Ironbark Zinc Ltd, the deposit is 

‘exceptionally large and remains open in pretty much every direction so the true ultimate size is 

not really known, but we have evidence that it’s probably north of 350 million tons in size’.  

The Danish Centre for Environment and Energy (formerly National Environmental Research 

Institute DMU) has monitored the area since zinc and lead was discovered in 1993 and has 

reported that the amount of naturally deposited zinc in nearby rivers is already high (especially 

during the spring melt).   

Between 15 May and 20 June 2011, Ironbark drilled around 2,000 meters in two separate locations 

around Mestersvig. Subsequently, the company relocated drilling equipment and riggings to the 

licensing area around Citronen Fjord where further exploration activities were planned from June 

until the beginning of August after which activities continued around Washington Land until mid-

September.  

 

Avanna Resources  

Avannaa Resources is exploring two basins in the National Park area for sedimentary hosted 

copper. The first licence comprises approximately 2027 km2 and is located at the Jameson Land 

Basin (licences 2012/01 and 2012/02) while the second license covers 1072 km2 around the 

Eleonore Bay copper sediments (license 2011/40).  

Avannaa also plans to continue its prospecting activities around IC Christensen Land where the 

company examines the extent of copper deposits discovered in the 1990s. The company set up 

base camp at Fifth of May Lake (80° 20 N and 25° 12 V) using support from Station Nord for 

helicopter refuelling. It is expected that the camp will remain until the 2012 field season. Between 

5-20 August 2011, the company conducted remote sensing activities in the area north of 

Mestervig using Nyhavn as its base of operations, which is the same site used by Ironbark Zinc Ltd. 

Apart from the above activities during the 2011 field season, Nunaminerals A/S undertook minor 

sample collections at the tungsten (wolfram) deposit around Ymer Ø.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
 



 

 

Potential activities within the Greenland LIA

From 17 exclusive licences in 2002 to more than 94 in 201

mineral activities in Greenland has grown rapidly over the past 10 years and this trend appears to 

continue. According to the most recent surveys conducted by, amongst others, the US Geological 

Survey (Andersen 2008) there are vast oil and mineral reserves in the LIA area of interest an

Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum expects a continued interest in the exploitation of these 

deposits in the near future (BMP, Annual Report 2011: 6). 

Retreating sea ice and projected increases in the length of the Arctic season are also among some 

of the main indicators for future increases in potential mining activities in the LIA area of interest. 

Ironbark Zinc Ltd. calculates that future drilling activities, around previously identified deposits 

near Citronen Fjord, are expected to increase the re

confirmed 100 million tons. There is little information about the infrastructure needed to support 

the activities, but in 2009 Ironbark Zink Lt. presented key initial capital cost items indicating that 

approx. 180 million dollars is invested

infrastructure, 56 million dollars

facilities.  

As with most other mineral projects in Greenl

will gain, e.g. when it comes to job opportunities in the sector. For the Citronen

estimated 1,000 employees are needed for construction 

permanent staff of 200 to 300 person

In 2013 no hydrocarbon exploration d

activities are planned and the following EIAs are out for public consultation in spring 2013

I. GX Technology. Two dimensional seismic 

(2013/10). 
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All project EIA are made available on the Greenland Government official consultation site: 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Service/Hoeringsportal.aspx
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Potential activities within the Greenland LIA 

From 17 exclusive licences in 2002 to more than 94 in 2011 the number of licenses granted for 

has grown rapidly over the past 10 years and this trend appears to 

continue. According to the most recent surveys conducted by, amongst others, the US Geological 

urvey (Andersen 2008) there are vast oil and mineral reserves in the LIA area of interest an

Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum expects a continued interest in the exploitation of these 

deposits in the near future (BMP, Annual Report 2011: 6).  

Retreating sea ice and projected increases in the length of the Arctic season are also among some 

the main indicators for future increases in potential mining activities in the LIA area of interest. 

Ironbark Zinc Ltd. calculates that future drilling activities, around previously identified deposits 

near Citronen Fjord, are expected to increase the resource significantly beyond the already 

There is little information about the infrastructure needed to support 

the activities, but in 2009 Ironbark Zink Lt. presented key initial capital cost items indicating that 

is invested in the processing plant, 205 million dollars

million dollars in mining and another 11 million dollars 

As with most other mineral projects in Greenland a question often raised is 

will gain, e.g. when it comes to job opportunities in the sector. For the Citronen

000 employees are needed for construction of the facilities 

permanent staff of 200 to 300 personnel (Lindahl 12/10/2011).  

In 2013 no hydrocarbon exploration drillings in Greenland waters are planned. 

activities are planned and the following EIAs are out for public consultation in spring 2013

GX Technology. Two dimensional seismic data covering 4,200 km in Southwest Greenland 

project EIA are made available on the Greenland Government official consultation site: 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Service/Hoeringsportal.aspx  

1 the number of licenses granted for 

has grown rapidly over the past 10 years and this trend appears to 

continue. According to the most recent surveys conducted by, amongst others, the US Geological 

urvey (Andersen 2008) there are vast oil and mineral reserves in the LIA area of interest and the 

Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum expects a continued interest in the exploitation of these 

Retreating sea ice and projected increases in the length of the Arctic season are also among some 

the main indicators for future increases in potential mining activities in the LIA area of interest.  

Ironbark Zinc Ltd. calculates that future drilling activities, around previously identified deposits 

source significantly beyond the already 

There is little information about the infrastructure needed to support 

the activities, but in 2009 Ironbark Zink Lt. presented key initial capital cost items indicating that 

in the processing plant, 205 million dollars in key 

ining and another 11 million dollars in tailings storage 

sed is how much Greenland 

will gain, e.g. when it comes to job opportunities in the sector. For the Citronen Fjord zinc mine an 

of the facilities and in operations a 

rillings in Greenland waters are planned. But seismic 

activities are planned and the following EIAs are out for public consultation in spring 201328:  

data covering 4,200 km in Southwest Greenland 

 



 

 

 

II. TGS-NOPEC Geophysical Company ASA. Two dimensional seismic data covering 5,000 km in East 

Greenland (2012/41). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III. TGS-NOPEC Geophysical Company ASA. Two dimensional seismic data covering 

Northeast Greenland (2009/14)

project 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV. Shell Greenland a(s. Two dimensional seismic data covering an area of 90 km

Greenland (2011/12 and 2011/14)

interest.    
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NOPEC Geophysical Company ASA. Two dimensional seismic data covering 5,000 km in East 

NOPEC Geophysical Company ASA. Two dimensional seismic data covering 

Northeast Greenland (2009/14). This area is at 75N – 80N and therefore relevant to the LIA 

Shell Greenland a(s. Two dimensional seismic data covering an area of 90 km

Greenland (2011/12 and 2011/14). These two blocks are at 75N, just south of the LIA area of 

NOPEC Geophysical Company ASA. Two dimensional seismic data covering 5,000 km in East 

NOPEC Geophysical Company ASA. Two dimensional seismic data covering 5,000 km in  

80N and therefore relevant to the LIA 

Shell Greenland a(s. Two dimensional seismic data covering an area of 90 km2 in Northwest 

ks are at 75N, just south of the LIA area of 
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Figure 13-16: Overview maps, seismic activities planned for the 2013 field season. EIA reports made available by the 

Greenland Government (www.nanoq.gl).   

 

Consultations with local settlements and towns are used to provide information and create 

dialogue with local residents and relevant stakeholders. Public consultations were carried out in 

spring 2012, and according to the Bureau for Minerals and Petroleum outcomes of these 

consultations will form the basis for any decisions made by the authorities concerning the relevant 

oil companies’ applications to conduct seismic surveys. In support of these consultations 

Qaasuitsup Kommunia developed an information folder that briefly discusses the activities to take 

place, the consequences and potential risks of hydrocarbon resources development and how 

citizens can participate in consultations and meetings to voice their opinions and concerns 

(Qaasuitsup Kommunia).  

One of the concerns raised was with the consequences of seismic activities on marine mammals. 

There is a need to study narwhals and other whales both before, during and after seismic activities 

have taken place. The government plan to include local hunters in studies of catch levels to 

estimate any changes to these as a result of the seismic activities.  

Other concerns are associated with the marine environment, e.g. the use of chemicals for drilling 

and the risk of an oil spill. The consequences of an oil spill for local fishermen and hunters may be 

devastating – technologies for effective clean-up are yet to be developed, weather and sea ice 

may make mechanical clean-up more difficult and locally people depend on fishing and hunting 

grounds that have been used for generations.  

 

Scenarios  

It has been difficult to ascertain how a future scenario, based on an influx of workers and 

shipment activities, will affect the local Inuit population and wildlife diversity. One way of 

approaching the issue is by examining some of the concerns raised by reviewing the main points of 

the social impacts documented previously in relation to the establishment of an aluminium plant 

in the remote area of east Iceland near Fjardaal. There are many comparative similarities between 

the establishment of the smelter in Fjardaal and what impacts a future increase in mining and oil 

development might hold in store for local residents in the LIA area of interest.  

Firstly, both areas are located in a very sparsely populated area with few or limited logistic 

channels and resources. Secondly, both scenarios expect an increase in the presence of foreign 

workers but also suggest an increase in local job opportunities. Socio-economic aspects of the 
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Icelandic study indicated a positive attitude towards impacts on economic conditions in the area 

closest to the plant and an increased diversity of local job opportunities (Jóhannesson et al. 2010). 

When the aluminium plant was established in Fjardaal, population increase was localised around 

the plant while outmigration continued to decline in areas further away from the site. Due to the 

increased presence of foreign workers, local age and gender composition changed considerably to 

the extent that males outnumbered females, which can be considered a cause for concern 

(Jóhannesson et al. 2010: 4). 

Depending on the scale of oil and mining activities i.e. when compared to the local (highly 

traditional) labour market, it should also be considered; to what extent, local social rhythms will 

be come to relate to industrial work shift schedules. Finally, the study revealed negative impacts 

upon social life in the area closest to the plant while the operation of a larger workplace also 

appears to indicate some adverse effects upon social life in the area (Jóhannesson et al. 2010: 31). 

 

Impacts of mining on nature and environment - examples 

The Greenland Parliament Mineral Resources Act (Act no. 7 of December 7, 2009) states that 

‘pollution risks and other activities considered detrimental to the environment must be limited 

where possible’ and that any application should include a description of the most significant 

environmental impacts and proposals for the rehabilitation of the area. Another concern is that 

environmental protection in relation to mining activities should always be conducted on a 

separate assessment of the relevant mine. The main reasons for this concern is that the 

mineralisation pattern and therefore the pollution potential will always be highly specific in 

relation to the individual prospect/ resource and that opportunity for shipment will vary 

significantly from place to place. Alongside these concerns, local plant and wildlife characteristics 

and human use of a given area will also vary from place to place and should also be taken into 

consideration. 

Although situated outside the LIA interest sphere, it is worth highlighting a recent case concerning 

mineral activities in the Jameson Land Ramsar site in the National Park area. The debate, which 

has sparked some controversy in the Greenlandic press, concerns the commencement of mining 

activities for molybdenum inside the already existing Ramsar area ‘Heden’.  The company, Quadra 

Mining Ltd. was granted the exploitation licence and planned activities include the construction of 

a port, a gravel road and a 2,000m long air strip on and around the site.  
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Figure 17. Map showing planned mining activities, disputed Ramsar areas and the proposed plans for relocation of the 

site. From Danish Centre for Environment and Energy (formerly DMU) 

http://www.dmu.dk/udgivelser/dmunyt/2010/1/heden 

 

According to a recent study (NERI technical report no. 822), the proposed mining activities could 

spell significant disturbances to the unique wetland area, which includes a large number of 

moulting and breeding waterfowl around Gurreholm and two endangered species; Sabine’s gull 

Larus sabini and whimbrel Numenius phaeopus (Glahder et al. 2011). The planned mining activity 

is in violation of the agreement reached in accordance with the Ramsar treaty but the 

Government of Greenland has put forward the claim that the area in question is now of “Urgent 

National Interest”, which the Ramsar Convention Secretariat has recently accepted. Future plans 

for the area call for a relocation scheme, which involves the establishment of a new Ramsar site on 

the other side of the peninsula (see map above). 

In relation to future potential mining activities around Citronen Fjord, the Danish-based 

consultancy firm ORBICON has conducted the initial baseline studies of the Citronen Fjord Base 

Metal project. Although it has not been possible to obtain the report, one of the present concerns 

in relation to mining activities is that these will increase zinc levels in local riverbeds and that any 

subsequent waste disposal from these activities could lead to further contamination. 

 

The Exxon Valdez oil spill 

Although not inside the LIA, the following case has, nevertheless, been highlighted in order to 

reflect upon the scale of impact from a potential future oil spill in the LIA. One of the largest oil 

spills to occur in Arctic waters was the grounding of the oil tanker Exxon Valdez in Prince William 
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Sound immediately off the coast of Alaska in 1989. The total spill was estimated at 11 million 

gallons or 257,000 barrels of oil and due to the remote location of the polluted site; government 

and industry response efforts were difficult and placed significant demands and constraints on 

existing response plans (Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council 2012). In subsequent years the 

effects of the oil spill have been studied for impacts upon local inhabitants and wildlife located in 

the exposed area. The immediate (short-term) effects included the death of somewhere between 

100,000 and 250,000 sea birds, at least 2,800 sea otters, 22 orcas and the destruction of billions of 

salmon and herring eggs.  

More recently, a team of researchers based at the University of North Caroline found that effects 

from the oil spill were lasting far longer than expected and that some coastal areas may take up to 

thirty years to recover (Williamson 2003). Although Exxon Mobil anticipates that the remaining 

pollution will not cause any long-term ecological impacts, a NOAA study nevertheless concluded 

that contamination from the spill site may induce chronic low-level exposure that discourages any 

subsistence use around the contaminated coastline while the ‘wilderness character’ of the area 

has significantly decreased (MacAskill 2007).  

 

Key stakeholders 

Numerous stakeholders can be identified in relation to current and future mining and hydrocarbon 

activities in the LIA area of interest.  

- Government of Greenland, Ministry for Domestic Affairs, Nature and Environment 

- Government of Greenland, Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum. 

- The outlined mining and exploration companies highlighted in this section have already 

invested significant funds towards surveying and mapping possible sites and are expected 

to continue to invest in one or more of these sites in the near future.  

- The Ramsar Convention Secretariat is a key partner in relation to the protection of local 

wildlife in areas where mining activities may overlap with designated Ramsar sites. The 

Government of Greenland, Ministry for Domestic Affairs, Nature and Environment in 

relation to conservation of wildlife and the Ministry for Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture 

in relation to regulation of hunted species, e.g. narwhal, walrus and polar bear.  

- Local Indigenous users of land, sea and ice in the LIA area of interest. 

- DCE/NERI (Danish Centre for Environment and Energy, formerly National Environmental 

Research Institute) and ORBICON are both charged with conducting EIA-reports for 

planned mineral and hydrocarbon activities. 

- Environmental NGOs and other organizations that are part of the public debate about 

large-scale industry in Greenland.  
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10. Military and research activities 

The LIA, and especially the area around Thule AFB, has witnessed numerous scientific and military 

research activities since the establishment of a permanent air base in the early 1960s. The 

presence of a US air force base in close proximity to the local Indigenous population has triggered 

numerous debates and inquiries over the years, ranging from the controversy surrounding the 

‘forced’ relocation of the local population, from the original settlement at Dundas to present-day 

Qaanaaq, to the left-over radioactive materials from a B-52 crash in 1968. This part of the project 

aims to identify what role both contemporary and future military and scientific research activities 

will play in the proposed LIA.  

 

Military facilities and activities 

Thule air Base (US) 

Thule Air Base (TAB), called Pituffik in Greenlandic, is an American air force base located near 

Dundas not far from where Knud Rasmussen and Peter Freuchen first established a trade station 

in 1910. In the mid-1950s the base was established as part of a top-secret project codenamed 

‘Operation Blue Jay’ during which the Indigenous local residents were relocated to present-day 

Qaanaaq (see below). The base has primarily acted as part of the US early warning system 

established during the Cold War and operates a powerful radar array which is also used for 

meteorological data collection.  

Today, Thule AFB hosts the 21st Space Wing’s global network of sensors providing missile warning, 

space surveillance and space control to North American Aerospace Defense Command and Air 

Force Space Command and is also home to the 821st Air Base Group and also operates a Ballistic 

Missile Early Warning System designed to detect and track ICBMs launched against North America. 

The base is a modern airfield with a 10,000-foot runway which facilitates more than 3,000 US and 

international flights per year. Aside from these operational duties and charges, the base also 

provides security, communications, civil engineering, personnel, services, logistics and medical 

support to remote active duty units. Thule AFB supports a combined number of 600 US, Canadian, 

Danish and Greenlandic civilian, military and contractor personnel. The nearby seaport serves as 

the main platform for training, international scientific research and environmental programs.  

During the summer season, Thule AFB acts as a base for Danish Defence operations and exercises 

in the LIA but it has been difficult to obtain data on the nature and frequency of such operations 

i.e. number of helicopter flights, explosive detonations and other activities that might arguably 

affect the presence and activities of local Indigenous users and wildlife habitats. But what has 
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been documented is the relocation of the Indigenous population also known as the 1st Thule case.  

 

1
st

 Thule-case (the relocation) 

This case originated during the establishment of Thule AFB in 1951, which signalled a significant 

reduction in the local Indigenous populations’ opportunities for hunting and fishing on native soil. 

In order to safeguard the base’s expansion potential and near-defense, the Danish Government 

decided to relocate the resident inughuit (27 families/ 116 individuals) to present-day Qaanaaq 

with only 3 weeks warning. The controversy over the relocation relates to the fact that the 

relocation took place by the end of May (when Greenland was still officially a colony), only a few 

days prior to 5 June 1953 when Greenland’s status as a colony changed. The local population only 

had a couple of days to pack their belongings and leave their ancestral home after which they 

were no longer able to access traditional hunting grounds and ancestral burial sites. The governing 

authority in Greenland at the time (Grønlandsdepartementet) presented the case for relocation as 

‘voluntary’, however, as researchers Brøsted and Fægteborg later documented; the relocation was 

anything but voluntary (Brøsted and Fægteborg, 1985). The relocation is important for 

understanding contemporary Danish-Greenlandic post-colonial relations because many 

Greenlanders, both then and now, feel that the Danish government did not consider their 

situation at the time. A few years later, the local populations sought to present the case to the 

European Court of Human Rights but the complaint was dismissed because the European Human 

Rights Convention was not in effect (under Danish law) at the time of the relocation.  

In 1999 a group representing the relocated families and their ancestors tried their case, first with 

the Danish High Court and later with the Danish Supreme Court, arguing for financial 

compensation of DKK 235 million and access to the old Uummannaq settlement near Thule AFB. 

The families received a compensation of DKK 1.7 million while access to the old settlement was 

denied due to the 1951 agreement between the United States and Denmark on establishment of 

the Thule AFB.  
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Abandoned houses in Dundas (Photo by Mette Frost, WWF-DK, august 2012) 

 

2
nd

 Thule-case (1968) 

On 21 January 1968 an American B-52 strategic bomber plane carrying four nuclear warheads 

crashed on the ice in nearby North Star Bay. Upon impact with the ice the plane’s conventional 

detonators cause an explosion which scattered radioactive materials and parts of the wreckage 

across a larger area. The heat caused by the explosion and burning air fuels caused the ice to melt 

whereby large parts of the wreckage sank to the bottom of the bay. Following the accident, 

personnel from the nearby Thule AFB commenced the clean-up work under ‘Project Crested Ice’, 

which exposed some the workers to radiation from the debris materials (Risø National Laboratory 

1970). After the accident it was made public that the plane carried nuclear weapons, which 

subsequently sparked a controversial debate about the risks to which Greenland was exposed and 

Denmark’s stance towards nuclear weapons. The incident sparked a great deal of controversial 

debate in Denmark because the Danish Government did not officially endorse the presence of US 

nuclear weapons in national territories. 

The controversy regarding the presence of US nuclear weapons on Danish soil soon became 

known as Thule-Sagen (e.g. the Thule-case), where the main concerns related to the Danish 

governments deliberate avoidance of confronting US authorities about the presence of nuclear 
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weapons in the years leading up to the accident and whether the US government actually 

respected the Danish policy of not allowing nuclear weapons on its territories during peace time. 

After the end of the Cold War, it became clear that the Danish government had failed to keep the 

public informed about US nuclear weapons activities in Greenland and a report from the Danish 

Foreign Policy Institute found that the authorities had failed in their responsibility to keep the 

Danish population informed.  

The Danish atomic research lab at Risø has carried out several investigations of the sea around the 

B-52 crash site, which have revealed that the seabed is polluted with plutonium caused by the 

plane wreckage (Ikäheimonen et al 2001: 339). In 2003 it was found that the local waters showed 

slightly elevated levels of plutonium but that these concentrations are rarely transmitted to local 

wildlife since these animals move over vast distances every year and do not remain around the 

crash site for any prolonged period of exposure.  

 

3
rd

 Thule-case (the Thule workers) 

This case concerns the unusually high cancer-related death rate among mainly Danish service 

personnel charged with cleaning up the debris after the B-52 crash on the ice. The respective 

authorities of changing governments have refused to publish the workers’ health reports and it 

thus remains uncertain, how many of the 1,200 workers on the base at the time, are still alive 

today (Raagard 2008). 

 

4
th

 Thule Case (1995) 

This case refers to the political debate sparked by the acknowledgements made by the then social-

democratic government i.e. that Denmark (during the Cold War) officially declared its non-

acceptance of nuclear weapons on Danish soil – while simultaneously – accepting the presence of 

US nuclear weapons in Greenland. According to a report recently released by the Danish health 

authorities (Statens Institut for Folkesundhed) there is no apparent correlation between cancer 

mortality rates among previously employed personnel assigned to clean-up duties following the 

accident (Juel et al. 2005: 21).  

 

The Dundas agreement 

An agreement has been reached between the Danish and Greenlandic authorities about the return 

of the Dundas peninsula – until recently part of the Thule AFB and before that an Inuit community 

where explorers Knud Rasmussen and Peter Freuchen in 1909 established a trading post. It was 
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agreed that the Danish Government will cover the costs of renovating the old waste dumps at 

Dundas, estimated at DKK 40 million29. The issue has been debated between the Government of 

Greenland and the Danish Ministry of the Environment for many years and it was only in 2011 that 

finalized agreement could be reached. US responsibility in the matter was somewhat problematic 

because, should the US have agreed to clean up the waste they would most likely also have to pick 

up the bill for the renovation of similar waste dumps elsewhere in the region. The 1951 agreement 

between Denmark and US holds no provisions on later clean-up of the area, and subsequently the 

Government of Greenland argued that Denmark should cover all costs associated.  

The waste on the Dundas site stems mostly from maintenance of a missile battery erected in the 

1970s and includes household waste, oil barrels, and metal scraps. It has been agreed that the 

more dangerous waste materials will return to Denmark for processing. 

 

 

Old installations at the foot of Mount Dundas (Photo by Mette Frost, WWF-DK, august 2012) 

 

 

                                                           
29

 Danish Ministry for the Environment. 23 July 2011: Danish/Greenlandic agreement on the clean up of Dundas. 

http://www.mim.dk/Nyheder/2011/20110623_dundas.htm  
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Sirius dog sledge patrol (DK) 

Other activities within the Greenland LIA include surveillance activities by the Sirius Dog Sledge 

Patrol. In 1933 the World Court in Den Haag, the Netherlands, ruled Greenland a Danish territory, 

ending a dispute between Norway and Denmark on the right of ownership of parts of East 

Greenland. During World War II the geopolitical position of Greenland became increasingly 

important and first steps to establish some kind of military presence in Northeast Greenland were 

made in the aftermath of the war. The first secret Operation Resolut in 1952 became Dog Sledge 

Patrol Resolut and later Sirius Dog Sledge Patrol.  

Still today, a small unit of 12 men travels a 2,100 km coast line every winter to show Danish 

representation in Northeast Greenland, see that expeditions in the area are in accordance with 

regulations and guidelines and to see that the northernmost regions of the Greenland National 

park are protected. The unit is based as Station Daneborg (74 N latitude), but they have a summer 

station at Ella Island (72 N latitude) and facilities at Mestersvig, 250 km south of Daneborg, where 

2 servicemen are stationed to keep the airstrip and metrological station open. 

 

 

Figure 18.  Military facilities in North Greenland.  
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Research facilities and activities  

Throughout history, the Thule region has acted as the springboard for different waves of human 

migration from Canada into Greenland and many scientific research activities in the Greenland LIA 

are focused on archaeological investigations and excavations around ancient dwelling sites of the 

early Dorset and Thule cultures.   

Permanent research facilities  

Camp Century was a nuclear powered research facility underneath the ice built by the US military. 

It was occupied by US servicemen and scientists from 1959 to 1966 and run by the US Army Polar 

Research and Development Centre. The station was supplied via Thule Air Base some 150 miles to 

the west of the research facility.  

Station Nord (located on Kronprins Christian Land, 81°N) is being developed into a modern 

research facility in 2013-2014. The Arctic Research Centre at Aarhus University, Denmark, is 

developing a modern research facility here with funding from Villum Foundation. Air pollution 

research has been carried out here since the 1970’s. The new facilities will include modern 

laboratories that make it possible to study the transport of pollution to the Arctic, permafrost, ice, 

climate and biological processes near Station Nord. Furthermore a mobile station with 

snowmobiles, sledges, tents etc. will make it easier for researchers to study areas at a distance 

from Station Nord. The third component of the new facility is an air station with unmanned drones 

that can be used to study the composition of the air and observe the planet from above30.  

Zackenberg Research Station is a research facility owned by the Greenland Government and run 

by the University of Aarhus. This station is placed near Daneborg (74°N) and provides facilities for 

comprehensive research projects, including the long-term research and monitoring programme 

Zackenberg Basic. Zackenberg Basic consists of five subprogrammes: ClimateBasis, GeoBasis, 

BioBasis, MarineBasis and GlacioBasis.  Data dates back to 1991 when the first activities under 

what later became the Zackenberg Basic programme was carried out.  

The Zackenberg Basic programme since 2007 has been supplemented by the Nuuk Basic 

programme, where research facilities were established in Kobbefjorden in the low Arctic Nuuk 

region.  Partners to the programme are The Greenland Institute of Natural Resources, the 

Greenland Climate Research Centre, Asiaq/Greenland Survey, Aarhus University and Copenhagen 

University 

                                                           
30

Aarhus University builds research centre in North Greenland:  http://scitech.au.dk/en/current-

affairs/news/show/artikel/aarhus-universitet-bygger-forskningsstation-i-nordgroenland/  
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Research activities  

There are several ongoing (longitudinal) environmental monitoring projects in Qaanaaq district, 

aimed at: estimating population sizes for the Thick-billed Murre (Uria lomvia) and Black-legged 

Kittiwakes (Rissa tridactyla) colonies; and to identify potential sub-colonies for future monitoring 

purposes. The colonies are scattered along the coast north and south of Qaanaaq district at: 

Appaarsuit/ Hakluyt Island, Kitsissut/ Carey Island, Appat/ Saunders Island, Issuvissuup Appai/ 

Parker Snow Bay and Appat Appai (Merkel et al. 2007). The project is the result of ongoing 

cooperation and data sharing between Danish Centre for Environment and Energy (formerly NERI) 

and Pinngortitaleriffik/ Greenland Institute of Natural Resources. Other research into local wildlife 

is documented in the section on conservation.  

The Danish Meteorological Institute (DMI) occasionally undertakes scientific research on sea ice 

and ocean temperatures around the Inglefield fiord in the LIA. The Qaanaaq Sea Ice Temperature 

Experiment (QASITEEX) was carried out in cooperation with local hunters using dogsleds to reach 

field sites out on the ice for measuring overall water temperatures and salinity contents in the 

fiord. Other scientific research in the area includes tagging and monitoring efforts of the local 

whale populations (narwhal, beluga and bowheads) by the Danish Centre for Environment and 

Energy (DCE). There are numerous other research projects in the area, most of which are carried 

out during the summer field season, and these tend to cluster primarily around biological, 

geological and archaeological field studies.  

 

Scenarios for military and research activities in the area 

In August 2004, Danish Foreign Minister Per Stig Møller and Home Rule Deputy Premier Josef 

Motzfeldt met with Secretary of State Colin Powell in Igaliku to sign an updated version of the 

1951 Defense of Greenland Agreement. One of the outcomes of this meeting was the creation of 

the Joint Committee, which meets biannually to facilitate interaction between government, 

academic and private institutions in the respective countries for the purpose of encouraging 

cooperation on policy areas such as: environment, science, health, tourism, education and culture.  

The amended Defence Agreement recognizes the importance of protecting the Arctic environment 

and the three countries have agreed to undertake cooperation on the following issues: 

- prevention and combating of pollution dangerous to human health 

- prevention and combating of other pollution of air, water, ice and earth 

- protection of nature, its wild animals, plants and their habitats 

- protection of the landscape and areas of historical and scientific value 
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The Agreement further intends to establish an Environmental Subcommittee which shall meet on 

a regular basis to identify and address environmental issues and recommend countermeasures to 

risks that may be posed by environmental contamination affecting the Thule Defence Area and 

any areas adjacent to the Defence Area.  

 

Hans Island/ Tartupaluk 

Refers to the ongoing dispute between the Canadian and Danish authorities concerning national 

sovereignty over Hans Island, which is located practically in the middle of the Kennedy Channel in 

Nares Straight. Although barren and uninhabited, the 1.3 km2 island is nevertheless claimed by 

both Canada and Denmark due to its potentially strategic location on a northern sea route 

between the North Atlantic and Pacific Ocean. The waters near the island are also presumed to 

hold resources such as oil and gas, to which ownership would grant access. After a brief ‘flag-

dispute’ in 2005, where both Danish and Canadian armed forces planted their respective national 

flags on the island, there is currently talk of carving up the island between the interested parties. 

 

The continental shelf project 

In recent years, research activities have focused on establishing the continental shelf of 

Greenland. In accordance with Article 76 of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) the Kingdom of Denmark must put forward claims of extending the outer limits of the 

continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles by November 2014.  

Five potential claim areas have been identified off the Faroe Islands and Greenland. The potential 

claim areas relevant to the Greenland LIA study area are the Lomonosov Ridge north of Greenland, 

and the East Greenland Ridge in Northeast Greenland waters.  
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The Lomonosov Ridge potential claim area, which potentially extents to the North Pole, borders 

with the Greenland LIA area off the northern coast of Greenland. The area is approx. 150,000 km2.  

Figure 19: The potential claim area north of Greenland (shown left with a grey tone). Assumptions made are that the 

Lomonosov Ridge is a natural prolongation of the Greenland landmass, that it constitutes a submarine elevation and 

that sufficient thick sediments can be mapped outside the Hedberg line (FOS + 60 nautical miles). The unofficial 

median lines between the Arctic coastal states are shown as stippled black lines. From the Continental Shelf Project 

website: http://a76.dk/lng_uk/main.html.  

 

 

 

The East Greenland Ridge potential claim area is an area of approx. 63,000 km2 situated in the 

waters between Greenland, Svalbard (Norway) and Jan Mayen (Norway). The area extents into 

waters north of 76 N latitude and is therefore within the Greenland LIA study area.  
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Figure 20:  Map showing the potential claim area (grey tone). The Greenland exclusive economic zone (EEZ) is shown 

in red, Norway’s EEZ from Svalbard and Jan Mayen respectively in yellow. The 350 nautical mile limit line is shown in 

blue. The agreed boundaries between Greenland and Svalbard and Greenland and Jan Mayen are shown in green 

From the Continental Shelf Project website: http://a76.dk/lng_uk/main.html. 

 

Key stakeholders 

- The Government of Greenland 

- Danish Government, Ministry of Foreign Affairs  

- Danish government, Ministry for Education and Research 

- Danish Defence and Arctic Command  

- USAF (United States Air Force) and the US Foreign Office 

- Research institutions, including Danish Meteorological Institute, Danish National Space 

Institute (DTU Space), the National Survey and Cadastre, Department of Geoscience, 

Aarhus University, Geological Survey for Denmark and Greenland (GEUS).  

- Greenlandic, Danish and relevant sections of the international scientific community (i.e. 

mostly marine biologists, archaeologists and glaciologists) who use the LIA for research 

purposes.  

- Local Inughuit 

- Former workers and employees at Thule AFB/ Pituffik 
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11. Conclusions  

This part of the analysis brings together all of the previously outlined developments in order to 

assess both positive and negative impacts of current and future human activities in the LIA, and 

the effects that increased shipping, mineral exploration and tourism may hold in store for species 

conservation in the area. The conclusions include an identification of some knowledge gaps that 

should be filled and potential elements of a management regime for the Greenland portion of the 

LIA. These elements are identified not as a final position of WWF, but to promote discussion 

among relevant stakeholders. 

 

Impacts of current and potential activities  

A summary of current (and potential future) mining activities suggests that these are not only on 

the rise but that this development will probably increase even further as the ice gives way to more 

areas of open (and therefore accessible) land and shorelines for mining and related shipping 

activities.  

In the north-eastern part of the LIA (including areas located inside the National Park), significant 

stretches of land have already been conceded to mining exploration and possible subsequent 

exploitation and drilling activities. Based on available information obtained to date, the combined 

size of the areas in question is somewhere between 4,000 and 5,000km2. Should increases in 

mining occur, the King eider and the common sandpiper could be threatened, but there are also 

numerous other species, such as Canadian goose and Sabine’s gull that depend upon parts of the 

National Park area (both inside and outside the LIA) as either stop-over, moulting or nesting sites. 

Numerous daily low-level helicopter flights might affect these species and it is recommended that 

future research be aimed at clarifying these and related noise-disturbance issues further.  

Marine mammals such as walrus and seal use parts of the coastline and elaborate fjord systems in 

the north-eastern part of the LIA as haul-out and these species could also be adversely affected by 

significant increases in possible shipping and related transport activities associated with mineral 

exploration.  

Core areas for polar bears have been identified within the Greenland LIA, including locations on 

Peary Land and Mylius Erichsen Land where polar bears with cubs are often seen (Aastrup & 

Boertmann, 2009). But satellite data document that polar bears use large parts of the Greenland 

Sea area. The 2012/2013 Greenland Sea hydrocarbon license round has highlighted the need for 

more research and new data on the East Greenland polar bear population followed by 

management to prevent negative consequences of new industry on wildlife.  
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Near Qaanaaq a number of important habitats for local waterfowl like little auks, king eiders and 

polar guillemots are identified. These habitats must be managed to sustain future healthy 

populations even under dual stress.  More specifically, along the north-western coastline, the 

analysis identified a significant overlap between the current locations of important nesting sites 

and licensed areas reserved for mining exploration and development. 

The risks associated with increased off-shore oil exploration inside or adjacent to the LIA should 

also be considered. A main concern is the dependence of the identified species on areas of open 

water (polynyas) for feeding grounds, and the near-shore marine ecosystem in general. The effects 

of any long-term presence of human activities related to oil exploitation, such as the construction 

of rigs, supply ports and increased shipping around coastal waters should be considered in relation 

to the delicate habitation patterns of waterfowl species such as little auks and king eiders. 

Apart from current mining and possible future hydrocarbon exploration activities, other factors 

which could impact upon local birdlife include; gradual increases in arctic shipping and transport, 

overharvest of eggs and the impacts related to sudden shifts and general changes in local weather 

and climate, such as increased precipitation or irregularities in the occurrence of open water 

areas.  

The potential future impacts of offshore oil exploration in the LIA are also threats to marine 

mammal species such as walrus, whales and polar bears that migrate, feed and nurse their young 

in and near the same waters. The effects that underwater disturbances such as seismic surveying 

and drilling activities have upon migrating groups of narwhals, belugas, walruses and bowheads, 

and local shallow-water dwelling walrus, are still poorly understood. The worst case scenario is a 

large oil spill in the area, which, based on the lessons learned from Exxon Valdez in 1989, would 

represent a significant threat to birdlife and local marine mammals that rely on the delicate floe 

edge environment as their primary habitat. The human costs of this scenario are also high in that a 

significant proportion of the local population continues to depend upon the presence of 

harvestable species for vital aspects of health and traditional livelihoods to be maintained.  

Walrus are often characterised as a highly noise sensitive, even shy, marine mammal and this 

species is dependent upon a very exclusive habitat for access to feeding opportunities i.e. near 

shore, shallow waters. A survey of studies and scholarly research that would shed more light on 

the effects of, for example, underwater noise from engines and offshore drilling equipment and 

their impacts upon selected species, should be critically assessed since this represents an 

important argument for careful management of walrus habitat.  

The state of the current beluga whale population remains a critical issue since it is already 

endangered due to the periodically unsustainable management of the species (Boertmann, 2006). 

The management of beluga has a long record of heated debate due to the social significance of the 

animal and concerns and warnings from the authorities and the international community about 



[131] 

 

potential over-harvest. Increases in offshore activities that may affect the conservation status of 

belugas will no doubt add to an already delicate national issue. The question of potential impacts 

on whales and other marine mammals is limited by lack of knowledge about their migration and 

feeding patterns.  

Another consequence of new industry and increased activities is the risk of conflict as traditional 

uses of sea and land are under pressure from new uses. In the Greenland LIA Qaanaaq hunters are 

arguing that there is a need for regulation of tourism. This could be supplemented by dialogues 

with the tourism industry and information available for tourists, sailors etc.  

As licenses are granted for mineral prospecting and exploration activities areas there is a risk of 

barriers to access to hunting grounds, fishing sites and sites of historical or spiritual value. In the 

licensing process traditional use must be addressed, people must be asked about their use of the 

area and information about the consequences of a license must be clear. Conflict of land use has 

occurred in other parts of Greenland, i.e. by the Appaluttoq mountain near Qeqertarsuatsiaat 

where locals were restricted to go and harvest rubies as concessions for the area was given to 

True North Gems (Information, 2007).  Industry must be aware of the risk of land use conflict and 

carefully map and mitigate potential conflict.  

On the positive side, increased mining and oil exploration in the LIA would entail a likely increase 

in job availability for a local workforce, which currently only enjoys very few opportunities for 

waged employment. There is an ongoing debate in Greenland about the future of many of the 

smaller and more remote communities where economic alternatives to subsistence hunting and 

fishing have often been discussed and so the prospect of increased mining and tourism can be 

viewed as a positive development. But at the same time however, the socio-cultural impacts of 

having to accommodate a sudden influx of foreign workers and its consequence for a remote 

small-scale fishing community should also be considered (Arctic Human Development Report, 

Arctic Council, 2004).  

The resources hidden in the mountains and sea bed of Greenland are rich and there are potentials 

for new industries across the country. Many of these potentials are being developed these years, 

but still today only one mine is in operation: the Nalunaq gold mine in South Greenland.  

Even if new industries are being developed Greenland still is highly dependent of its living 

resources at sea. Hunting and fishing in particular still provides food on the table for many 

families, a source of income for the many that work in the fishing industry and for the country an 

important export. Still today, fish and seafood make up 85 pct. of the export from Greenland. 

Sustainable management of existing fisheries in the light of climate change and loss of sea ice is 

increasingly important but likewise is the careful introduction of new fisheries or fisheries in newly 

opened waters to avoid over-harvest and collapse.  



[132] 

 

Development of new industry may also be a source of new research and knowledge. The 

prospective oil licensing round and subsequent national debate could give renewed life to the 

question concerning the many unique bird colonies found along the coast and how best to 

preserve their habitats for future generations. Seismic activities in four regions are planned for the 

2013 field season. As part of these activities research in the consequences of seismic activities on 

marine mammals is carried out, increasing our knowledge about wildlife, wildlife use of the area 

and the consequences of seismic activities. Much research in Greenland today is conducted in 

relation to the EIAs and therefore funded by international corporations. Where researchers and 

organisations in Greenland take part in these projects, valuable capacity and knowledge is added 

to Greenlandic society.   

Linked to this research is the discussion about nature management and conservation. Researchers 

have mapped biological hot-spots of the National Park (Aastrup & Boertmann, 2009) and most 

recently identified ecologically valuable and sensitive marine areas in relation to shipping 

(Christensen et.al, 2012). With these studies researchers put conservation and the increasing need 

for a comprehensive management regime on the agenda.  

 

Creating a management regime for the Greenland LIA 

From a conservation point of view, it would seem that the idea of creating a comprehensive 

management regime for the Last Ice Area holds numerous advantages. If a special management 

regime is established it would potentially help to ensure that the status of vulnerable and exposed 

species such as unique waterfowl populations, marine mammals (beluga and walrus) will be 

markedly improved, to the benefit of local people. The analysis has identified a need for 

comprehensive and adaptive management as activities in the Greenland LIA are increasing.  

Potential elements of a LIA management regime could include:  

- Adaptive management for a future of uncertainty as a consequence of global warming and 

of new industry. 

- Management based on available knowledge and research. Recent studies of biological hot-

spots and marine vulnerability in relation to shipping must inform management. 

- Using Strategic Environmental Assessments to identify the cumulative effect of proposed 

activities in the region as proposals for new uses are added. 

- Engaging the local population in industry development, for example to inform 

Environmental Impacts Assessment and Social Impact Assessments, to map areas valuable 

to them for ecological, historical or spiritual reasons and to have a discussion about their 

visions for the future.   

- Managing to reduce disturbances to wildlife from shipping and tourism, identifying 
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passages and no-go zones, seasons etc.  

- Industrial development strategies building on the precautionary principle, taking into 

consideration the available knowledge and research that have identified species specific 

key areas, biological hot-spots and consequences of disturbances on wildlife.  

- Reviewing the prospects of expanding regulations already in place for the Greenland LIA, 

including the National Park regulation, RAMSAR regulations and regulations on single 

species.  

- There are also possibilities of giving the Last Ice Area international recognition through the 

United Nations. Creating a world heritage site or biosphere reserve could help to maintain 

conservation and cultural values in the area. 

 

The North Water as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve?  

Highly relevant to the discussions about future management of the Last Ice Area in Greenland and 

Canada is the research focus on the North Water polynya, which for generations has provided the 

basis for subsistence hunting and human presence in the northernmost part of Baffin Bay.  

The significance of the North Water polynya is discussed in a recent scientific article (Heide-

Jørgensen et.al, 2012). Based on aerial surveys the article discusses new maps of distribution and 

estimates of abundance of belugas, narwhals, walruses, ringed seal, bearded seal and polar bears 

in the North Water polynya. These efforts are important in establishing a baseline against which 

future uses of the North Water by marine mammals can be evaluated and to inform discussions 

about sustainable harvest levels too.  

Arial surveys documented large areas of open water in May 2009 compared to data from the 

1980s and 1990s. The consequences are discussed in the article, stating that ‘the lack of sea ice 

during the 2009 survey affected the whales and seals differently by allowing the whales access to a 

larger proportion of the region but providing fewer opportunities for walruses and seals to haul-

out on ice. Walruses could use terrestrial haul-outs instead of sea ice, but no seal species are 

known to haul-out on land in the North Water’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al., 2012). 

In the article Heide-Jørgensen, Burt, Guldborg Hansen, Hjort Nielsen, Rasmussen, Fossette and 

Stern (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012) argues that the North Water deserves special attention from 

both research communities and government. Marine mammals have provided the basis for 

subsistence of local people by the North Water for generations, compared to other high-Arctic 

areas and polynyas the open water areas of the North Water has a very high density of marine 

mammals and seabirds,  and lastly the North Water is a climate-sensitive area. In the article it is 

stressed that ‘The North Water is a climate-sensitive area and the decline in sea ice coverage since 

2002 both there and in Baffin Bay more generally will, if continued, cause major changes in the use 

of the North Water by marine top predators’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012).  
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The above raises concern and a need for adaptive management. The conclusion of the article 

reads ‘The North Water is a bellwether for some of the rapid changes that currently affect marine 

areas of the Arctic and there are good reasons for monitoring both physical (sea ice and circulation 

patterns) and biological (nutrient cycling and top predators) conditions in this uniquely productive 

high-latitude polynyas. Declaration of this area as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve would be one way 

of recognizing its global significance and maintaining an international focus on monitoring its 

status’ (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2012).  
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Annex 

Annex I 

Geological maps of the Greenland Last Ice Area. 

 

Figure 21: Western part of the Greenland LIA with Qaanaaq, Kane Basin and Washington Land (Geological Survey of Denmark and 

Greenland, GEUS). 
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Figure 22:  Northern part of the Greenland LIA with Lincoln Sea and Pearly Land (Geological Survey of Denmark and Greenland, 

GEUS) 
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Figure 23: Northeastern part of the Greenland LIA with Kronprins Christian Land and Germania Land (Geological Survey of Denmark 

and Greenland, GEUS). 
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Annex2 

Greenland export in 2009 (DKK 1,923 millions).  

 

 

Figure 23: Total export was DKK 1,923 millions. The figure above gives the distribution of export on exported goods (54 pct. 

Northern shrimp, 21 pct. Greenland Halibut, 7 pct. Arctic cod, 2 pct. Snow crab, 1 pct. Scallops, 3 pct. Other fish and seafood, 0 pct. 

Seal skin, 2 pct. Others and 10 pct. Minerals/ exports from mines. From Statistics Greenland (2011).  


