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Arctic Sustainability 
Transformation – What 
is it, what can it be, and 
what does it need to be? 
We have entered a new phase in how we consider and seek to 
govern the fate of the planet in these increasingly unpredictable 
times. Everywhere in the world, relationships within societies 
and environments, and between humans and nature, are rapidly 
changing. The notion of “sustainability transformation” generally 
captures both the challenges of these disrupted relations and pro-
found solutions to restore them at a global scale, but the Arctic 
in particular is seen either as a hotspot for hope and possibilities, 
or as a social and ecological flashpoint under increasing pressure 
of resource use. What, then, is Arctic sustainability transforma-
tion? And what can or does it need to be?

Over the last few decades, sustainability has been a ubiquitous call 
to arms, focusing on ways to make natural resources last longer and 
be available for future generations, and to make resource distribu-
tion fairer. The understanding that development and economic 
growth could be combined with long-term and sustained yields 
of natural resource use entered the scene of global environmental 
governance with the United Nations Brundtland Commission’s 
report in 1987. The 2015 Sustainable Development Goals 
established concrete targets for equal and sustainable access to 
resources in a range of societal areas, such as human health, func-
tioning ecosystems, and education. Over the last three decades, 
the objectives of sustainable development have aimed to promote 
balanced and integrated economic growth, social development, 
and environmental protection. As a result, eager national agendas 
and municipal action plans for sustainability were developed (or 
the need for them was willfully ignored).

Now, however, the goals of making resources last longer and 
distributing them equally is not considered enough, and the new 
call to arms is for “transformation”, which can be understood 
in two different ways. Basically, transformation can be viewed 
as either an (ideally) ongoing, fundamental change toward sus-
tainability in all aspects of society, or as a new and increasingly 
unpredictable reality in which we and all other beings on this 
planet find ourselves.

In its first interpretation, the word “transformation” is used 
without reference to a specific end state or solution, and here it 
is often understood normatively, describing ongoing and deep 
changes in societies in order to make their relationships with 
environments less damaging, less exploitative, and thus radically 
different from their current state. These changes are not about 
improvement and development of what is already there, but 
about taking a new direction, a change of means and attitudes. In 
the face of a crisis, this transformation is commonly understood 
as a fundamental change in structures, conditions, and functions. 

The second interpretation considers the word “transformation” 
to refer to the fact that societies and environments have already 
been fundamentally altered because of climate change and 
ecological crises brought on by industrial activities. From this 
perspective, transformation is viewed as a new reality of radically 
changing, often unpredictable conditions resulting from pro-
foundly altered forms and functions of human and animal life. 

We have set out to explore what sustainability transformation 
means in various Arctic regions, sectors, and cultures. Both the 
notions of sustainability and of transformation have commonly 
been accused of denoting universalized ideas that disregard 
historical, cultural, and geographical particularities. Without 
attempting to offer one definitive answer, this booklet therefore 
brings together reflective texts from researchers actively working 
with Arctic societies and in Arctic environments.

As editors of this booklet, we have placed the contributions 
under three themes that were not necessarily intended by the au-
thors, and these themes should not be considered separate boxes.  
The order of the texts is our attempt to guide the reader through 
these collective insights, and to offer entry points for exploring 
further the meaning of transformation. In the section Reflec-
tions on Transformation, the texts engage critically with the 
ways current research on transformative social and environmen-
tal change is conducted in the Arctic. These texts also reflect on 
the frameworks of scientific and political endeavors for describ-
ing, analyzing, and proposing ways for governing transformation. 
In the second section, Instances of Transformation, we find 
concrete examples of attempts to transform existing structures 
and practices. The texts in this section refer to sector-specific 
transitions seeking to enable deeper transformation or exemplify 
how Arctic Indigenous livelihoods and other cultural practices 
are transformed. In the third section, Dimensions of Transfor-
mation, the texts highlight spatial and temporal dimensions of 
transformation, as well as the groups of actors that in various 
ways partake, shape or are affected by sustainability transforma-
tion. 

This booklet is a result of our collaboration within the Arctic 
Five Chair initiative and has come to form a central part of our 
work of reflecting on Arctic sustainability transformations. The 
Arctic Five is a collaboration among five Nordic universities, 
namely Luleå University of Technology and Umeå University in 
Sweden, UiT The Arctic University of Norway, and the Univer-
sity of Lapland and University of Oulu in Finland. Our work on 
Arctic transformations is conducted within the Future Challeng-
es in the Nordics program and the research project Peripheral 
Visions, jointly funded by the Society of Swedish Literature 
in Finland, Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, the Finnish Cultur-
al Foundation, the Swedish Cultural Foundation in Finland, 
Stiftelsen Brita Maria Renlunds Minne, and the Kamprad Family 
Foundation for Entrepreneurship, Research & Charity.

Many of the researchers who kindly agreed to join this booklet 
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participated in our panel at the Arctic Science Summit held in 
Vienna in February 2023. In addition to these researchers, we 
have also invited colleagues who have crossed our paths in our 
ongoing research on transformations in Arctic regions. Their 
diverse scholarly backgrounds reflect the complexity of sustaina-
bility transformation – a complexity that mirrors both the actual 
challenges societies face and the diversity of scientific disciplines 
engaging with Arctic transformations.   

We hope that the perspectives offered on the following pages 
open new ways of thinking – not only about what Arctic sustain-
ability transformation currently is, but what it can be and what 
it needs to be to ensure that transformations are truly sustainable.

Janina Priebe, Arctic Five Chair in Environmental History at 
Umeå University, 2022–2024

With Hanna Lempinen, University of Lapland, and  
Hanna Vikström, Luleå University of Technology

Illustration “Circum Arctic perspective” by Ludvig Dovberg
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Is sustainable 
development an 
adequate framework for 
protecting the Arctic in 
the Anthropocene?
Ana Manero-Salvador 
University Carlos III of Madrid

Sustainable development is based on the interweaving of three 
pillars: the environment, economic growth and social develop-
ment. Achieving a balance among the three is not easy, especially 
in a region as fragile and threatened as the Arctic. The effects of 
climate change are dramatic in the Arctic, making the estab-
lishment of environmental protection instruments a major and 
unavoidable challenge.

Sustainable development has been present in the Arctic almost 
since the concept was first formulated. The Arctic Council (and 
its antecedents) made sustainable development its own, and this 
concept became a transcendental axis of the progressive econom-
ic exploitation of the Arctic. The Arctic Environmental Pro-
tection Strategy  envisaged a series of objectives and principles, 
while identifying the most serious problems and what should be 
the priorities for Arctic environmental protection. Aware that 
the Arctic is an environmentally exceptional territory, endowed 
with great biodiversity and of essential importance to the regula-
tion of the planet’s climate, the Strategy recognized the impor-
tance of sustainable development in the region, stating: “The use 
of natural resources is an important activity of Arctic nations. 
Therefore, this Strategy should allow for sustainable economic 
development in the north so that such development does not 
have unacceptable ecological or cultural impacts.” 

The latest Sustainable Development Working Group’s Strategic 
Framework sets out a number of priorities based on sustainable 
development, thus, sustainable development is proposed to form 
the backbone of the Arctic Council’s actions in the complex 
situation the Arctic currently faces. This framework was formu-
lated in 2017, two years after adoption of the 2030 Agenda at 
the United Nations, and, as can be seen at a glance, there is no 
correlation between the Sustainable Development Goals and the 
Strategic Framework’s priorities. At most it can be noted that the 
Working Group recognizes as an opportunity the pre-eminence 
and recognition of the Sustainable Development Goals, but in 
no case is there an alignment with them.

However, it is worth considering (as various authors have done) 
whether sustainability is the ideal framework for halting the 
environmental deterioration of the Arctic (and the world) in 
consideration of the transformations caused by the Anthropo-
cene. For example, Robinson says that “each successive rhe-

torical endorsement of “sustainable development” emphasizes 
more immediate human needs and less the sustainability of the 
environmental system.” Kotzé has also pointed out that the 2030 
Agenda has a clear anthropocentric foundation, which is “an 
unfortunate situation that reinforces the anthropocentrism of 
[International Environmental Law].” Sustainable Development 
is “based on human development, progress and the improvement 
of the human condition... while ignoring the critical need to 
respect the integrity of the Earth system and ecological limits.” 

Therefore, alternatives must be sought, such as an Arctic Treaty 
that would reformulate the rules based on ecological integrity 
(for instance, as Bridgewater has stated, there could be an inter-
national grundnorm to assess the adequacy of states” conduct  to 
norms), or consider a new regulatory paradigm (such as Earth 
law system/Lex Anthropocenae) based on global environmental 
problems.

Further reading

Bridgewater, P., Kim, R.E., and Bosselmann, K., 
(2005) Ecological Integrity: A Relevant Concept 
for International Environmental Law in the An-
thropocene?, Yearbook of International Environ-
mental Law, vol. 25, nº 1..

Ferrajoli, L., (2022) Per una Costituzione della 
Terra. L”umanità al bivio. 

Kotzé, L., J. (2019) A Global Environmental Con-
stitution for the Anthropocene?, Transnational 
Environmental Law, vol.8, nº 1.

Kotzé, L., J., and French, D., (2018) The An-
thropocentric Ontology of International Envi-
ronmental Law and Sustainable Development 
Goals: Towards an Ecocentric Rule of Law in the 
Anthropocene, Global Journal of Comparative 
Law, vol. 7, 2018.

Robinson, N.A., (2012) Beyond sustainability: 
environmental management for the Anthropocene 
Epoch, Journal of Public Affairs, vol. 12, number 3.
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An ethical and fair  
future for the Arctic: 
reflections on the  
climate crisis from  
academia
Anna Soer  
University of Ottawa

The term “Anthropocene” – the age of human impact upon 
all aspects of the global sphere – doesn”t quite catch the fine 
nuances and dynamics occurring in the Arctic. The “Anthropo-
cene” gives however much needed highlight to the anthropo-
genic nature of global pollution causing the climate crisis. The 
term nevertheless leaves to one side the responsibilities about 
global pollution: not everyone pollutes the same amount nor 
the same way, and this matter of climate justice encompasses 
both the human and the more-than-human. While it is gener-
ally preferable to avoid victimization discourses, the Arctic has 
nonetheless been a victim of colonial and capitalist destruction. 
Within the field of Arctic Studies, there are innumerable ways to 
approach the subject, from environmental history to biology to 
international and regional policy to (human) geography. What 
all of these approaches have in common is that they all bring 
specificities and knowledges to the table for a common goal, that 
of building a resilient and fair future. I aim to frame my research 
and understanding according to this aspect (that is, academia’s 
focus on climate change and the Arctic) of the profound changes 
brought by the climate crisis: disciplinary borders will never 
allow knowledge production in the Arctic to envision a resilient 
and fair future. Arctic transformations go beyond the shackles 
of the natural sciences, social sciences, and the humanities, and 
are instead articulated at the intersections of fields and realms of 
knowledges. Crossing artificial borders – including the border-
ing of Western academia away from other realms – gives life 
and depth to our collective endeavour in understanding what 
is happening in the Arctic. Coming to terms with the fallacy of 
disciplinary borders and with the conceptual limits of the An-
thropocene, these profound climatic and biological changes have 
also brought forward the need not only for collective research, 
but also for more meaningful engagement with ethics. The 
actors or agents who have a seat at the table and who participate 
in research and agenda-setting are key for the continuation of 
Arctic Studies and the region as a whole. Working meaningfully 
with Indigenous knowledge stemming from first-hand, collec-
tive, and generational lived experiences and analysis requires 
a re-evaluation of working relationships and a de-centring of 
hegemonic knowledge production stemming from non-Arctic 
researchers and non-Arctic (and Western) research institu-
tions. While I dispute that there are capacity challenges in the 
Arctic – the work of the many Indigenous organizations, from 
cross-border cooperation to Indigenous peoples and Indigenous 

women’s rights, is beyond commendable – addressing structural 
challenges such as difficult access to (higher) education is a pri-
ority. Arctic transformations are not mere graphs or numbers on 
sheets of paper. They are the lived realities of 4 million people, 
10% of whom are Indigenous. From permafrost thawing to loss 
of biodiversity, from the housing crisis to the wellbeing crisis, 
from limited educational resources to the high price of food, 
promoting locally-produced knowledge is central to establishing 
relevant agendas both in policy drafting and implementation 
and in research. In a nutshell, here is how I as a researcher in 
academia reflect upon the Arctic’s profound changes and how 
these reflections influence my work: the first stage of reflection is 
meaningful engagement with ethics, the second is understanding 
dynamical holistic systems in the Arctic and how they operate, 
and the third – more conceptual – is the framing of a resilient 
and fair future for both humans and the more-than-human. 
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Reflections on Arctic 
transformations in  
Svalbard 
Jasmine Zhang and 
René van der Wal 
Swedish University of Agricultural 
Sciences

The editors of this timely booklet posed us an intriguing and chal-
lenging question: how can we think and talk about transformations 
in relation to sustainable issues in Arctic regions? These issues are 
particularly relevant to think about in the geographical location 
of our research area, namely the Norwegian archipelago Svalbard. 
When considering sustainable transformation in the context of 
colonial exploitation of natural resources in all Arctic regions, we 
face the question of legitimacy: to what extent should sustainable 
transformation reduce human impacts so that there would be justice 
to human and non-human actors who have ‘rights’ to their lands? 
In Svalbard, this question has been given less thought because of 
Svalbard’s status as ‘no man’s land’ before Norwegian sovereignty 
was established by the Svalbard Treaty in 1925. Nevertheless, the 
inconsistency and irony still exist. Transformations are going on all 
the time; yet, how seriously sustainability is engaged with at a funda-
mental and legitimate level remains an open question. 

In the past three years, we have been concerned with questions 
about how knowledge generated from environmental monitor-
ing and place-based experiences in Svalbard may enhance each 
other, such that we can better understand and work with envi-
ronmental changes unfolding. Through the project SVALUR 
(Understanding resilience and long-term environmental change 
in the High Arctic: Narrative-based analyses from Svalbard), we 
have gathered insights from scientists, technicians, tour guides 
and local residents via in-depth interviews, focus groups and 
Maptionnaire surveys. An eagle’s eye view of our materials leads 
us to this conclusion: despite the fact that rapid changes are 
observed and experienced, ‘sustainable transformation’ remains 
a concept that people occasionally refer to but have difficulty 
answering questions about or take actions on. 

Reflecting on this observation, we wonder whether it tells us 
something about Arctic transformation in relation to sustaina-
bility issues. While we actively avoided normative framings such 
as sustainability or climate change, the low presence of sustain-
able transformation in our materials may point towards several 
important questions that may be relevant to other Arctic regions 
and beyond. What kinds of sustainability can we imagine in a 
place that we have transformed? When environmental changes 
add to an already-transformed landscape, how do we respond to 
the sum of the effects in an adequate way so that environmental 
regulations are not merely political instruments? Finally, what 
can be done when remote Arctic regions, not least Svalbard with 

its unique physical and legal infrastructure, continue to attract 
different interests and actors to visit and stay? Can Arctic trans-
formations ever be sustainable? And according to whom?

We may not have clear answers to these questions. Arctic 
transformations are constantly unfolding at different levels, 
invisible but felt. The storyline of sustainable transformation has 
real consequences for the work and lives of people in Svalbard, 
such as energy transitioning to fossil-free sources, and increasing 
environmental regulation to limit human impacts. While the 
Norwegian government pushes hard to preserve the wilderness 
of Svalbard, future research can look into how various endeav-
ours taken in the name of sustainability might or might not have 
led to transformation away from the current system of consump-
tion and production.

Future reading

Avango, D., Hacquebord, L., Aalders, Y., De Haas, 
H., Gustafsson, U., & Kruse, F. (2011) Be-tween 
markets and geo-politics: natural resource 
exploitation on Spitsbergen from 1600 to the 
present day. Polar Record, 47(1), 29-39.

Evengård, B., Nyman Larsen, J., Paasche, Ö., 
(Eds.), (2015) The New Arctic. Springer Interna-
tional Publishing.

Saville, S. (2016) Saving Svalbard: Contested  
Value, Conservation Practices and Everyday 
Life in the High Arctic. [Dissertation, Aberyst-
wyth University] http://hdl.handle.net/2160/ 
66618c2a42cf-4c2f-af3a-673a63f3c885 

Wormbs, N. (Eds.). (2018) Competing Arctic 
Futures : Contemporary and Historical Perspec-
tives. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2020.105001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2020.105001
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Transformation  
as decolonial  
ceremonies
Ranjan Datta  
Mount Royal University

I was born and raised in a minority family and communities; my 
communities, including my family, were displaced from our land 
and faced racism in every aspect of life. As a minority scholar and 
as a racialized immigrant scholar in an Indigenous land (general-
ly known as Canada), I learned the meanings of transformation 
from my decolonial ceremonies about reclaiming who I am and 
who I need to be. From my 17 year decolonial learning journey 
with various Indigenous and minority communities from various 
parts of the world, I learned that transformation is not an event 
but a lifelong learning process. It is a process of relearning and 
rethinking who I am as a researcher and who I need to be from 
the community-engaged and community-led perspectives. 
The transformation from decolonial perspectives is a form of 
responsibility for rethinking our research into action and being 
a change-maker for achieving social justice. The meanings of 
decolonial transformation are discussed below.

Because many Indigenous and local minority land-based commu-
nities” traditional land-based knowledge and practice have been 
sustainable for years, their traditional practice is science. As 
academic researchers, we can benefit from learning traditional 
practices and creating meaningful bridges to the worldviews 
of communities and scholars. Community Elders and Knowl-
edge-keepers should guide research in a way that respects and 
honors community knowledge, culture, and practice. In this 
process, community Elders and Knowledge-keepers are scientists 
for the community, and their knowledge is scientific knowledge 
for their community; academic researchers become learners.   

Understanding complexities in adaptation and barriers are a 
form of decolonial transformation. Knowledge varies in many 
Indigenous and minority land-based communities from land to 
land, from Elder to Elder, from Knowledge-keeper to Knowl-
edge-keeper, and from generation to generation, and so under-
standing any challenges from multiple perspectives is a form of 
transformation. 

Engaging in community-based participatory action research is a 
decolonial form of transformation. The implication of this type 
of research in decolonization is that I must spend enough time in 
the community so that it can know who I am as a researcher, and 
that I learn the community’s expectations of my research.  

• �Engaging the community in research decision-making is also 
a form of transformation. In my decolonial journey, I learned 
that the community should be not only engaged throughout 
our research from the very beginning, but should lead the 
research.

• �Research in decolonial transformation must be considered 
community capacity building. I learned that community capac-
ity building as self-determination is necessary for reclaiming 
the meanings of community-engaged research.

Decolonial transformation refers to understanding community 
needs. It also refers to building solidarity to protect the rights of 
Indigenous and minority communities and to promote justice, 
such as advocating Indigenous land-back movements and pro-
tecting Indigenous land-water rights, Indigenous language, and 
culture. 

Last but not least important, the decolonial meaning of transfor-
mation is to rethink Research as Action, to reclaim research tools 
for the community to solve its everyday challenges. Rethinking 
and relearning should be continuous. Decolonial transformation 
is the responsibility to rethink and relearn who we are and who 
we need to be. 
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Instances of  
transformation
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Blending tradition with 
innovation in Greenlandic 
hunting practices
Leneisja Jungsberg 
Nordregio

The Arctic is warming at a rate four times as fast as the rest of the 
world. This warming has resulted in a decline in sea ice, a critical 
habitat for many marine mammals hunted by the Inuit people. 
The melting of sea ice has also increased travel and hunting 
challenges due to thinner and less stable ice. Climate change has 
altered animal migratory patterns, further complicating hunting 
efforts. Overall, climate change significantly affects traditional 
Inuit hunting practices in Northern Greenland, leading to a 
steady decline in the number of professional hunters over the 
last decades. The decrease is particularly visible in younger age 
groups, which is at least partly linked to the fact that the younger 
generation prefers to pursue education (which among other 
things paves the way to wage labour) and mainly go leisure hunt-
ing in their free time  

Greenland’s northernmost town is Qaanaaq, which people still 
describe as the town of hunters and trappers town. Despite 
climate change, fishing and marine mammal hunting deliver 
significant income to and direct subsistence for local households. 
Many professional hunters still hunt in the traditional way, using 
kayaks and harpoons to catch whales, and can then sell their 
catches in town via their social network. When they fish halibut, 
they can sell the fish to the local fish processing plant. In spring, 
they can sell the fat (mattak is a Greenlandic speciality) from 
Narwhale to the fish factory. A big share of the meat is consumed 
locally in the community; however, politicians are looking into 
the options of processing whale meat at Qaanaaq’s fish factory 
to sell to other parts of Greenland. Although there are fewer 
professional hunters today than there were 30 years ago, almost 
all households go out for leisure hunting and fishing and use the 
catches as a supplement for the household income and diet.  

Greenland’s government has emphasized the need for its citizens 
to adapt in order to survive and thrive amidst the impacts 
of climate change. For instance, the Inuit people have been 
modifying their hunting practices by utilizing new technologies 
and techniques like drones. They have also been collaborating 
with scientists to monitor animal migration patterns and better 
comprehend the effects of permafrost thaw on infrastructure. 
The socio-economic effects of permafrost thaw in North Green-
land are particularly significant, especially when the thaw poses 
threats to key infrastructure such as roads or airstrips. Efforts to 
adapt to climate change in North Greenland will continue to 
require innovative approaches for sustaining life and working in 
the changing environment, while also preserving the traditional 
way of life of the Inuit people. 

Further reading

Centre for Spatial Studies. Stockholm: Nordre-
gio.

Nymand Larsen, J., ed. (2014) Arctic Human 
Development Report: Regional Processes and 
Global Linkages. Copenhagen: Nordic Council of 
Ministers.

Rantanen, M., Alexey Y,. Karpechko, Nordling, 
K,. Hyvärinen, O,. Ruosteenoja, K., Vihma, T., and 
Laaksonen, A., (2022) The Arctic Has Warmed 
Nearly Four Times Faster than the Globe since 
1979 | Communications Earth & Environment. 
Nature Communications Earth & Environment.

Strudzik, Ed. (2016) Food Insecurity: Arctic Heat 
Is Threatening Indigenous Life. Yale E360, Pub-
lished at the Yale School of the Environment.

Wesche, Sonia D., and Hing Man, C., (2010) 
Adapting to the Impacts of Climate Change on 
Food Security among Inuit in the Wester.
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Cold transformations: 
The culture of cold in 
times of global warming
Matilda Marshall 
Umeå University

The imaginary of Sweden as a cold country with Arctic winters 
is present in both national and international representations of 
Sweden and Swedish culture. Even though the Arctic region 
is difficult to define, normally only the most northern part of 
Sweden is included. The climate differs between south and north 
parts of the country, which suggest differences of meanings and 
experiences of cold within Sweden. Nevertheless, how climate 
change affects the north has ripple effects for the whole country. 
Rising temperatures challenge previous norms, perceptions, and 
the ways people live with and manage cold. 

While previous research has identified how cold and the lack 
of cold have affected indigenous lifeways and people and places 
connected to the tourism industry, less is known about how 
people in their everyday lives live with, understand, and manage 
cold, and more precisely, how aspects of cold are enmeshed in 
everyday life. Departing from this research gap, I wish to explore 
how climate change has and will affect the culture of cold.

With culture, I refer to the shared norms, perceptions, traditions, 
routines, etc. within a group of people. The culture of cold could 
thus be understood as the different ways that people in different 
times and locations live with cold in their everyday lives, for 

Further reading

Marshall, M. (2022) The Refrigerator as a Prob-
lem and Solution: Food Storage Practices as Part 
of Sustainable Food Culture. Food and Food-
ways 30(4): 261–86. https://doi.org/10.1080/074 
09710.2022.2124726.

Marshall, M. (2023) Collective Cool: Freez-
er Lockers and Collective Freezing Practic-
es. Kulturella Perspektiv 32: 1-10. https://doi. 
org/10.54807/kp.v32.2146.

Marshall, M, and Lyngø, I., J.. (2023) The Culture 
of Cooling – an Introduction. Kulturella Perspek-
tiv 32: 1-7. https://doi.org/10.54807/kp.v32.8950.

example, how people dress, participate in winter outdoor activ-
ities, manage indoor temperatures, and store food. My research 
connects to the increase of research and emerging fields within 
ice humanities, cryo-history, and Arctic humanities.

For example, I have previously studied food storage practices and 
how refrigeration has influenced Swedish food culture. In the 
shift from utilizing natural cold and the surrounding environ-
ment (e.g., through ice, cold water and root cellars) towards 
electrified storage, the food culture has become more dependent 
on freshness and (artificial) cold. Refrigerators and freezers have 
an inconspicuous presence in almost every Swedish kitchen and 
affect the way people think about and manage food.  Although 
the appliances are involved in unsustainable practices associated 
with climate change – e.g., energy consumption and food waste 
– they are rarely challenged. Through refrigerators and air-condi-
tioning, cold has become commodified and individualized. The 
many ways people live with cold and cooling through refrigera-
tion in different times and places is thus cultural.

For my future research, I am interested in how people in Sweden 
understand and experience cold, how they live with or avoid cold 
weather, and, more precisely, how cold is integrated into people’s 
daily practices. By ethnographically investigating the presence and 
absence of cold in people’s everyday lives, I want to get closer to 
how people and their practices are affected by a warmer climate.

https://doi.org/10.1080/07409710.2022.2124726
https://doi.org/10.1080/07409710.2022.2124726
https://doi.org/10.54807/kp.v32.2146
https://doi.org/10.54807/kp.v32.2146
https://doi.org/10.54807/kp.v32.8950
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The challenge of  
“just” Arctic low-carbon 
energy transitions
Hanna Lempinen  
University of Lapland

Humanity is faced with an urgent need to decarbonize its energy 
systems, economies, and societies. Continued reliance on fossil 
fuels not only comes with serious environmental, economic 
and sociocultural impacts, but through its direct contribution 
to global warming, it also puts the future of the whole planet 
at risk. The challenges posed by the low-carbon transition vary 
across different national, political and sociocultural contexts, and 
in this matter, the heterogenous Arctic region with its diverse 
communities and societies is no exception. 

As a part of their national and international climate commit-
ments, many states across the broader Arctic have committed to 
implementing their national low-carbon transitions in a socially 
just manner. However, both what “just” entails and how justice 
can be implemented and achieved remain open to political and 
academic debate. In scholarly literature, energy justice is often 
understood in terms of fair distribution of benefits and losses 
and in terms of being heard and included in policy planning 
and implementation. For these reasons, correctly identifying the 
vulnerable individuals and groups that are suffering losses, as well 
as understanding what kind of losses are being experienced, is 
required for justice to take place – both in the forms of explicitly 
acknowledging the experienced losses and compensating for or 
restoring them. However, political and administrative systems 
often struggle to identify values – and, as a result, losses – that 
cannot be objectively measured or quantified. A loss of income 
quite effortlessly translates into monetary terms, but how to even 
begin to compensate for a loss of a way of life, or for a landscape? 

In lived and experienced realities, Arctic energy transitions take 
diverse forms: as the cessation of local livelihoods dependent 
on the extraction of fossil fuels, as construction of large-scale 
renewable energy installations, as new mining sites supplying the 
materials required to electrify societies and as infrastructure pro-
jects and transmissions lines crisscrossing what was left of pristine 
northern landscapes.  In the Arctic context, large-scale renewable 
energy projects also uncomfortably sit on the long continuum 
of extracting and utilizing peripheral lands and resources for the 
needs of the state in the south. Renewable energy projects in 
the north are not so much a response to the energy needs of the 
north and northerners themselves, as much they are intended 
to cater to the needs of global industry and the achievement of 
states” climate policy goals.

Of course, the need for a transition towards low-carbon and 
more sustainable ways of living and being is both real and urgent, 
even if the benefits of low-carbon policies adopted today will 
only be visible in the distant future. However, the impacts of 
climate change are not yet felt in Arctic everyday life in their 
full force, unlike the local negative consequences of transi-
tion policies, which are. Successfully tackling the challenge of 
implementing more just energy transitions and securing broad 
societal support for climate policy measures will require a deeper 
acknowledgement of both the frictions between various aspects 
of energy justice and the values and meanings that individuals 
and communities attach to their everyday lives and surroundings. 
I am striving to push forward these themes in my own scholarly 
work.

Further reading

Sovacool, B., and Dworkin, M. (2020)  
Global Energy Justice: Problems, Principles, and 
Practices. Cambridge University Press.

Williams, S., and Doyon, A. (2019) Justice in en-
ergy transitions. Environmental Innovation and 
Societal Transitions 31, 144-153.

Wood-Donnelly, C. and Ohlsson, J. (2023) 
Arctic Justice: Environment, Society and  
Governance. Bristol University Press. 
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Anthropological notes 
on transforming  
transport  
infrastructures in Canada
Philipp Budka  
University of Vienna 

Infrastructure can be understood as a system that enables the func-
tioning of technological objects and things. However, infrastruc-
ture is not a purely technical or technological phenomenon. It 
also includes the social relationships people establish in the course 
of creating connections and networks to operate technological 
objects. And this is where anthropology – the study of humans 
as social and cultural beings who communicate, interact, share 
beliefs, and transfer knowledge – comes in. In my current research 
for the European Research Council project InfraNorth, I am ex-
ploring how people in the small Subarctic town of Churchill, Can-
ada, engage with transport infrastructures, how people perceive 
the transforming of transport infrastructures, and the meaning of 
these transformations for sustaining the community. 

As anthropologist, I understand transformation processes as 
ongoing processes that include both change and continuity. So 
while transport infrastructures (like the Hudson Bay Railway, 
Churchill’s only overland connection) have been changing 
through disruption, modernization, and renovation, they have 
not been replaced by other transport infrastructures (such as 
airports or roads). The railway continues to be the town’s lifeline 
by transporting people, groceries, (bulky) goods, fuel, and mail 
at comparatively low costs. Recent geopolitical developments 
related to the war in Ukraine will bring new changes to transport 
infrastructures in Churchill. In summer 2022, the governments 
of Canada and Manitoba agreed to invest up to Can$147 
million to renovate and upgrade the Hudson Bay Railway and 
the Port of Churchill to develop a new trade corridor. And in 
spring 2023, it was announced that these investments should 
also enable the export of resources such as liquefied natural gas, 
particularly for the European market. 

Transport infrastructures do not exist and transform in isolation. 
The transforming of the Hudson Bay Railway cannot be sepa-
rated from the transforming of the Town of Churchill and other 
settlements and communities along its tracks. It can also not be 
separated from other local transport infrastructures, such as the 
Port of Churchill, which is the only harbour in the American 
(Sub)Arctic with a direct link to the North American railway 
system. And there are also close entanglements with Churchill’s 
airport, which was constructed after the Second World War by 
the US’s and Canada’s militaries and which now supports the 
town’s growing tourism industry. These entanglements become 
particularly visible when transport infrastructures are disrupted, 
when infrastructures fail. As in 2017, when flooding washed out 

Further reading

Budka, P. (2022, April 25) A train ride to  
Hudson Bay. InfraNorth Blog. https://infranorth. 
eu/blog/a-train-ride-to-hudson-bay/ 

Buier, N. (2023) The anthropology of infrastruc-
ture: The boom and the bubble? Focaal, 95, 
46–60. https://doi.org/10.3167/fcl.2022.012401

Sanders, C. (2022, August 3) Northern  
Manitoba railway investment “great oppor-
tunity for Canada”. Winnipeg Free Press. 
https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/break-
ingnews/2022/08/03/northern-manitoba-rail-
way-investment-great-opportunity-for-canada 

Star, S. L. (1999) The ethnography of infrastruc-
ture. American Behavioral Scientist, 443, 377–
391. https://doi.org/10.1177/00027649921955326

several sections of the railway’s track bed and people and goods 
had to be flown in, and the port had to be closed. 

The port only exists because of the railway. The Hudson Bay 
Railway has traditionally been transporting goods, particularly 
grain from Canada’s prairie provinces, to be shipped through 
the port since the 1930s. At the same time, the railway only 
exists because of the port. The port provides facilities not only to 
harbour ships, but also to store and move large amounts of grain 
and similar goods. It is not surprising at all that the Hudson Bay 
Railway and the Port of Churchill have been owned, sold, and 
bought in a bundle. Since 2021, and for the first time in history, 
both are owned by a consortium of 41 communities along the 
line. Or to put it another way: local residents now own key parts 
of the transport infrastructure in Northern Manitoba. These 
recent developments certainly look like the start of a new and 
exciting chapter in Churchill’s entanglement with transportation 
and transport infrastructures. 

https://infranorth.eu/blog/a-train-ride-to-hudson-bay/
https://infranorth.eu/blog/a-train-ride-to-hudson-bay/
https://doi.org/10.3167/fcl.2022.012401
https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/breakingnews/2022/08/03/northern-manitoba-railway-investment-great-opportunity-for-canada
https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/breakingnews/2022/08/03/northern-manitoba-railway-investment-great-opportunity-for-canada
https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/breakingnews/2022/08/03/northern-manitoba-railway-investment-great-opportunity-for-canada
https://doi.org/10.1177/00027649921955326
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Batteries for the world? 
Hanna Vikström  
Luleå University of Technology

Northern Sweden is becoming a hot spot for industries seeking 
access to clean energy to manufacture so-called green technol-
ogies. One example is the establishment of the large battery 
factory Northvolt, which is currently being built in Skellefteå. It 
has been argued that Northvolt will decrease fossil fuel emissions 
and contribute to a sustainable society through the increased use 
of batteries, powered by local renewable energy sources. Electric 
cars are decreasing dependence on oil, but are also creating a new 
dependence on critical materials including lithium, cobalt and 
graphite that can be extracted in only a few places worldwide.

Supplying materials to resource-intensive battery manufacturers 
is viewed as an opportunity by the mining industry as demand is 
projected to increase. Lithium and cobalt are mostly imported 
and have long been perceived as critical because supply is limited 
and potentially unsecure. The mining industry is eyeing potential 
deposits across the world. Another critical material for battery 
manufacturers is graphite. In 2022, China, Mozambique, Brazil 
and Madagascar accounted for over 90% of the production of 
the material.  Import of such a valuable and critical resource is 
viewed as a potential risk for industries and states, and there is 
a narrative that we need to extract such resources domestically 
instead. 

The Swedish north is becoming a hot-spot also for mining 
industries seeking access to critical metals. An Australian mining 
company, Talga, has applied for mining permits to establish a 
graphite mine in Nunasvaara outside of Vittangi, in Norrbotten. 
Industrial and state actors are encouraging mining – for instance, 
Northvolt encourages mining locally because it wants to secure 
its supply, and the Swedish state also views mining as profitable 
for society and the economy. The graphite mine outside Vittangi 
could, according to Talga, account for about a fifth of the pro-
jected demand for graphite in Europe in 2025. The deposit has 
been known since 1918, but it only now with the transition to 
green technologies that there is a sense of urgency in mining it. 
Locals are protesting because the mine is on contested land – a 
place that the Samí use for reindeer herding that is close to rivers 
and sensitive environments. 

This is not the first time such global logics or resource extrac-
tion have manifested in the Arctic. Resources for cars have been 
viewed as essential for society and crucial to mine domestically. 
One example is lead, which was used in gasoline and car batteries 
until the late 20th century. Access was particularly problematic 
during the Second World War, and resulted in the opening of a 
lead mine, Laisvall in Västerbotten. In addition to ore, the mine 
provided jobs. However, lead is a toxic metal, and a large polluter 
of the local environment. Mineworkers suffered from numerous 
health problems, a direct consequence of the toxic environment 
they worked in, and the area is still polluted.

While it is argued that mining in Sweden is more environmen-
tally sound than in other countries with different environmental 
legislation, mining has long-lasting effects on the local environ-
ment and the locals using the land. I hope to contribute by using 
a historical approach to achieve new perspectives and under-
standings about how local resistance and concerns in urban and 
rural areas can be addressed and considered when and if planning 
large scale industrial operations, and whether there are feasible 
alternative pathways.

Further reading 

Sörlin, S. (red.) (2022) Resource Extraction and 
Arctic Communities The New Extractivist Para-
digm. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Klare, MT. (2013) The race for what’s left: the 
global scramble for the world’s last resources. 
New York : Metropolitan.

Thomas N. (2017) The battery business: Lithium 
availability and the growth of the global electric 
car industry The Extractive Industries and Socie-
ty 4:2, 321-328

Wright, L. “Lithium Dreams” New Yorker, 22 
March 2010.  https://www.newyorker.com/maga-
zine/2010/03/22/lithium-dreams 
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Room for human rights 
in the Arctic “green 
transition”?
Christina Allard  
Luleå University of Technology

In a democracy we uphold the rule of law and human rights 
because these are core aspects of what defines a democracy. As 
a concept, the rule of law has been considered one of the key 
dimensions that determine the quality and good governance of a 
country. Thus, a democratic state secures protection of minor-
ity groups so as to ensure that decisions are not only made for 
“the greater good”, i.e. rule of the majority on behalf of minor-
ities. The pertinent, specific human rights in the Arctic “green 
transition” are those protecting Indigenous people’s rights and 
cultures, who in Scandinavia are the Indigenous Sámi people. 
As a people, under international law, the Sami have the right 
to self-determination, the right to protection of their property 
and culture, and the right to influence natural resource manage-
ment decisions. The last-named right involves a specific course 
of action that takes time, despite the urgency and seriousness 
of the climate change crisis. Processes and protocols need to 
be followed in decision-making – based on domestic laws and 
international human rights standards that our states are bound 
by. History shows, all too well unfortunately, that the Sámi paid 
a high price for former industrial developments in northern 
Scandinavia, such as waterpower developments with dams that 
flooded grazing areas, large mining developments, and modern 
logging with deforestation that made reindeer herding in these 
areas almost impossible. 

Today, the Scandinavian courts are more willing to apply human 
rights in relation to Sámi claims that the Swedish Girjas case 
attests to. The matter concerned exclusive Sámi hunting and fish-
ing rights, and the Girjas community won this case against the 
State. Here, the Supreme Court declared, among other things, 
that Sámi customs and customary laws must be considered in 
applying Swedish laws, in line with the ILO Convention No. 169 
concerning Indigenous and Tribal People in Independent Coun-
tries of 1989. It must also be noted that Sweden has not ratified 
this Convention. In the Norwegian Fosen case, the Norwegian 
Supreme Court, referring to the “green transition”, unanimously 
held that the permit decisions and expropriations of land for two 
wind power developments on the Fosen peninsula in Trøndelag 
County (at the time, part of the largest wind power project in 
Europe) were unlawful. The Court relied on Article 27 of the 
United Nations” International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights of 1966 that protects the right of minorities to enjoy their 
own culture, with reindeer herding determined to be a cultural 
practice, declaring that the wind power development would have 
such a substantial negative effect on the reindeer herding that 
Article 27 would be violated. 

The “green transition” today regards re-industrialization of a sort, 
requiring lands, extraction of natural resources, and an influx of 
labour in the areas where Sámi have practiced reindeer herding, 
hunting, and fishing for thousands of years. Indigenous leaders 
worldwide, including Sámi politicians, even refer to present-day 
practices as “green colonialism”, causing a new wave of marginali-
zation and disrespect of Sámi communities. The EU’s determi-
nation to accomplish the green transition has led to proposals to 
fast-track the permitting processes of “green” industries, which 
implies time-saving by cutting corners. Consultations with and 
seeking the Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) from 
affected Sámi in permitting processes will take time if per-
formed “by the book”, as will appeals of decisions by Sámi and 
other parties. If the EU does cut these corners, it risks not only 
violating the human rights of the Sámi people but prolonging the 
transition itself due to the inevitable litigation. 

Further reading

Allard, C. and Brännström, M. (2021) “Girjas 
reindeer herding community v. Sweden: Analys-
ing the merits of the Girjas case”. Arctic Re-
view on Law and Politics, Volume 12: pp. 56–79. 
https://doi.org/10.23865/arctic.v12.2678 .

Ojala, CG. and Nordin, JM. (2015) “Mining Sápmi: 
Colonial Histories, Sámi Archaeology, and the 
Exploitation of Natural Resources in Northern 
Sweden”. Arctic Anthropology, Vol. 52, No. 2, 
pp. 6–21. 
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“Mineral extraction in Swedish Sápmi: The 
regulatory gap between Sami rights and Swe-
den’s mining permitting practices”, Land Use 
Policy, Vol. 99. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landuse-
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Time horizons of 
transformation – 
hydropower in  
Greenland
Janina Priebe  
Umeå University

Before any change takes place in the present, the timeline for fu-
ture change is drawn up. My current research looks at large-scale 
energy infrastructures in Greenland, and as an environmental 
historian, I am not so much examining the physical or economic 
parts as much as the ideas that shape the politics, the science, and 
the business plans long before anything is built. 

Greenland is inhabited by a vast majority of Indigenous 
Greenlandic Inuit. Large-scale energy infrastructures, and the 
corporate investments that have come with them, have the 
potential to materialize the hope of political and economic 
independence from Denmark, the former colonial power. The 
call for global sustainability provides a further entry point for 
these interests. As the Arctic cultural scientist Lill Rastad Bjørst 
wrote, politics and public debates are increasingly about living up 
to the name of a “green” land. These debates frequently revolve 
around Greenland’s ability to contribute to global sustainability 
transformation by providing minerals and materials and possibly 
capturing carbon dioxide using Greenland’s abundant clean en-
ergy, namely hydropower. I approach this current transformation 
by looking at the historical visions that were tied to hydropower 
over the past century, even before hydropower stations were 
built. Corporate actors and economic interests have long played 
a vital role in building visions in Greenland. Against the back-
ground of a changing colonial administration, up until Home 
Rule and an autonomous Greenlandic government, these visions 
have, in their respective phases, highlighted goals of economic 
and cultural development, state revenues, social modernization, 
and global sustainability. The geographer Marcus Nüsser used 
the concept of “hydroscapes” to describe how both environments 
and social relations are shaped by technologies, funding, and 
discourses in connection with the development of hydropower. 
The scope of the plans and infrastructure that Nüsser studied in 
the Asian context is not entirely comparable to Greenlandic hy-
dropower; however, a key similarity is the fact that hydropower 
makes it easy to think about the distant future in a way that goes 
beyond political and legal terms. Long-term goals of self-suffi-
ciency and economic and political autonomy for Greenland are 
important prerequisites to decolonization. The goal of global 
transformation is noble, and possibly critical, to human survival. 

 Many researchers have pointed out that the long-term visions 
that hydropower make possible and unlock are tied to corpo-
rate and geopolitical visions. As a historian of ideas, I look at 
how these ideas fit into other agendas (of independence or of 

economic and societal development), what plans they fueled, 
and what changes they stopped. But also, the temporal horizons 
shaping these visions radically change. What if Arctic transfor-
mation has less to do with well-planned, large-scale infrastruc-
tures and more to do with sudden changes and communities 
being ready to handle sudden crises? We live in a time when our 
sustainability agendas and goals, carefully crafted for decades 
with a focus on 2050 and beyond, are losing their relevance. 
We thought that change could be managed just as well as the 
long-lasting physical infrastructure that provides the technical 
solution for sustainability. Exploring the history of hydropower 
in Greenland, and the current effects of climate change, is an 
opportunity to rethink the time horizons of Arctic sustainability 
transformation. 

Further reading

Bjørst, L. R. (2022) “To live up to our name 
“Greenland”: Politics of Comparison in Green-
land’s Green Transition.” Arctic Yearbook: 1-19.

Priebe, J. (2018) “A modern mine? Greenlandic 
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yan hydropower: Promises, project life cycles, 
and precarities.” WIREs Water 7(6): e1469.
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Indigenous and  
immigrants perspectives 
on women-led climate 
change solutions 
Jebunnessa Chapola  
Johnson Shoyama Graduate School 
of Public Policy

Developing women-led climate change solutions is a collabora-
tive process that involves policymakers, community members, 
scholars, activists, and decolonial, anti-racist feminist educators 
in a collaborative commitment to secure a sustainable future for 
all. In my research, I aim to create a Women-led Community 
Climate Solutions Space that is based on principles of equi-
ty, utilizing practices, and fostering community resiliency to 
climate change, in order to address climate change risk and the 
vulnerability of women. My research focuses mainly on Indig-
enous, transnational immigrant, and refugee women. It pro-
vides concrete recommendations to policy-makers for creating 
socially-inclusive climate adaptation policies and practices at 
local, provincial, and federal levels. My work revolves specifically 
around three research questions: 1. What does it mean to think 
of women-led climate change solutions as a source of learning, 
knowledge, and understanding for Indigenous, transnational 
immigrant, and refugee communities? 2. How can women-led 
climate change solutions bring empowerment to Indigenous, 
transnational immigrants, and the women of refugee communi-
ties? 3. How can the knowledge gained be used to identify viable 
options for applied women-led climate action tools, policies, 
practices, and plans for a long-term collaborative research initia-
tive that links policy and practice?

Indigenous and racialized immigrant community members have 
been raising their voices to find the causes of and solutions to 
climate change. The preliminary findings of this research are that 
settler colonialism has been affecting Indigenous ways of life, 
and that everyday practices have been affecting our daily lives 
and the ecological system. Humans are separated from Land 
and Land-based practices, and there is also a lack of Land-based 
education and a monolithic knowledge system to contend with. 
In addition, colonial history is ongoing through a neo-liberal 
economic model (an excessive profit-making system) that is 
based on extractivism, racism, the changing of traditional diets, 
the imposition of colonial and market-dependent food systems, 
colonial Land ownership, colonial ways of Governing Land, 
and a settler monoculture. The promotion of industrial farm-
ing implies a lack of consultation between the community and 
policymakers, the restriction of traditional Indigenous hunting 
rights, the creation of dams and control of natural water flows, 
and the transference of Indigenous lands and resources to the 
province without consultation. 

Anti-racist and decolonial scholars and researchers claim that all 
of these actions are happening through the colonial education 
system and that Western education/science dominates. There 
is a knowledge gap between that Western outlook and Indig-
enous ways of development, relationality and spirituality, and 
Indigenous meanings of Land, water, fire, rocks, and non-human 
species. We need to understand and educate others in ways 
of communicating across knowledge systems, decolonizing 
epistemologies, Indigenous ways of knowing and understand-
ing Nature and human existence, and values, value judgements, 
and ethics. To find the solutions to today’s climate change and 
environmental racism and degradation, we need to introduce 
decolonial education as well as anti-racist and feminist edu-
cation. Community voices need to be heard, and we need to 



UMEÅ UNIVERSITET  
ARCTIC SUSTAINABILITY TRANSFORMATION 33

Further reading

Chapola, J. and Datta, R. (2023) Feminist au-
toethnography. In J. Okoko, S. Tunison, &

Walker, K., (Ed) Varieties of qualitative re-
search methods: Contextual perspectives. 
Springer Nature https://link.springer.com/
book/9783031043963

Datta, R., Chapola, J., Datta, P. and Datta, P. 
(Accepted). Resiliency in disaster: The relevance 
of Indigenous land-based practice. Journal of 
Indigenous Social Development

Datta. R. and Chapola, J. (2018) Indigenous and 
western environmental resource management: 
A learning experience with Laitu Khyeng Indige-
nous community

rigorously establish community consultations with governments, 
policy-makers, and multinational corporations, and then follow 
up on those consultations. Environmental resource management 
policies need to be changed. Indigenous knowledge must be 
included in management and mainstream curriculum. We must 
respect Indigenous Sovereignty. It is important to listen to Indig-
enous Elders. “Take what you need,” which means we need to re-
duce consumption. We must respect women’s leadership, caring 
roles, and women-led solutions to climate change. We need to 
engage with environmental justice movements, and we also need 
to think collaboratively for the betterment of the community, 
environment, and future generations. The crisis of intercultural 
communication needs to improve through community engage-
ments and the creation of a common platform for transnational 
solidarity and environmental justice.

https://link.springer.com/book/9783031043963
https://link.springer.com/book/9783031043963
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A more-than-human 
perspective on the 
transformation of  
social-ecological  
systems in the Arctic
Tim Horstkotte  
Umeå University

In the era of Arctic resource boom and space-consuming 
renewable energy development, the human footprint in shaping 
landscapes becomes visible as a spatial and temporal pattern 
of the supply, demand and infrastructure connected to energy 
development. Wind power installations, mines, water dams and 
power lines are among to the most conspicuous constructions in 
these energy landscapes. But is there more to these things than 
meets our eyes? 

The diversity of animals that share these landscapes with us 
perceive the world with a multitude of senses beyond the human. 
Animals live in their own energy landscapes, where food pro-
vides energy, shelter saves energy, and movement and social inter-
actions require energy. Animals do not merely experience their 
environment, but they also shape and inhabit meaningful worlds 
that intersect with, but also differ from, our own: a powerline 
running across the tundra is ablaze with UV light to a reindeer’s 
eye, undetectable to the human vision. The response of reindeer 
to this phenomenon has not been clarified entirely. However, 
anthropogenic land use changes clearly influence and re-define 
relationships between the human and non-human. 

That influence is particularly evident in the circum-arctic 
relationship between herding and hunting societies and Eura-
sian reindeer / North American caribou. Hunters and herders 
describe these animals as active participants, both as individuals 
and as social beings, in shaping human-animal relationships. 
Reindeer/caribou express their own agency, through their com-
plex species-specific, yet adaptive behaviours originating from 
their lived experiences and cognition. To understand animal 
agency, observations by experts who witness animals” experienc-
es, interests and moods are essential. This intimate knowledge is 
particularly important for hunters whose subsistence depends 
on a rich understanding of animal ecology and behaviour, and 
for reindeer herders for their daily work with the reindeer. In 
those cultures. a rich body of terminology exists to describe the 
animals” habitus and behaviour. This knowledge is needed to 
succeed morally and materially as hunter or herder. 

For reindeer herders, a functional grazing landscape where the 
knowledge and practices of the livelihood are applicable and 
continuously developed contributes to a valued way of life, 
allowing sustained practices of cultural self-conceptions through 
their animals. Nature is a home shared by active agents who 
have interconnected social lives. Power relations influence these 
cultural expressions between human and non-human actors, but 
also within the human dimension: for instance, state policies 
impose borders as barriers on previously fluid reindeer move-
ments. Herders and reindeer may perceive these constructs as 
arbitrary compared to “borders in nature: rivers, certain moun-
tain chains… We who use the land use the natural borders – it is 
the reindeer that use the land.” Similarly, extractive forms of land 
use for raw material and energy production change (path)ways 
of interaction that have worked previously but now are blocked 
by industrial barriers. These (path)ways are lost to dammed, 
uncrossable rivers or replaced by motorized transportation of 
reindeer between seasonal grazing areas, replacing migration 
on foot through the land, which enables herders to learn from 
and with the herd. These landscape transformations grow into 
transgression of cultural practices when animals are bereft their 
own agency. 

The opportunities for animals to live their agency can expose 
how and why changes in the Arctic can maintain or erode 
social-ecological systems as functional units. Animal agency is 
therefore a suitable reference frame for identifying new strategies 
or adaptations for a shared life between human and non-human 
beings in a rapidly changing Arctic. 

Further reading
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tric perspective. Ecosphere, 8(10), e01978.

Ingold, T. (2021) Being alive: Essays on move-
ment, knowledge and description. Routledge.

Sara, M. N. (2011) Land usage and siida autono-
my. Arctic Review on Law and Politics, 2(2).



UMEÅ UNIVERSITET  
ARCTIC SUSTAINABILITY TRANSFORMATION 35

“Nature is a home shared 
by active agents who have 
interconnected social lives.”
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Transforming  
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communities  
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Arctic coastal communities are a part of co-evolving marine 
social-ecological systems, which support livelihoods, provide 
sustenance, and underpin cultural identity. Arctic sustainability 
transformations cannot occur without detailed information 
about how climate change is influencing the distribution and 
abundance of resources on which the region’s coastal com-
munities depend, and the implications of this knowledge for 
human well-being. A key focal point of future research aimed 
at sustainability transformations should thus be to link climate 
change modelling data – from the past and projections – to like-
ly changes in the distribution and abundance of fish species and 
cetaceans. There is a specific need for better understanding of the 
impacts of temperature and biogeochemical changes on species 
distributions in the Nordic Arctic. How biophysical change plays 
out in terms of impacts to local communities could be informed 
by an ecosystem services perspective, necessitating the formation 
of links among climate, ecological and socio-economic data. 

A core aim of ecosystem services work in the Arctic should be to 
pinpoint how Arctic coastal communities can adapt and become 
more resilient to changes and risks, which can simultaneously 
affect livelihoods, the availability of sustenance, and community 
identities. In the same vein, the increasingly popular “dough-
nut economy” framework has been advocated by academics, 
governance institutions, and policymakers as a tool for delivering 
economies that fulfil the social needs of all people, are safe and 
socially just, and respect planetary boundaries. Thus far, the role 
of ecosystem services in contributing to the doughnut economy’s 
ambitions has been underexplored, in the Arctic and elsewhere. 
This is surprising considering the wealth of ecosystem services 
literature addressing the theoretical components of “a good life” 
and relationships between social-ecological systems, resource use, 
sustainability, and human well-being. 

Gaining enhanced understanding of all these topics is especially 
important in relation to the Arctic’s Indigenous peoples. Indeed, 
it has been argued that Indigenous peoples are disproportionally 
affected by climate change due to their close traditional connec-
tions to marine and terrestrial resources. For example, Indige-
nous peoples eat more traditional food than non-Indigenous, 
indicating a stronger subsistence culture relating to use of land 
and the sea. Despite this fact, Indigenous peoples in the Arctic 
are more than the practitioners of what is often called traditional 
livelihoods and holders of traditional and indigenous knowledge. 
They are also participants in global processes of adaptation to the 
changing environmental conditions in the Arctic, be it as rein-

deer herders, oil and gas extraction workers, miners, or adminis-
trators and environmental stewards. 

The future of Arctic economies and sustainability transforma-
tions must involve building on the emergent economies that have 
resulted from a more globalised world. Arctic coastal communities 
have increasingly embraced tourism opportunities, or at least they 
did until the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020-2022. The expansion 
of the tourism sector has been especially prominent in Iceland, the 
Faroe Islands, Alaska, parts of Arctic Fennoscandia, Greenland, 
northern Norway, and Canada. Seaborne tourism, especially 
involving whale watching, is a major ecosystem service that has 
become one of the fastest growing segments of Arctic tourism. 
Indeed, whale and seal watching now form a substantial part of 
the economies of several Arctic coastal communities, providing 
income and employment, and in some cases realignments of com-
munity identities following the collapse of traditional industries, 
such as fishing. Continuing with these new economies and likely 
expanding them, while at the same time decarbonising fossil fuel 
reliant activities and adapting them in the presence of climate 
change, will be major sustainability challenges for Arctic nations in 
the years ahead. 
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“The future of Arctic  
economies and sustainability 
transformations must involve 
building on the emergent 
economies that have resulted 
from a more globalised world.” 
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