
THE UK’S ENGAGEMENT IN THE ARCTIC
The UK has played an active role in Arctic affairs since the voyages of discovery, searching for the fabled Northern sea route to China, which began in the 16th century. The names of bays and rivers, in what is now the Canadian Arctic, bear witness to the bravery of men like Sir Martin Frobisher, Henry Hudson and Sir John Franklin, while further south and east British sailors were just as active, with Hugh Willoughby’s 1553 expedition amongst the first into the region. 
Today, as the Arctic’s closest neighbour, the UK continues to engage actively in and with the Arctic in a multitude of different ways. Key British interests in the Arctic include: 

· the protection of the Arctic environment and ecosystem,

· supporting and encouraging the continued co-operation among the Arctic States, for example through the Arctic Council,
· the effects of climate change on the Arctic and the Arctic as a barometer of climate change,

·  the potential of the Arctic to strengthen energy security and the sustainable use and safe extraction of resources,

· the opening up of the Arctic to increased shipping and the issues related to that, including the new Polar Shipping Code,
· the sustainable management of any new fishing grounds in the Arctic,

·  the study of the region by UK scientists.  

And range from students using the Discovering the Arctic website (link: www.discoveringthearctic.org.uk) to help learn more about the region, to tourists enjoying the dramatic natural scenery and wildlife, to scientists studying glaciers in the heart of Greenland. British environmental NGOs are active in Arctic conservation, including protection of the Arctic environment and its iconic species, such as the polar bear. 
The UK is party to, and at the forefront of discussions in, numerous conventions relating to the Arctic.  We have a clear and legitimate interest in the continued well-being of the Arctic marine and terrestrial environment, and the sustainable future development of the region’s resources. 
The effects of climate change are already being felt in the Arctic and are likely to continue more profoundly than perhaps anywhere else on earth.  Consequently, understanding the region and responding to these rapid changes, many of which will have global effects, present many urgent challenges and opportunities for collective action.
The UK’s overriding aim has always been to work closely and cooperatively with the Arctic States on these issues and the UK is keen to continue to engage bilaterally and multilaterally with all the Arctic States. This is one of the reasons we value our State Observer status at the Arctic Council and continue to support its work and the work of its working groups. The UK has engaged with and supported the Council, and its precursor the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy, since its inception.  The FCO has represented the UK at every Council meeting and British experts have also engaged with many of the working groups, particularly on issues relating to Arctic biodiversity, climate change, natural resources and shipping. 
Science research and technology is the motor of British activity in the region and is at the forefront of Government policy as well. British scientists have been actively engaged in Arctic science since the days of the early explorers.  In 2010 the UK’s Natural Environment Research Council (NERC) launched a new £15m Arctic research programme focusing on understanding the effects and processes of rapid Arctic climate change.  British scientists work across the Arctic region, including at the UK’s permanent research base at the international science hub in Ny-Alesund, Svalbard, and also through a UK/Canada Memorandum of Understanding, which aims to facilitate the exchange of scientific knowledge, expertise and facilities. The UK is also a member of the International Arctic Science Committee (IASC) and plays a major role in the development of a number of monitoring and observation systems.  For more on UK Arctic science visit www.arctic.ac.uk or www.spri.ac.uk 
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The UK has an interest in Arctic energy research and new frontiers for future exploration.  Applied energy technology is another British strength relevant to the Arctic. We also have an interest in working with other countries to share knowledge and best practice that we have developed in licensing and regulation of UK offshore oil and gas production.  Our role as an international leader for action to prevent dangerous climate change and to build a low-carbon economy also relates to our interest in the sustainable development of Arctic resources.
In addition to the environmental impacts, the decline of Arctic sea ice could open up new trade routes, fishing grounds and hydrocarbon extraction opportunities. The UK is concerned about environmental protection and sustainable development and will seek to promote and support our business interests in these areas in line with our legal obligations as parties to international agreements relevant to the Arctic.  The UK is also very actively involved in the International Maritime Organisation’s work on developing a mandatory polar shipping code. 
Although the UK is not an Arctic State we do have a long history and strong interests in the region.  We firmly believe non-Arctic States have a legitimate interest in the future of the Arctic because of the global consequences of a melting Arctic. The UK will to continue to engage and participate constructively in all relevant issues. 
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