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Neogloboquadrina pachyderma left-coiled (photograph M. Zajączkowski).





























Depending on how you

determine the extent of the Arctic regions, from two to four million indigenous and

non-indigenous people live there on a permanent basis. In addition, even up to half a

million people visit the Arctic region per year, by sea (mostly on cruise ships), air, or

land. This huge amount of people may have a more negative impact on the vulnerable

Arctic environment than the oil and gas industry, which – together with commercial

fishing and shipping – are the major users of the Arctic. What will be the consequences

of global warming for the region? First of all, its effects will not only be noticeable

earlier in the Far North than in other regions, but they will be more visible. The rising

sea level, the melting glaciers and permafrost will hugely affect the economy, society

and culture. In some places the combination of the permafrost loss, stronger storms and

higher storm surges will negatively impact the infrastructure, industry and transport.

The new challenges will include the shortening of time when roads, lakes and tundra

are frozen and can be used for communication and transportation. The costs of

maintenance of buildings, roads, and pipelines will rise due to the reduced hardness of

the soil. In some cases further, relocation will be necessary. The ice cover got

progressively smaller in the past 50 years allowing longer use of new shipping routes,

drilling, mining and military activities. On the other hand, reduced salinity and

increased acidification will improve the fishing conditions. But opening of new marine

areas for commercial use will likely lead to conflicts for space, especially for seabed

exploitation. Recent estimates suggest that 13% of the world's undiscovered oil and

30% of undiscovered natural gas can be found in the Arctic, mostly offshore. These

new economic activities and development of maritime transport will require new

legislation devoted to maritime safety and environmental protection. The influx of

tourists and longer tourist seasons, will affect the environment directly, and add a

higher threat of alien species invasion. But some tourist attractions – like the tidal

glaciers – may disappear during our lifetime, giving a new meaning to the term 'last

minute'. Although tourism is important for the local economies, it contributes to the

greenhouse gas emissions.

Climate change will have a large impact on the social

and cultural life of the indigenous Arctic people. Their identity is based on the close

relationship with Nature: hunting, herding, fishing and gathering. As the temperatures

will rise, they might be forced to relocate in order to preserve their traditional

livelihood which depends on the land and sea fauna and traditional means of transport.

However, state sovereignty and conservation measures often overshadow the claims of

local communities and limit their possibility to relocate or adapt. Higher thermal

stress, skin cancer, spread of zoonotic diseases, lower availability of high quality

drinking water, changes in traditional dietary patterns will all negatively affect human

health. The consequences for small isolated communities, with low infrastructure

development and limited access to health care, may be quite severe.

The impact of warming on the Arctic economy.

The impact on the society.

The need for actions at the international level and for new forms of
governance – more involvement of NGOs, larger representation of the indigenous people –
becomes more and more urgent. One of the forums at which this could happen is theArctic
Council. The Council has permanent participants: eight countries (Norway, Sweden,
Finland, Denmark-Greenland, Iceland, Canada, Russia, the US), and the representatives of
local communities, and observers. The main interests of Poland, one of the observers, are
related to scientific research. Our country operates a permanent research station in
Svalbard (the Polish Polar Station in Hornsund) and the archipelago is visited regularly by
research ships, r/v "Oceania" and r/v "Horizon II". Polish scientists are involved in
International Arctic Science Committee (IASC), and Poland participates in the
formulation of the European Union policy towards the Arctic, especially regarding nature
conservation, protection of the current regulatory regime, and the freedom of scientific
research in theArctic.

What can be done?






