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The new economic stakes of climate 
change:
The situation in the Arctic and 
Antarctic

While current climate change is hovering like the Sword of Damocles for the whole of humankind, 

a number of important diplomatic and economic interests are emerging at the high polar latitudes. 

More specifically, they involve the opening up of two major maritime routes: the “Northwest Passage” 

across the Canadian Arctic and its counterpart, the “Northeast Passage” (also called “Northern 

Sea Route”), to the north of Siberia. Both of these former frozen passages will open the way to the 

precious mining and oil resources of the Far North. In recent years, the Arctic and Antarctic have 

also become focal points for high-end luxury tourism, which through the injection of impressive 

logistical and financial means takes those who can afford it to encounter the last great lords of the 

sea-ice: the polar bears of the Arctic and the no less fascinating penguins in the South.
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6 dossier CZE N° 1 

De biodiversiteit van de zuidelijke oppervlaktewaterfauna is daarentegen minder uitgesproken dan deze van 
Arctica. Men treft er pinguïns (7 soorten), albatrossen, stormvogels, zeehonden (4 soorten) en walvissen. Hoewel 
het hier over een beperkt aantal soorten gaat, kunnen we er miljoenen van één soort aantreffen. 

DE GEVAREN DIE DE POOLGEBIEDEN BEDREIGEN

Figuur 4: ¬  Vergelijking van de uitgestrektheid van het pakijs op Arctica en Antarctica tussen 1979 en 2002 (op hetzelfde moment van het jaar, om 
een vergelijking mogelijk te maken)

OP ARctIcA
De klimaatopwarming is duidelijk merkbaar op Arctica: de temperatuur is er twee keer sneller gestegen dan het 
wereldwijde gemiddelde. De snelheid waarmee het ijs smelt, overtreft alle voorspellingen. De oppervlakte en 
de dikte van het pakijs verminderen met een zorgwekkende snelheid, zo snel dat wetenschappers voorspellen 
dat het zee-ijs wel eens volledig zou kunnen verdwijnen in 2013 of 2040 (afhankelijk van de voorspellingen). 
Volgens het laatste rapport van de IPCC5 zal de gemiddelde temperatuur op Arctica met 2 tot 9 °C stijgen tegen 
het einde van de 21e eeuw!

De polaire fauna en flora lijden sterk onder deze drastische wijziging van hun omgeving. De verschillende dier- 
en plantensoorten aan de polen hebben maar één keuze: zich aanpassen of verdwijnen. Zo moet de ijsbeer 
steeds grotere afstanden zwemmen en vindt hij nauwelijks voldoende voedsel omdat zijn natuurlijke habitat, 
het pakijs, verdwijnt. Ook de mensen lijden onder deze veranderingen: de wegen en huizen storten in door het 
smelten van de permafrost en de traditionele jacht wordt onmogelijk omdat het pakijs gevaarlijk zwak wordt. 
Het smelten van het pakijs brengt nog andere gevaren mee voor de Arctische oceaan: er openen zich nieuwe 
vaargeulen en de ondergrond van Arctica zou belangrijke hoeveelheden olie, diamanten, goud, zilver, koper, 
lood, enz. bevatten. De vervuiling die de exploitatie van deze grondstoffen veroorzaakt, voegt zich bij de al 
belangrijke problemen waarmee de kwetsbare omgeving van Arctica wordt geconfronteerd, zoals overbevissing 
en andere vervuiling.

Naast de vervuiling die te wijten is aan de exploitatie van grondstoffen en olie in de toendra, wordt Arctica al 
meer dan een eeuw getroffen door de industriële vervuiling die afkomstig is van Eurazië en Amerika. Een groot 
aantal vervuilende stoffen uit het noordelijk halfrond komen op Arctica terecht door de atmosferische stromingen, 
de zeestromen en de rivieren die erin uitmonden. Vandaag worden er meetbare hoeveelheden roetdeeltjes, stik-
stofoxide en zwavel (zure regen), pesticiden (PCB, DDT, enz.), zware metalen, radioactieve isotopen en andere 
vervuilende stoffen gedetecteerd in de lucht, de sneeuw, de sedimenten en het water van de poolgebieden. Som-
mige van deze moleculen worden opgenomen aan de basis van de voedselketen en klimmen geleidelijk op om 
maximale en schadelijke concentraties te bereiken in grote roofdieren zoals de ijsbeer, de beloega, de orka of 
in de mens (bijv. de Inuït die van de jacht leven).

5  Groep intergouvernementele experts over de klimaatverandering: http://www.ipcc.ch (EN)

Figure 1 b Antarctic sea ice in March 2008 (end of summer)Figure 1 a Arctic sea ice in September 2008 (end of summer)
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NB: shown in red, the average extent of the sea-ice 1979-2000 for the month in question (NSIDC)
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Figure 2: 

Opening of new maritime 
routes through the frozen 
Arctic Ocean during the 
21st century

1)“Northwest Passage” 
through the Canadian 
Arctic Archipelago

2)“Northeast Passage” 
(also known as “Northern 
Sea Route”), along the 

Siberian coastline

1)	New maritime routes through the 
Arctic:

With climate change and the melting of the Arctic 
ice, taking the northern route round North America 
or Siberia could soon become a reality for 
container ships, supertankers and bulk carriers. 
If these two sea routes were to become used on 
a frequent basis in a few years or decades from 
now, (see figure 2), it could raise many concerns 
for the indigenous peoples of the Far North, who 
fear the risk of pollution from oil slicks caused 
by ships venting their tanks illegally, oil spills or 
shipwrecks.

Sailing round America via the North is one of the 
oldest dreams of sailors. Over the course of five 
centuries, countless men and boats have been 
added to the list of those reported “missing” in 
their perilous search for new routes such as the 
mythical Northwest Passage. Entire expeditions, 
involving superhuman effort and suffering, have 
tried to make their way through the ice, narrow 
straits and islets in a quest to find a short-cut to the 
riches of the Far East.

Now, with the rapid warming process currently 
affecting the Arctic, the summer sea ice is extending 
less and less towards the borders of the Arctic 
basin. This leaves an increasingly wide ice-free 
shipping channel between the maximum extent 
of the sea-ice and the continental coastline. As a 
result, sailing through these regions, which were 
formerly totally iced over, could become possible 
in a few years’ time. Plans are already being made 
for small convoys of cargo ships sailing in the 
wake of an ice-breaker or two. However, the risk 
of encountering icebergs is still a very real one.

For the time being, vast expanses of ice-free 
water on the edges of the Arctic Ocean during 

the summer months are not yet a reality. But 
climatologists are predicting that the Northwest 
and Northeast Passages will be completely 
ice-free during the summer some time in the next 
fifty years – and perhaps well before that! This 
will undoubtedly attract a whole fleet of cruise 
ships, container carriers and oil tankers, operating 
under the close surveillance of naval ships from the 
countries bordering the Arctic, anxious to maintain 
a degree of control over the waters that lap their 
coastlines. The enthusiasm of shipowners for these 
new “Panama Canals of the North” will match 
the savings in time and money that the new routes 
offer (see figure 3).

The biggest beneficiaries of this change of route 
will be the huge oil tankers and bulk carriers that 
are too big to go through the Panama Canal on 
account of their size (length and draught), which 
currently forces them to sail round South America 
through the Straits of Magellan.

Opening up the Northwest Passage would also 
fan the flames of the old legal battle between the 
United States and Canada. At the moment, the 
international community is of the opinion that any 
waterway that links two oceans through a strait 
must be considered as international waters. Thus 
far, the impenetrability of the Northwest Passage, 
blocked as it is by ice, has kept quiet any claims 
over the Arctic basin, thereby recognising Canada’s 
sovereignty over these frozen archipelagos. 
However, if the ice was to melt sufficiently to make 
sea traffic possible, a decision would have to be 
made along the lines of setting up a “maritime toll” 
system, implemented by those countries granted the 
rights of sovereignty over the waters in question. 
The development of maritime traffic would also 
mean significant disruption for the local fauna 
(polar bears, caribou, whales, etc.) and create 
contraband networks to trade illicitly in the skins 
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Figure 3:

Considerable gain of 
time and money could 
be achieved by shorter 
maritime routes.

From Rotterdam to San 
Fransisco: 
Present route via the 
Panama Canal
Future route via the 
“Northwest Passage”

From Rotterdam to 
Yokohama:
Present route via the Suez 
Canal and the Red Sea
Future route via the 
“Northeast Passage”

of fur animals and walrus tusks. Inevitably, ships 
using the passages would also generate waste 
left behind by tourists who would become more 
numerous as the years passed.

But the threat of greatest concern, of course, is 
the risk of oil spills in these pristine regions. We 
should never forget that Prince William Strait is still 
recovering today from the Exxon Valdez disaster 
in 1989, when 42 million litres of oil were spilt 
and washed up along the coastline, creating 
unprecedented pollution.

2) The development of tourism in 
Antarctica 

Tourism in the Antarctic began back in the 1950s. 
During the early years, visitor numbers were kept 
very low, with just a few hundred tourists, usually 
wealthy, who after boarding a ship in Chile or 
Argentina, set foot on the sub-Antarctic islands and 
the Antarctic Peninsula, to experience the great thrill 
of Antarctica.

Between the 1960s and the 1980s, the first cruises 
to Antarctica gradually began aboard specially 
equipped ships. And it was during the 1990s that 
for the first time the number of tourists exceeded 
the number of scientists based on the continent, 
seasonally or annually (the population of scientists 
is estimated at 1000 in winter and approximately 
4000 in summer). This led to the foundation, in 1991, 
of the International Association of Antarctica Tour 
Operators (IAATO). This body, which encompasses 
the main players in the tourism sector in Antarctica, 
is there to protect the environment of the frozen 
continent, while promoting practices that are healthy 
and non-harmful for the Antarctic environment. The 

year 2000 saw a significant increase in the number 
of visits to Antarctica, which multiplied by three over 
a period of 5 to 6 years.

We should also point out that tourism does not focus 
uniformly on the continent itself, but is concentrated 
virtually exclusively on the Antarctic Peninsula and 
the neighbouring islands (98% of tourism).

There are a number of reasons to explain this 
concentration of tourism activities on the Antarctic 
Peninsula. First of all, there is the question of 
access. This is far easier from South America as it 
is the closest point to Antarctica and so shipping 
times are shorter. The Antarctic Peninsula also has 
a good number of accessible landing sites and a 
greater biodiversity of flora and fauna than areas 
further south, due to the less harsh climate. Finally, 
there is a high concentration of scientific bases and 
other infrastructure, such as a landing strip on King 
George Island in the South Shetland Islands.

So, why does the development of tourism constitute 
a threat to the Antarctic? The development of tourism 
presents a range of risks including disruption to 
animals, particularly during the breeding season, 
the physical trampling of sensitive vegetation 
areas (fragile moss and lichen), and intentional or 
accidental introduction of foreign species to the 
Antarctic environment, which could then colonise 
existing ecological niches. Finally, there is the 
growing risk of pollution caused by the increase in 
maritime traffic and consequent risk of oil spills - for 
example the sinking of the MS Explorer near King 
George Island in 2007. To a lesser extent, there is 
also a risk of air crashes, such as the one in 1979 
when an Air New Zealand DC10 crashed into 
Mount Erebus, killing all 257 people on board.
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sHEet 
n°22 Glossary:

Bulk carrier: n. Shipping. – Cargo ship designed to 
carry solid goods in bulk, such as iron or copper ore 
(ore carriers). Their size varies from tens of thousands to 
hundreds of thousands of tons.

Draught: (syn. in the US: draft): n. Shipping. – Depth of the 
immersed part of a ship or boat below the water line. The 
draught varies according to the load being carried and is 
equivalent to the vertical distance between the water line 
and the lowest part of the hull, usually the keel.

Ecological niche: n. Biology. – Position occupied by an organism, 
colony or more generally a species within an ecosystem.

Exxon Valdez: Shipping. – Name of the American oil
tanker that ran aground during the night of 23rd to 
24th March 1989 off the coast of Alaska, releasing 42 
million litres of oil into the water. 

Shipowner: n. Shipping. – The party who crews and 
operates a ship, whether or not it is the actual owner of 
the ship. The shipowner provides the equipment, supplies 
and everything required to operate the ship on the high 
seas. Whereas the “shipowner” only leases the ship, the 
term often used is “charterer”.

Supertanker: n. Shipping. – Ship specialised in carrying 
crude oil from where it is extracted (usually an offshore 
oil drilling platform) to the port facilities of the refineries. 
The largest supertankers can carry several hundreds of 
thousands of tons of oil.

Venting: v. Petrology. – The discharging (often partial) 
of fuel oil from the hold or tanks of a ship. This type 
of operation, which is extremely polluting for the 
environment, is punished severely under international 
maritime law when detected.

WEB:
See the teach ing doss ie r  on “Foss i l  and renewable  energies” ,  as  we l l  as  the an imat ions  on “Arc t ic 
exp lora t ion” ,  “Oil :  look ing for  b lack go ld”  and “The po lar  regions :  the f i r s t  areas  o f  the p lane t  to 
be af fec ted by c l imate  change”  a t  EDUCAPOLES ,  the educa t iona l  webs i te  o f  the In te rna t iona l  Po la r 
Foundat ion ( I PF ) .

http://www.educapoles.org
Other  webs i tes  con ta in ing in te res t ing in fo rmat ion re la ted to th i s  sub jec t :

http://www.iaato.org/

http://arctic-transform.org/download/ShipBP.pdf

http://www.pame.is/images/stories/PDF_Files/AMSA_2009_Report_2nd_print.pdf


