
sustainability

Essay

What Does the Arctic’s Unstable Past Say about a
Sustainable Future?

Henry P. Huntington

����������
�������

Citation: Huntington, H.P. What

Does the Arctic’s Unstable Past Say

about a Sustainable Future?

Sustainability 2021, 13, 8067.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

su13148067

Academic Editors: Stephanie Pfirman,

Gail Fondahl, Grete K. Hovelsrud

and Tero Mustonen

Received: 15 May 2021

Accepted: 17 July 2021

Published: 20 July 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the author.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

Ocean Conservancy, Eagle River, AK 99577, USA; hhuntington@oceanconservancy.org

Abstract: Visions for tomorrow’s Arctic include complementary and conflicting ideas such as sustain-
ability, security, prosperity, biodiversity, Indigenous rights, and more. Implicit in many of these views
is the assumption that the right combination of policy and action will create a stable configuration
producing the intended outcome for the foreseeable future. Even a cursory review of Arctic history,
however, shows that economic, political, cultural, ecological, climatic, and other forms of stability are
unlikely. Instead, the lessons of the past suggest that local and global factors will continue to interact
to create high variability. Individual policies and institutions may help promote effective responses
to that variability, but a commitment to enduring equity is necessary to foster long-term well-being
for the Arctic and its peoples.
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1. Introduction

Sustainability is held up as a worthy and indeed necessary goal globally [1] and in
the Arctic [2]. The basic idea is to live without squandering our geological, ecological, and
societal reserves. The alternative is, of course, to continue to exceed the limits of what the
planet can produce and replenish [3], leading eventually to gradual or catastrophic decline
of human and ecosystem well-being. In this context, today’s decisions about the Arctic will
determine the range of tomorrow’s possibilities, and the degree to which the Arctic can
contribute to a sustainable global future.

A sustainable future is often envisioned as one in which poverty, inequity, and other
forms of environmental and social insecurity are reduced or eliminated [1]. Implicit in this
vision is a degree of stability that reduces the risk of upheavals and disruptions that can
cause widespread economic hardship and spur mass migrations [4]. In considering what
the Arctic’s future could be, a review of history can help calibrate expectations in the range
of the plausible rather than the utopian.

In this essay, I explore the history of human activity in the Arctic, focusing on liveli-
hoods and economics while recognizing that cultural, spiritual, political, technological,
environmental, and other factors matter as well. I write as an American scientist of Euro-
pean descent who has worked in the Arctic for all of my professional career. I cannot and
do not claim to speak from an Arctic, much less an Arctic Indigenous, perspective.

The past is not a perfect analogue for the future, and I do not suggest that swings
between prosperity and hardship are inevitable. Rather, an understanding of the past can
help identify what contributes to, and what undermines, stability as seen from different
perspectives [5]. Even in a time of rapid climate change [6], the Arctic will continue to
exist in one form or another, though that form may be vastly different from the Arctic of
today. But humans will still make decisions about the region, and those decisions will
affect what happens to Arctic ecosystems and cultures. An ice-free Arctic could still be a
relatively productive area with cultures that have adapted to new conditions, or it could be
an industrial or military disaster area. What humans have done elsewhere in the world
and in the Arctic to date provide insights into the consequences of the choices that may be
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made. The lessons of history may be useful in shaping the future of the Arctic, if Arctic
and global societies are willing to heed them.

2. Early Human Presence in the Arctic

Humans have lived in the Arctic for tens of thousands of years [7]. Archeologists have
identified several major periods and geographies defined by the lands and waters used,
the tools developed, and the species hunted, fished, and gathered [8]. This record includes
examples of remarkable continuity, such as the continuous occupancy of Point Hope,
Alaska, for thousands of years [9]. The record also includes evidence of great disruption,
such as the early settlement and then abandonment of Greenland prior to the Common
Era [7], as well as many smaller-scale examples of hardship [5,10].

To varying degrees, the early peoples of the Arctic were self-reliant [11]. Trade
provided the relatively few materials not available locally [12]. Their lives and livelihoods
to some degree met modern definitions of sustainability, but far below today’s expectations
for material comfort and life expectancy. Environmental variability caused instability at
small and large scales, creating a much greater risk of hardship and premature death than
would be acceptable to most people now. Many of the early peoples doubtless found
their lives satisfying and meaningful, and their deep-rooted respect for nature continues
in Indigenous worldviews [13] and offers much in the way of values and experience to
guide the future [14], but their material ways of life are not a particularly useful model for
tomorrow’s Arctic.

3. Contact and Colonization

Trade goods, traders, and explorers gradually made their way to the Arctic. Early
interactions through the second millennium of the Common Era were likely an extension
of existing trade routes and forms of contact. Territorial expansion also played a role, for
example in the Norse colonization of Greenland and subsequent, if temporary, expansion
into what is now Canada [15]. Arctic peoples themselves were hardly stationary, either. As
one example, the Thule Culture of modern-day Inuit expanded rapidly from the Bering
Strait region across Arctic North America to Greenland in the first half of the second
millennium [16]. At smaller scales, too, migration, resettlement, and assimilation took
place, for instance in the 19th century absorption of Koyukon Athabascan peoples in the
upper Kobuk River Valley of Alaska into Iñupiaq ways of life and language [17].

Nonetheless, the influence and then visits and then settlements from southern lands
brought about lasting change throughout the Arctic. A market for trade goods, including
furs and ivory, led to the expansion of trade routes in both volume and geographical
extent [18]. In Tsarist Russia, the expansion of empire also included a demand for tribute
from remote peoples, typically in the form of furs and other local products [19]. Initially,
such trade provided an outlet for surplus production of traditional goods. As demand
and thus profits increased, however, traders became more directly involved, establishing
annual trade fairs and permanent trading posts [18].

The quest for whale oil and baleen brought new waves of trade and newcomers to
the Arctic [20,21]. Whaling crews typically did their own hunting and were also willing to
trade with Indigenous communities. Their trade, however, was simply an opportunistic
addition to their quest for whales, and the whalers thus had little stake in the long-term
well-being of Arctic communities, in at least partial contrast to those who established more
permanent trading posts [18].

Whaling at first was carried out from ships that came and left. Later, the whalers es-
tablished shore-based stations in the Arctic, creating opportunities for Indigenous whalers
to join in the commercial hunt, or at least the commercial sale of whale products [21]. The
demand for whale products, however, was not sustainable, given the history of reducing
and even eradicating whale populations around the world. The commercial bowhead
whaling era in the Arctic was no different, with whale populations reduced to a fraction of
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their original size [22]. Whaling ended not because of concerns about sustainability, but
because the market for whale products collapsed when alternatives were developed [21].

The trade goods reaching the Arctic through the fur and whale trades, including metal
products, were highly sought after, and presumably helped increase material quality of life,
even if at least some of the commercial harvests were unsustainable [21]. But beneficial
goods were not the only introductions. Alcohol and diseases also came north [18], causing
social disruption and death. Arctic peoples switched from living largely independently to
many working as producers of raw materials for a global economy, disrupting traditional
patterns and norms, and creating, among other things, economic inequality [23]. The
Arctic fox boom in the early 20th century is one example, creating a network of trading
posts, which exploited trappers to varying degrees [24], and led to families dispersing from
communities across the landscape to find their own trapping grounds.

Trade in animal products produced locally was in theory sustainable and provided
Arctic residents with opportunities to earn cash and trade goods. The introductions
of alcohol and disease were perhaps not inevitable, but were still an all-too-predictable
corollary to trade and settlement. In practice, whaling and trapping were not always carried
out sustainably, to the detriment of many Arctic communities. St. Lawrence Island, in the
northern Bering Sea, is one of the more extreme examples [21]. Whalers decimated the
region’s walrus population for ivory to supplement their profits, leaving the islanders with
fewer sources of food. Alcohol and disease added to the disruption, leading to starvation
in the late 1870s, after which only one of the island’s communities remained.

In addition to the perils of unsustainable harvest and cultural disruption, the era of
furs and whales also demonstrates the risks of dependence on global commodities markets.
Bowhead whaling was profitable until baleen was no longer valuable. Arctic fox furs were
highly desirable until fashions changed. Even if the take of animals had been ecologically
sustainable, there was no guarantee of a lasting economic foundation. The Arctic economy
was at the mercy of distant market forces, on which the Arctic had little or no influence.
Colonization further eroded local control by imposing the rules and structures of distant
governments on Arctic communities.

4. Post-World War II

By the mid-20th century, the whaling and trapping economies had disappeared or
become too small to provide livelihoods for many people. Around the Arctic, national
governments were taking a larger role, bringing cash, jobs, and social services into remote
communities [25], which provided inroads for further social, economic, and educational
assimilation [26] accompanied by cultural disruption. The Cold War led to the construction
of radar and other remote installations, which provided employment [27] for those willing
to adhere to the schedules of the wage economy. Even if much food was still produced
locally, government support and subsidies were becoming ever more important.

The development of mineral and petroleum resources also increased rapidly. The
Gold Rush in the Yukon and Alaska starting in the late 1800s was an unusual frenzy in
some ways, and in other ways a precursor of what was to come. Oil had been produced
starting in the 1920s in Norman Wells, along Canada’s Mackenzie River in the Northwest
Territories [28], and geologists had prospected oil seeps on Alaska’s North Slope since
at least the 1910s [29]. Svalbard’s coal reserves were being mined by Norwegians and
Soviets [30]. The Arctic was again seen as a land of extractive opportunity, drawing people
north in various ways, though rarely with much thought about the well-being of, and often
at great cost to, those already living there.

The growth of extractive industrial activities has inevitably led to conflicts with
environmental sustainability, at least at local scales. Roads may interfere with migrations
of caribou and reindeer [31]. Shipping and offshore oil and gas activities can disrupt
marine mammal migrations and Indigenous hunting [32]. Transport of liquid natural gas
from Russia’s Yamal Peninsula and iron ore from Canada’s Baffin Island now take place
year-round [33], requiring ice-breaking vessels that create another form of disruption for
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hunters and marine mammals [34]. China’s interest in the “Polar Silk Road” is but one
indicator of expanding international interest in the Arctic [35]. None of these is necessarily
unsustainable, but each activity threatens another incremental reduction in ecological
health and productivity. Cumulatively, the course is all too well known from other parts of
the world, as lowered expectations for what constitutes a healthy and productive ecosystem
lead to altered local cultures and impoverished ecosystems [36].

Commercial fisheries, too, expanded northwards [37]. Salmon fisheries had played a
major role in Alaska’s bid to become a state, as it sought more control over management
of fishes and fishing [38]. Demand for fish products and the technology to catch and
process fish combined to make possible massive fisheries in the North Atlantic and North
Pacific [39]. By the late 20th century, shrimp were a major source of Greenland’s export
earnings [37], and the Barents and Bering Seas fisheries were both lucrative and widely
regarded as well managed [39].

While fisheries may seem a strong candidate for the foundation of a sustainable
economy, they too depend on global markets and on continued willingness to accept
management restrictions today to protect tomorrow’s fish catches. Competition from
salmon farming has greatly reduced the price for wild-caught salmon [40]. Climate change
and ocean acidification may reduce the stocks of commercially valuable fish [41]. Conflicts
about the allocation of fish catches or the role of by-catch may also disrupt support for
current fisheries’ management approaches [42]. If fisheries expand still farther north, new
conflicts may arise domestically and internationally [43].

Politically, recent decades have seen expanded recognition of Indigenous rights, in-
cluding land and resource ownership and access rights, creation of Indigenous corporations
intended to create economic opportunity, and devolution of some powers to new and exist-
ing local and regional governments [44]. These developments are far from uniform across
the Arctic, with most activity seen in North America and Greenland. Whether the creation
of corporations and government structures is progress toward renewed levels of autonomy
or a new form of assimilation is another question [45].

Today’s Arctic may seem in some ways a reasonable balance of resource extraction,
traditional cultures, fisheries, government support, and other economic pillars. On the
other hand, today’s Arctic is the product of happenstance, countless small decisions taken
separately that together have created the various systems found in different countries.
These systems each have their strengths and their weaknesses, but none provides a reliable
basis for a stable and sustainable economy and society. Some major financial companies
are reducing their investments in fossil fuels, which could reduce new Arctic oil and gas
production in some regions such as Alaska [46]. Climate change is disrupting ecosystems,
threatening fisheries [41] and causing more and more wildfires [6]. Arctic communities
increasingly depend on government spending, including subsidies [47], but budgetary
strain may undermine continued political willingness to support those expenditures. To-
day’s decisions will shape tomorrow’s Arctic, but where and how are those decisions
being made?

5. The Future

Arctic regions have long aspired to create viable economies. They have also aspired
to political control, up to and including independence [48]. Political independence is
incompatible with economic dependence, and so economic development is often seen as a
necessary ingredient in self-determination. Coupled with a desire to reduce the relative
poverty common around the Arctic [47], there is thus a strong incentive to develop now
and to worry about sustainability later.

In different regions at different times, the Arctic has enjoyed periods of economic
prosperity. Not since before contact and colonization, however, has the Arctic enjoyed
economic and political independence in the sense of having the ability to control its own
destiny. To the contrary, the modern Arctic economy is primarily a reaction to global market
demands and the willingness of southern governments to spend money in the North.
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Then again, few if any countries anywhere have enjoyed a stable economy over the
past century, if “stable” means an economy that has followed the same basic pathway
without interruption. Economies change and evolve, and stability is achieved by diversity
and innovation rather than by stasis. One can look at the history of the Arctic as one
of flexibility, taking advantage of the opportunities of the moment rather than chasing
an impossible dream of stable economic self-determination. Flexibility comes at a price,
however, including periods of hardship as booms give way to busts. A long-term outlook
could help counterbalance the appeal of the quick payoff and support investments that
promote economic diversification and a greater degree of self-sufficiency.

If Arctic history suggests instability is the norm, then perhaps shaping tomorrow’s
Arctic should be reframed as creating the conditions that will allow tomorrow’s Arctic the
greatest scope for shaping itself. This idea is compatible with the concept of sustainability,
insofar as today’s choices should not limit the choices available tomorrow [49]. Resources
used or damaged today are not available tomorrow, and thus society should be cautious
in its choices and actions. At the same time, the more rigid the institutional and other
arrangements that are made today, the scope of choices available tomorrow will be smaller,
and adjustments will be harder to make.

Today there are competing visions for the Arctic [50], ranging from resource storehouse
to Indigenous homeland to geostrategic theater and beyond. As long as the Arctic is
sparsely populated and subject to modest levels of human activity, these visions can coexist
to at least some degree. That possibility is unlikely to last. Sooner or later, those with an
interest in the Arctic will have to determine who should make choices, and those making the
choices will have to decide which pathways to follow and which to abandon. The current
path is one of incremental and reactive compromise, which leads not to sustainability, but
to an inevitable decline.

An alternative path is to focus on basic principles, specifically a commitment to living
equitably within the social and ecological bounds of the Arctic, from which specific policies
and actions can be developed and adjusted as needed. The Arctic today is still the home of
intact ecosystems and vibrant cultures not through carefully planning, but because it lies
at the margins of the human presence on Earth. Geographical chance will not suffice to
protect the Arctic of tomorrow. An economy of reaction will not create a sustainable Arctic
tomorrow. Decisions made elsewhere for other reasons will turn Arctic well-being into
collateral damage as external ambitions take precedence. The only pathway to a sustainable
Arctic future is to commit to the long-term well-being of Arctic cultures, landscapes, and
waters as a priority, with other interests to follow only insofar as they are compatible with
Arctic well-being.
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