	Developing Europe’s strategy for the Arctic in dialogue with civil society
(own-initiative opinion)
EESC-2024-03182 – REX/592
583rd Plenary Session – January 2025
Rapporteur: Anders LADEFOGED (DK-I)
Co-rapporteur: Christian MOOS (DE-III)
EEAS – High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy / Vice-President KALLAS

	European Commission position on points
of the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) opinion considered as essential

	Introduction/background:
The Commission welcomes this own-initiative opinion from the Committee. The opinion should be seen in the context of the on-going incremental development of the EU Arctic policy, as set out in a Communication and three Joint Communications issued by the Commission in 2008[footnoteRef:2] and by the High Representative for Foreign and Security jointly with the Commission in 2012[footnoteRef:3], 2016[footnoteRef:4] and 2021[footnoteRef:5]. Already in 2016, the EESC manifested its interest in Arctic matters in an opinion[footnoteRef:6] in reaction to the 2016 Joint Communication. [2:  	Communication: The European Union and the arctic region, COM(2008) 763 final (EUR-Lex - 52008DC0763 - EN - EUR-Lex).]  [3:  	Joint Communication: Developing a European Union Policy towards the Arctic Region: progress since 2008 and next steps, JOIN(201) 19 final (EUR-Lex - 52012JC0019 - EN - EUR-Lex).]  [4:  	Joint Communication: An integrated EU policy for the Arctic, JOIN(2016) 21 final ( EUR-Lex - 52016JC0021 - EN - EUR-Lex)]  [5:  	Joint Communication: A stronger EU engagement for a peaceful, sustainable and prosperous Arctic, 
JOIN (2021) 27 final, ( EUR-Lex - 52021JC0027 - EN - EUR-Lex).]  [6:  	EESC Opinion REX/470, adopted on 14.12.2016.] 

Following the publication of the Joint Communication in October 2021, the invasion of Ukraine by Russia in February 2022 severely altered relations with Russian interlocutors including in Arctic contexts. As a consequence, the EESC has issued another opinion in January 2025.

	Observations:
The Commission and the European External Action Service (EEAS) identify 4 key elements in this opinion:
1) it notes that ‘the start of the new institutional cycle is an obvious opportunity [for the EU] to take stock of its Arctic policy’, which could be accompanied or preceded by a stocktaking exercise;
2) it emphasises the pivotal role of civil society involvement, including regarding multilevel (local, regional, national or EU) decision-making, with a particular focus on economic development activities;
3) it insists that economic activities in Arctic regions should be seen in a broad context, pointing to Arctic decision-makers at all levels (whether international, EU, national, regional or local). It notes the relevance and impact the Arctic can play in fighting and climate change and contributing to Europe’s self-reliance;
4) it advocates enhanced cooperation with Greenland.
Remarks and recommendations:
With regard to the call for an updated EU Arctic Policy document, the Commission and the EEAS agree with the Committee’s opinion and would further note the following:
i. The political, security-related, economic, environmental and social landscapes have mutated and been reshuffled considerably after October 2021. First, by Russia´s war of aggression against Ukraine and the proliferation of hybrid actions. Second, by the impossibility of any meaningful cooperation with Russian interlocutors which has resulted, amongst others in limiting the activity of the Arctic Council and the suspension of other Arctic for a as well as a lack of access to important data on climate research. Third, by dramatic changes in US policy, affecting several fundamental principles in international relations and among allied partners.
ii. The EU´s engagement in Arctic affairs cannot be abandoned. Rather, it will need to be refined and possibly enhanced. Should the EU deem necessary to update its Arctic policy in the near future, the points outlined by the EESC are valid and will be taken into account throughout the process.
With regards to the involvement of civil society in Arctic matters, the Commission and the EEAS agree on the importance of engagement with all levels of decision-makers to ensure that economic activities in Arctic regions stand on a sound footing. Sustainable way forward requires inclusive dialogue, diversity and meaningful participation in decision-making at all levels, including Indigenous peoples and local communities. However, the Commission and the EEAS note that much of that work needs to be done at local, regional and national levels, as the EU influence in such processes is limited and the Arctic States retain the primary responsibility for tackling challenges and opportunities within their territories.
In relation to Greenland, the EU has developed an important partnership with Greenland. The opening of an EU Office in Nuuk in 2024 represents a significant milestone in this partnership. In addition, the developments that have taken place after this opinion was adopted only further strengthen the rationale for the EU to enhance its engagement with Greenland.
In this context, the EU reiterates its commitment to international law and a rules-based global order, founded on the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity.
On point 3.14, in relation to the use of EU programmes by youth organisations and young people, the Commission would like to highlight that small-scale actors, youth organisations and individuals in the Arctic are already participating in actions funded by the Erasmus+ programme[footnoteRef:7] to develop projects and offer information about work, study and training opportunities, experience learning mobility or other opportunities promoting active citizenship. Over the past years, efforts have been made to facilitate the participation of small-scale actors and organisations in Erasmus+. Actors from Iceland and Norway can also participate in parts of the European Solidary Corps[footnoteRef:8], promoting volunteering activities and solidary projects. [7:  	https://erasmus-plus.ec.europa.eu/.]  [8:  	https://youth.europa.eu/solidarity_en.] 

National Agencies and Erasmus+ National Focal Points play a key role in information provision and support to potential applicants. In the case of the Kingdom of Denmark (Greenland), Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden, the National Agencies, located in EU Member States and third countries associated to the Programme, play a vital role in Erasmus+ and the European Solidary Corps. They provide information, select and fund projects, monitor and evaluate initiatives, support applicants and participants, collaborate with other agencies and the EU, promote the programme, and share success stories and best practices. Regarding Canada, the Erasmus+ National Focal Points assist individuals and organisations by providing guidance on participating in Erasmus+. They also help to promote the programme by organising events and showcasing successful projects, with support from the Commission.



