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White House Arctic Summit – Integrated Observations and Data Sharing 

 

Introduction: Thank you and Good Morning… 

As I prepared for this talk, I was drawn to this thought provoking image that 

you see behind me, which was drawn in 1994 by a 15 year old Inuit girl living 

in Nunavut, depicting how she sees her world transform to changing climate. 

This is part of a collection, published by Environment and Climate Change 

Canada, of poems and illustrations created by Arctic youth.  

 

The people living in the Arctic, have been experiencing and adapting first hand 

to the changes in their environment over centuries; observing and recording 

through story-telling, the implications of climate and extreme weather events as 

well as of changing ice, river and lake conditions on their activities and on the 

ecosystems around them.  Their knowledge of what has happened and what 

could happen are framed around “Remembering Yesterday,  Understanding 

Today and Anticipating Tomorrow .”  This too frames our scientific 

methodology. We cannot properly predict tomorrow, let alone the next decade, 

without a situational awareness of the present informed by the trends in the 

past.  

 

In reflecting on the ways forward to address the pressing scientific challenges 

facing the Arctic and northern communities, one of your first actions should be 

to reinforce the foundational underpinnings that inform our understanding and 

actions to become more resilient; in other words, strengthening coordinated, 

comprehensive, and sustained monitoring of the Arctic’s hydrosphere-

ocean, atmosphere, cryosphere, biosphere, and landscape changes. 
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Monitoring the changing state of these essential climate variables combined 

with open data access policies would yield early benefits in mitigating the 

societal risks and challenges we face in the Arctic and beyond.  

 

Now, I would like to leave with you with FIVE Key Messages:     

 

The first… 

 

1. The Arctic is a principal, global driver of the climate system. 

 

The Arctic is vast, representing about 4% of the Earth’s surface, about two 

times the size of Canada. It modulates global climate just like the world’s ocean 

and the Earth’s terrestrial boundary layer with its mountains, deserts, forests, 

coasts and cryosphere. However, it is also one of the most data sparse regions in 

the world. 

 

Most of you can relate to El Niño because of its powerful significance on 

amplifying weather and climate extremes bringing socio-economic hardships to 

various parts of the world. And thanks to the commitment of nations and 

foresight of those early scientific pioneers, we have established an “integrated 

observatory” with sustained missions of Earth Observing Satellites, arrays of 

ocean buoys and science campaigns, like the Tropical Ocean Global 

Atmosphere Experiment, to better monitor, assess and predict this phenomena 

and its consequences.  
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The same emphasis should be placed on the Arctic where its forceful reach has 

significant global, regional and local consequences on society. Yet the 

monitoring and science infrastructures have not kept pace with the rates of 

change we are now seeing. 

 

This leads me to my second key message… 

 

2. The Arctic is undergoing an unprecedented rate of change having 

consequences beyond its boundaries. 

 
Consider that: 

• While mean global temperatures are rising, records show that the 

Arctic is warming at least twice as fast as the rest of the globe. 

However, Inuvik in Canada’s Northwest Territories has warmed even 

more, by 4o celcius, on average, since 1948. 

 

• This rise in temperatures is coupled with a decrease in Arctic sea ice 

extent and melting of the permafrost. The trends in volume and 

coverage of sea ice have decreased steadily since observations began 

in 1979, with approximately300 cubic kilometres of sea ice currently 

being lost every year. Furthermore, as this trend continues it will have 

wide ranging implications for the North and beyond.  

 

• The climate factors leading to the loss of permafrost is causing 

irreversible changes to the landscape, including slumping, ground 

instability, forest mortality, and the intrusion of salt water into fresh 

water supplies. It is also leading to changes in drainage patterns, in 
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water quality, and shifts in the timing of peak and minimum flows in 

rivers and streams.  

 

These risks and impacts are felt most acutely by people living in the Arctic. 

They are seeing their landscape, food sources, and livelihoods change.  

However, these changes also present potential economic opportunities with 

improved access for marine transportation that would better serve northern 

communities, tourism, commerce and shipping. For example, in a very recent 

publication, researchers at the University of Reading using global climate 

models found that a transit from Yokohama to Rotterdam could be as much as 

13 days shorter.  This would certainly not come without risks to safety and to 

the environment.  Remember less ice does not mean less danger.  

 

The effects of a changing climate in the arctic have important ripple effects in 

mid-latitudes, where a large portion of the world’s population lives. Many 

research studies are now showing that changes in the Arctic are influencing the 

interactions between the atmosphere and ocean currents. This is altering global 

weather and climate patterns, leading to more extreme events, and an increase 

in the number and impact of weather-related disasters.  

 

The changes in the Arctic are serving as a global indicator – like  “a canary in 

the coal mine”.  The rate of change is much faster than we would have 

expected. This underlines the importance of establishing an “arctic 

observatory” to increase our capabilities in predicting these changes to enable 

us to become more resilient. 
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Now to my third key message… 

 

3. Emerging observational campaigns would bring considerable benefits 

with stronger international collaboration 
 

Just as I illustrated at the beginning that international scientific collaborations 

have yielded improved services and understanding about El Niño;  it is equally 

pressing that a similar collaborative, cost-effective approach be applied for 

advancing our understanding of the science challenges in the Arctic.  Enabling 

national participation in monitoring campaigns and leveraging the presence of 

various science laboratories in the Arctic would support this goal.   

 

There are notable and targeted initiatives for increasing our understanding. For 

instance, the UN’s World Meteorological Organization’s Polar Prediction 

Project has the aim to “promote cooperative international research to improve 

weather and environmental prediction services for the polar regions”.  This will 

contribute to the larger initiative to develop a Globally Integrated Polar 

Prediction System to enhance seamless weather and climate services on time 

scales of minutes to decades in support of climate smart decision-making. 

 

Also under the leadership of the World Meteorological Organization, the Year 

of Polar Prediction (YOPP) will soon begin a period of intensive observing, 

modelling, user-engagement and education activities that will enable a 

qualitative improvement in weather, climate and sea-ice prediction capabilities 

for the polar regions and mid latitudes.   
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This would be further complemented by MOSAiC - the Multidisciplinary 

Drifting Observatory for the Study of Arctic Climate, aimed at better 

understanding the Ocean – Ice – Atmosphere interactions over the Central 

Arctic Basin. 

 

However, these initiatives cannot be realized without strengthening our 

observational infrastructure. Their success is largely dependent on sustained 

participation, investments and commitments from nations. 

 

Now my fourth key message… 

 

4. A robust Arctic Observing Strategy would establish a framework to 

better attract and optimize national contributions  

 

Major observational gaps exist in the Arctic. In fact, there are entire areas where 

no observations exist at all.  Our ability to understand the changes in the Arctic, 

lies not only in our ability to monitor it, but also in our ability to openly share 

the information we are collecting.  One of the challenges in this regard relates to 

the communications infrastructure in the Arctic, which compared to southern 

latitudes, is largely in its infancy. This will make data accessibility a challenge.  

 

Taken together, these gaps have a direct impact on our capabilities and this too 

makes us all vulnerable to the cascading consequences of these changes.  On 

the other hand, nations have invested significantly in their populated regions 

elsewhere. For the most part, they have ensured adequate observations and 
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infrastructure enabling them to use those observations and turn them into useful 

services. It is now time – perhaps beyond the time – for us to look at the Arctic. 

 

The efficiencies gained from international collaboration to address the 

observational and data sharing challenges in the Arctic, notably the cost 

logistics, seasonal limitations, are in themselves an incentive to collaborate.  As 

mentioned, the global community has already begun to address these challenges 

and as nations, we need to leverage these initiatives. However, I will say to 

you…, that this alone is not enough.  

 

The Arctic Council members play an important role in terms of advocacy of this 

issue, and they have taken on this role through Sustaining Arctic Observing 

Systems, SAON. It supports and strengthens the development of multinational 

engagement for sustained and coordinated Pan-Arctic observing and data 

sharing systems that serve environmental, social, economic and cultural needs. 

However, the findings of a recent Review demonstrate a need for SAON to be 

more strategic to further its objectives and to reach its full potential.  

 

Recognizing that SAON has taken some good steps in the right direction,there 

is a real need for an integrated, comprehensive Arctic Observing Strategy 

which would provide the framework for nations to contribute, ensuring a 

sustainable, effective and efficient approach.  

 

We need to identify observation parameters that are important to Arctic 

inhabitants as well as parameters that have a global significance. We need 

sustained monitoring of the ocean, inland waters, biodiversity, atmospheric 
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conditions, greenhouse gases and other contaminants, particularly black carbon. 

We need integrated networks that are sustained over the long term, comprised 

of surface, airborne and space-based platforms that will enable us to stay ahead 

of the fast pace of change in the Arctic.  

 

There are areas where the global community is building networks and reference 

sites which require participation and commitments of nations to support.  Here 

are two good examples:  

• The Global Cryosphere Watch,an international programme for 

establishing super sites to monitor the state of the snow and ice; and 

• The Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program,mandated to monitor 

and assess pollution and climate change impacting the Arctic. 

 

The Arctic is a shared responsibility and we all have a role to play to inform our 

way forward. To be effective, we need to pool our expertise, ideas and 

resources, toward a collective sense of what we are striving to achieve. 

 

And now my final key message… 

 

5. Participation by its Peoples is key to becoming more resilient to this 

unprecedented rate of change in the Arctic 

 

You’ll recall how I started this talk, “Remembering Yesterday – Understanding 

Today – Anticipating Tomorrow”. This is not only about understanding the 

risks we face on a global scale, but it is also about understanding the risks 

people will face living in the Arctic which are impacting the traditional ways of 

life in the Arctic, such as hunting and fishing on the ice.  
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In a book entitled “The Caribou Taste Different Now - Inuit Elders Observe 

Climate Change”, elders speak of the changes they see and experience. They 

note the melting permafrost, changes in animal migration, new species of 

plants, animals, and marine life arriving while others seem to decline. They 

speak about how these changes affect the Inuit way of life, diet, travel, and 

traditions. I am sure that this  is not unique to the Canadian context, but is 

something that many northerners are experiencing.  

 

In an infrastructure sparse environment and one where the communities are 

widely dispersed, engaging arctic citizens is a powerful tool. Enabling 

participation of local communities in the monitoring process will build shared 

knowledge and foster the exchange of data and information.  It can help deepen 

our collective understanding of Arctic processes and changing dynamics which 

would shape the choices and decisions of Arctic communities as they are forced 

to adapt to changing conditions. At the same time it would enlighten the rest of 

us on the extent, dynamics and impacts of these changes in both the Arctic as 

well as elsewhere.  Through relationship building, networking, education, 

sharing of information and engagement in data interpretation, Arctic citizens 

can enhance their global understanding of environmental change, while directly 

benefitting from the world’s interest in their landscape.    

 

In this regard, there would be opportunity for this group to lead the way in  how 

to ethically and respectfully consider traditional ecological knowledge in the 

context of community-based monitoring.   
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In conclusion, I would like to draw your attention back to the image behind me 

where this Inuit girl was searching for an understanding to guide her future. We 

should all share in this mission to help her, along with everyone else to become 

better resilient to the consequences of climate change. In my view, there is a 

way forward through strengthening coordinated, comprehensive, and sustained 

monitoring and data sharing. This should be a commitment for all of us!  

 

Thank you 


