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Introduction  

For thousands of years communities have survived, and thrived, in the Arctic. The 

Indigenous societies located in Alaska, Canada, Greenland, Europe, and Russia have 

withstood changes in climate, food sources, location, diseases, and in more recent 

generation, threats from colonisation, land grabs, cultural integration, and social, economic, 

and political marginalisation. The threats to Arctic communities are no less today than they 

have been in the past and, if anything, the threats are greater in modern times than they have 

ever been. The ability of a community to endure threats and to recover from disruptive 

events is known as resilience. A resilient community will undergo a threat— whether 

physical, emotional, environmental or cultural—and recover either to the same status as 

experienced previously, or, if the community so chooses, to a different state of their choice. 

Using a systematic comparative case analysis technique this article analyses the ways 

in which governance can increase, or decrease, resilience within Arctic communities.1 The 

authors identified a number of case studies representing different scenarios from across the 

Arctic in which resilience was a factor. Detailed analysis of the different types of resilience 

was then undertaken. Through this analysis a discovery was made that the case studies could 

best be grouped into two different categories: situations of ‘in-situ’ resilience and of ‘ex-situ’ 

resilience. The nature of resilience in these two categories is quite different, but within them 

resilience can be much more similar. Analysing resilience in this way allows the comparison 

of situations which initially appear to be quite diverse, but may actually call for similar forms 

of governance to enable resilience. This enables lessons to be learned from the varying case 

studies and facilitates the definition of best practice of the ways in which governance can 

 
1 Charles C. Ragin, The Comparative Method: Moving Beyond Qualitative and Quantitative Strategies (Univ of 
California Press, 2014), chap. 3; Benoît Rihoux, “Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) and Related Systematic 
Comparative Methods: Recent Advances and Remaining Challenges for Social Science Research,” International 
Sociology 21, no. 5 (September 1, 2006): 680–82, https://doi.org/10.1177/0268580906067836. 
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support, or hinder, resilience. The conclusions drawn from the analysis of the case studies 

have resulted in some recommendations which can be found at the conclusion of the paper. 

In the Arctic, resilience is becoming an increasingly important attribute. Climate 

change and modern economic conditions, as well as increasing opportunities for young 

people outside the Arctic, may result in some of the greatest changes Arctic communities 

have endured.2 Proper governance can result in resilient communities which can thrive 

despite these changes, while poor governance can cause significant harm. This article 

identifies the characteristics of the types of governance which enhance resilience and which 

should, as far as possible, be adopted in the management of Arctic communities. 

 

Definitions 

Governance 

The Canadian think-tank the Institute on Governance identifies three key dimensions of 

governance: authority, decision-making, and accountability. Using this as a base, the Institute 

broadly defines governance as “how society or groups within it, organize to make decisions… 

[it] determines who has power, who makes decisions, how other players make their voice 

heard and how account is rendered.”3  

The Arctic Resilience Report defines governance slightly differently, as “the capacity 

for making deliberate choices, revising and employing knowledge for making those choices, 

and for organizing collectively to navigate challenges and opportunities — in short 

governance is ‘the shared process of shaping change.”4 This definition is more human-

centred; governance is not an abstract institution, but rather an active process in which 

people, communities, and groups can participate and change. Governance, therefore, is 

distinguished from government, which often focuses on the official institutionalization of 

 
2 J.N. Larson et al., “Polar Regions,” in Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part B: 
Regional Aspects. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change, ed. V.R. Barros et al. (Cambridge, UK and New York, USA: Cambridge University Press, 
2014), 1567–1612; Emmanuelle Quillérou et al., “The Arctic: Opportunities, Concerns and Challenges” (Ocean 
Climate Platform, 2017). 
3 “What Is Governance?,” Institute on Governance, January 31, 2021, http://iog.ca/what-is-governance/. 
4 Arctic Council, “Arctic Resilience Report,” ed. Marcus Carson and Garry Perterson (Stockholm Environmental 
Institute and the Stockholm Resilience Center, November 25, 2016), 129–30, https://oaarchive.arctic-
council.org/handle/11374/1838. 



3 

decision-making processes. Governance includes not only regulations and laws, but rules, 

norms, and procedures for decision-making.  

This paper will use the Arctic Resilience Report’s human-centred definition of 

governance, but employ the three-prong approach of authority, decision-making, and 

accountability to explore how governance at different levels can help or hinder resilience in 

the Arctic. Additionally, it will focus on governance at all levels - community, regional, 

national, and international - as necessary to provide a complete picture of governance in the 

Arctic. 

The Arctic is governed in a unique way, subject to Indigenous self-governance, local 

governments, regional governments, national governments, and increasingly international 

governance, simultaneously. The region is composed of eight nations: Canada, Denmark (via 

Greenland and the Faroe Islands), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Russia, and the U.S. All 

eight nations are members of the Arctic Council, an intergovernmental body that addresses 

issues faced in the Arctic.5 Six Indigenous groups are permanent participants in the Arctic 

Council, along with a list of approved observers including non-Arctic States, 

intergovernmental organizations, and NGOs.  

Additionally, each of these countries has its own set of domestic laws that apply to its 

territory, and fragmented Indigenous, local, and state law that is applicable. For example, 

about sixty-one percent of Alaskan land is under the control of the federal government; 

twenty-five percent is owned by the State of Alaska; and twelve percent is owned by twelve 

Alaska Native Corporations (ANCs), with around 225 different Village Corporations 

controlling the villages which are built upon that land.6 As a result, decisions often have to 

go through federal agencies, state agencies, local governments, bureaus, ANCs, and village 

governments. Similarly, the Sámi people in Norway, Sweden and Finland each have their own 

Sámi Parliaments as well as the federal and regional governments. As will be shown, 

cooperation between these different levels of government is key to promoting resilience and 

stability in Arctic communities.  

 
5 “Arctic States,” Arctic Council, accessed February 7, 2021, https://arctic-council.org/en/about/states/. 
6 Resource Development Council for Alaska, Inc, “Who Owns Alaska?,” Resource Review Special Issue (2009), 
https://rdc.memberclicks.net/assets/Resource-Reviews/rr.se.whoownsalaska.2009.pdf; “Native Corporations 
Overview,” Resource Development Council, accessed August 3, 2021, https://www.akrdc.org/alaska-native-
corporations. 
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Resilience  

The need for Arctic communities to be resilient is becoming increasingly critical as rapid 

changes envelop the region and communities must adapt to the new climate. However, 

different people and communities define resilience differently, and as the concept increases 

in popularity, the definition continues to evolve.  

The Arctic Resilience Report (later renamed the Arctic Resilience Assessment, or the 

ARA) originally defined resilience in its 2013 Arctic Resilience Interim Report as the 

“capacity [of people] to cope with disturbances and recover in such a way that they maintain 

their core function and identity. It also relates to the capacity to learn from and adapt to 

changing conditions, and when necessary, transform.”7 In the three years between the 

publication of the Interim Report and the publication of the first Arctic Resilience Report in 

2016, the ARA shifted their definition slightly to focus more on human agency: “The capacity 

of people to learn, share and make use of their knowledge of social and ecological 

interactions and feedbacks, to deliberately and effectively engage in shaping adaptive or 

transformative social-ecological change.”8 The 2016 Report emphasises that resilience is a 

“system property” that “provides the underlying capacity for navigating” change.9 Therefore, 

resilience can be applied to many different things, such as communities, infrastructure, 

institutions, and culture. 

The Arctic Resilience Action Framework (ARAF), published in 2017 defines resilience 

more broadly as the “ability of a system to bounce back and thrive during and after 

disturbances and shocks.”10 These shocks can be natural—a tsunami, earthquake, or flood—

or man-made—an economic downturn, change in policy, or the introduction of a new 

industry into a community. The goal of the forum is to increase the resilience of Arctic States 

and communities, or “increase… [their capacity] to understand and respond to risks and 

changes in ways that support socio-economic development and healthy, functioning 

 
7 Katarina Axelsson and Annika E. Nilsson, “Arctic Resilience Interim Report 2013” (Stockholm Environmental 
Institute and the Stockholm Resilience Center, May 12, 2013), 15, https://www.sei.org/publications/arctic-
resilience-interim-report-2013/. 
8 Arctic Council, “Arctic Resilience Report 2016,” 8. 
9 Arctic Council, 9. 
10 Arctic Resilience Action Framework Review Committee, “Arctic Resilience Action Framework; Cooperating for 
a More Resilient and Prosperous Arctic Region” (Arctic Council Secretariat, May 11, 2017), 2, 
https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/handle/11374/2019. 
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ecosystems and ecosystem services.”11 The ARAF definition has a distinct environmental 

focus on ecosystems and includes the same aspects of human agency to respond to the 

changes, disturbances, and shocks.  

Relying on these definitions, this paper recognises that resilience covers both 

physical and psycho-social aspects of life, and examines how ecological, social, economic, and 

physical factors play into the creation of resilience. The case studies chosen exemplify how 

broad the concept of resilience stretches—the physical location of villages, cultural practices, 

and participation in decision-making can be resilient in and of themselves, and contribute to 

a communities’ overall resilience.  

Types of Resilience  

The identification of case studies demonstrating different kinds of resilience in the Arctic 

enabled analysis to take place regarding the similarities and differences between different 

scenarios across varying cultures, countries, geographies, and situations. By combining a 

familiarity with case studies on a micro level with the ability to generalise on a macro level, 

this systematic comparative case analysis technique allows lessons drawn from one scenario 

to be used in a scenario that initially seems very different but, in reality, shares a number of 

factors with the first scenario.12 The analysis works by choosing relevant case studies, 

comparing and contrasting the case studies to distinguish key defining factors as well as the 

similarities and differences already mentioned, identifying categories into which the case 

studies fit, and allocating the case studies to the identified categories. 13 From here it is then 

possible to compare case studies within each category by focusing on the similarity factors 

which have led to the case studies being categorised in the same way. 14 

The analysis led to the identification of two types of resilience in the Arctic. The first 

is ex-situ resilience, where a community is required to relocate. Sometimes this movement 

is forced, sometimes it is entirely by choice, and other times it is because there is no other 

 
11 Arctic Resilience Action Framework Review Committee, 4. 
12 Charles C. Ragin, The Comparative Method: Moving Beyond Qualitative and Quantitative Strategies (Univ of 
California Press, 2014), chap. 3; Rihoux, “Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) and Related Systematic 
Comparative Methods,” 680–82. 
13 Ragin, The Comparative Method, 2014, chap. 3; Rihoux, “Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) and Related 
Systematic Comparative Methods,” 680–82. 
14 Ragin, The Comparative Method, 2014, chap. 3; Rihoux, “Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) and Related 
Systematic Comparative Methods,” 680–82. 
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option.15 The relocation of entire communities can be dramatic and incredibly disruptive, 

especially in cases where it occurs as a result of an emergency such as a natural disaster 

which destroys the community. 16 A relocation can also take more time and be planned, such 

as the cases of Arctic villages which are undertaking planned relocation as a result of climate 

change. 17 One of these villages, Kivalina in Northern Alaska, is included as a case study 

below. Ex-situ resilience is also required for relocation which does not involve an entire 

community. Throughout the Arctic individuals and families find themselves moving away 

from their towns and villages to cities further south in search of work, education, healthcare, 

or housing. 18 For those relocating, the establishment of communities, through culture, 

education, and language can be an important aspect of their ability to remain resilient; 

examples used in this study of ways in which cultures can be re-established in large non-

Indigenous cities are those of Indigenous culture pre-schools in Helsinki and Anchorage. 

Regardless of the reason for relocation and the manner in which it occurs, communities 

which demonstrate ex-situ resilience are ones which are able to re-establish their culture, 

community, and way of life in their new location. 

In contrast to ex-situ resilience, in-situ resilience is required where a community does 

not need to relocate. Although the community and its people remain in the same place, this 

does not mean that the status quo is maintained. Threats to and changes in culture, language, 

and way of life can all affect the resilience of a community and its ability to survive and to 

thrive.19 The changes are often less dramatic than those seen in situations where 

communities are relocating, but the threat to resilience, well-being, and community cohesion 

 
15 Elizabeth Ferris, “Climate-Induced Resettlement: Environmental Change and the Planned Relocation of 
Communities,” SAIS Review of International Affairs 35, no. 1 (2015): 109–17, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/sais.2015.0001; Elizabeth Ferris, “A Complex Constellation: Displacement, Climate Change 
and Arctic Peoples” (Brookings LSE Project on Internal Displacement, January 30, 2013), 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/a-complex-constellation-displacement-climate-change-and-arctic-peoples/. 
16 Ferris, “Climate-Induced Resettlement”; Ferris, “A Complex Constellation.” 
17 Ferris, “Climate-Induced Resettlement”; Ferris, “A Complex Constellation”; Robin Bronen, “Climate-Induced 
Displacement of Alaska Native Communities” (Brookings LSE Project on Internal Displacement, January 30, 2013), 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/climate-induced-displacement-of-alaska-native-communities/. 
18 Ferris, “A Complex Constellation”; Ilan Kelman and Marius Warg Næss, “Climate Change and Displacement for 
Indigenous Communities in Arctic Scandinavia” (Brookings LSE Project on Internal Displacement, January 30, 
2013), https://www.brookings.edu/research/climate-change-and-displacement-for-indigenous-communities-in-
arctic-scandinavia/. 
19 Cornelius Holtorf, “Embracing Change: How Cultural Resilience Is Increased through Cultural Heritage,” World 
Archaeology 50, no. 4 (August 8, 2018): 639–50, https://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.2018.1510340. 
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can be just as great.20 The case studies which were chosen to demonstrate the need for in-

situ resilience and the ways in which governance can support that resilience include the 

establishment of the Alaska Whaling Commission which works to safeguard the ability of 

Alaskan villages to maintain their traditional whaling practices and a study of the ways in 

which the name of a place—and the removal of colonial names—can boost the cultural 

resilience of a community. 

The analysis conducted by this study found that most, if not all, situations in which 

Arctic communities need to be resilient in order to survive can be categorised as needing 

either in-situ or ex-situ resilience. The analysis also demonstrated that scenarios which fit 

into each category showed sufficient similarity in key factors to enable lessons to be learned 

through the systematic comparison of the case studies. Although this study focused on Arctic 

case studies, it is likely that the categorisation of resilience types into in-situ and ex-situ 

resilience will apply equally to other geographic regions around the world. The case studies 

described below each show ways in which governance can be used, within Arctic 

communities as well as elsewhere, to strengthen or weaken resilience within each category. 

 

Ex-situ Resilience Case Studies  

The Relocation of Kivalina, Alaska 

One of the challenges for building community resilience in the Arctic in the face of climate 

impacts is ensuring that communities are able to move out of harm’s way as landscapes 

change, while preserving their cultural identity, fate control, and important social support 

systems. While resilience frameworks should put an emphasis on helping people adapt and 

stay in their traditional locations, increasingly adaptation measures are not enough to 

prevent harm to communities, and relocation is necessary.  

Arctic Alaska is already facing massive climate impacts, including sea ice loss, coastal 

erosion, and melting permafrost, which are threatening native villages and the ecosystems 

they depend upon. The United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) has identified over 

thirty villages in Alaska that are currently at risk and need to implement adaptation 

 
20 Arctic Council, “Arctic Resilience Report 2016.” 
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measures or relocate to prevent crisis scenarios.21 However, the statutory scheme governing 

relocation in the American Arctic is convoluted, with many different entities having 

jurisdiction over the territories and decisions related to village relocation. As of yet, no 

government structure exists to manage relocations, and multiple federal and state agencies 

have statutes giving them jurisdiction over pieces of the relocation process.22  

Kivalina, Alaska is one such village facing imminent risk from climate change. Situated 

on a small barrier reef island over 100 miles north of the Arctic Circle, the village is 

threatened by rising sea levels, coastal erosion, and heavy storms. It is home to around 400 

Inupiaq, who rely on the traditional cultural practices of hunting bowhead whales, seals, 

walrus, caribou, and fish, and gathering edible plants and berries, to support their 

livelihood.23 The village began considering relocation as early as 1911, and took their first 

vote on relocation in 1953, less than 50 years after the U.S. Government forced them into 

permanent habitation on the island in 1905.24 Since the first vote, the island has lost over 

half of its land area.25 In 1992, the village voted to relocate; in 2021, they are still situated on 

the same island.  

Why has this delay occurred? The answer is governance challenges. No one entity has 

the complete authority to decide to relocate, choose the new location, and facilitate the move, 

and the U.S. government has not supported the village’s right to self-determination. 

Kivalina’s relocation efforts have been plagued by irreconcilable differences between the 

village’s needs and USACE’s preferred plans, and without a central body to facilitate decision-

making and to be held accountable for delays, the process has dragged on for years. 

 
21 “Alaska Native Villages: Limited Progress Has Been Made on Relocating Villages Threatened by Flooding and 
Erosion, Report GAO-09-551” (US Government Accountability Office, 2009), 
https://www.gao.gov/assets/300/290468.pdf. 
22 “Alaska Native Villages: Limited Progress Has Been Made on Relocating Villages Threatened by Flooding and 
Erosion, Report GAO-09-551” (noting that “there is no single comprehensive proactive federal program to assist 
villages with their relocation efforts”). 
23 Michael Brubaker et al., “Climate Change in Kivalina, Alaska” (Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium Center 
for Climate and Health, 2011), 9, 
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/sites/default/files/public/php/26952/Climate%20Change%20HIA%20Report_Kivalina.
pdf. 
24 Christine Shearer, Kivalina: A Climate Change Story (Chicago, Ill. : St. Paul, Minn.: Haymarket Books, 2011), 34 
(The first vote in 1953 failed to pass.). 
25 Rachel M Gregg, “Relocating the Village of Kivalina, Alaska Due to Coastal Erosion,” CAKE: Climate 
Adaptation Knowledge Exchange, July 10, 2020, https://www.cakex.org/case-studies/relocating-village-kivalina-
alaska-due-coastal-erosion. 
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The village originally chose Kiniktuuraq, an island about eight miles away, as the site 

for their relocation. The new island would provide the same access to the ocean and land 

necessary to continue their cultural traditions of hunting and gathering. Fourteen years after 

the initial vote to relocate, USACE completed a study titled the “Relocation Planning Project 

Master Plan: Kivalina, Alaska”.26 The study determined that relocation was the best option 

for the village, but that Kiniktuuraq would be subject to similar climatic variances, and was 

an unsuitable site due the high cost of preventing coastal erosion and flooding. It analysed 

seven locations for relocation and suggested two based on a variety of factors including: 

physical environment, construction and utility, social and access, and cost.27 However, the 

locations suggested by USACE were unacceptable to the village, as they would not enable the 

continuation of subsistence hunting. The study itself noted that among the sites considered, 

those that were lowest ranked by USACE were the ones with the highest “social and access” 

values, the values that consider access to traditional hunting and gathering grounds, as well 

as the ability to continue with cultural practices such as ice cellar construction.28  

USACE cannot force the Village to move to a location they do not wish to move to; the 

Village cannot move itself without access to government funding resources. As such, the 

relocation process has been stalled for years as the village’s fight for self-determination 

continues. The Village of Kivalina instead has had to focus on smaller measures that increase 

resilience. In Fall 2020, an access road was completed to allow for quicker and safer 

evacuation of the village in cases of emergency.29 Additionally, the community has been 

working to relocate its school 7.5 miles inland, and has had to piece together funding from 

local, corporate, and state sources to fund the project.30 While these moves are important 

steps to full relocation, each step has been hard-fought, and time is running out.  

In 2020, frustrated by the lack of response of the U.S. government, Kivalina along with 

four coastal tribes in Louisiana, USA, filed a complaint with the United Nations, alleging 

 
26 “Relocation Planning Project Master Plan: Kivalina, Alaska” (US Army Corps of Engineers, 2006), 
https://www.poa.usace.army.mil/Portals/34/docs/civilworks/reports/KivalinaMasterPlanMainReportJune2006.pdf. 
27 “Relocation Planning Project Master Plan: Kivalina, Alaska,” 93–96. 
28 “Relocation Planning Project Master Plan: Kivalina, Alaska,” 95–96. 
29 Wesley Early, “Kivalina Emergency Access Road Now Open for Use,” Alaska Public Media (blog), December 1, 
2020, https://www.alaskapublic.org/2020/11/30/kivalina-emergency-access-road-now-open-for-use/. 
30 Shady Grove Oliver, “Funding Secured for Kivalina School, Access Road,” Anchorage Daily News, August 11, 
2018, https://www.adn.com/arctic/2018/08/11/funding-secured-for-kivalina-school-access-road/. 
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violations of Indigenous communities’ human rights through continued failure to provide 

adequate relocation assistance. The complaint highlights two important issues necessary for 

successful relocation efforts: respect of Indigenous sovereignty and a coordinated response 

at the federal level.31 Without a clear process for relocation and respect for Indigenous 

peoples’ right to self-determination, the relocation process in the U.S. will continue to be 

fraught with difficulties and delays. 

 

Blok P, Nuuk, Greenland 

Blok P, located in Nuuk, Greenland, is notorious for its demonstration of the way in which 

poor governance structures, in this case colonial and remote governance, can harm the 

resilience of a community which is forced to relocate. Greenland has been colonised by 

Norway, then the Norwegian-Danish-Swedish Kalmar Union, and then Denmark for ten 

centuries. Since 1953, Greenland has been an equal part of the Kingdom of Denmark rather 

than a colony, and it achieved home rule and then self-government in 1979 and 2009 

respectively.32 Regardless of the official status of Greenland as part of Denmark, the Danes 

are very much viewed as colonisers within Greenland, bringing their different culture, 

language, religion, and values to a country with its own rich cultural history. In some ways, 

Blok P is merely another miserable 1960s concrete construction, such as could be found in 

towns and cities across Europe. In other ways, however, the apartment block represents the 

ways in which the Greenlandic culture and way of life was damaged by the colonial actions 

of the Danes.33 

Blok P was so enormous that it alone could house 1% of the entire population of 

Greenland.34 It was located in central Nuuk, spanned a quarter of a kilometre in length and 

 
31 Native Village of Kivalina et al., “Rights of Indigenous People in Addressing Climate-Forced Displacement: 
Complaint to Various UN Special Rapporteurs,” January 15, 2020, 10, https://www.uusc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/Complaint.pdf; “Tribes Claim U.S. Government Violates Human Rights by Failing to 
Address Climate-Forced Displacement,” State of the Planet (blog), March 3, 2020, 
https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2020/03/03/tribes-climate-forced-displacement/. 
32 Constitution of Denmark, Act No 169 of 5 June 1953; Danish Act No 577 of 29 November 1978 on Greenland 
Home Rule; Danish Act No 473 of 12 June 2009 on Greenland Self-Government. 
33 Kristian H Nielson, “Small State Preoccupations: Science and Technology in the Pursuit of Modernization, 
Security, and Sovereignty in Greenland,” in Exploring Greenland: Cold War Science and Technology on Ice, ed. 
Ronald E. Doel, Kristine C. Harper, and Matthias Heymann (Springer, 2016), 47–71. 
34 “En boligblok i Nuuk 1966 – 2012,” Sermitsiaq.AG, accessed January 30, 2021, 
https://sermitsiaq.ag/node/170641. 
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contained 320 apartments. It was built as part of the Danish government’s modernisation 

and urbanisation policy which it imposed on Greenland in the 1950s and 1960s.35 The policy 

involved relocating Indigenous people from small villages and communities and 

concentrating them within larger urban areas.36 The Danes believed that this would increase 

standards of living and provide access to healthcare and education for communities which 

had previously not had such access, but no thought was given to the right of, or need for, local 

people to determine their own future.37 The block was built in the early 1960s, opening its 

doors to its first residents in 1966. 

Unfortunately, the building was entirely unsuitable for the lifestyle of the people who 

had been relocated. The corridors and doors were so narrow that they were difficult to 

navigate in thick winter coats and there was insufficient storage for fishing gear, so it was 

left in places which caused a fire hazard. No facilities had been provided for the preparation 

of fish or hunted animals which had been and remained an important source of food for the 

residents. The lack of facilities led to some families using the bath to prepare meat and fish, 

but the plumbing system had not been designed to deal with blood and guts and repeatedly 

failed. As well as the practical failures of the policy, the Danes had failed to consider the 

impact of forced relocation and of colonisation on the residents. The damage to people’s 

sense of belonging, which had been strong within their previous communities, the harm to 

their self-esteem, and the poverty endured by families relocated to an urban setting led to 

Blok P gaining a reputation for crime and anti-social behaviour.38 The block was eventually 

demolished in 2012.39 

The failure of the Blok P, and the associated failure of Denmark’s modernisation and 

urbanisation policy, provides an example of how poor governance can destroy a 

community’s resilience, and highlights the importance of involving Arctic Indigenous 

communities in decision and policy processes. The planning and decision making were 

 
35 Nielson, “Small State Preoccupations: Science and Technology in the Pursuit of Modernization, Security, and 
Sovereignty in Greenland”; “Blok P in Nuuk,” Nordatlantens, accessed January 31, 2021, 
https://www.nordatlantens.dk/en/exhibitions/blok-p-in-nuuk/. 
36 “Blok P in Nuuk.” 
37 “Blok P in Nuuk.” 
38 Nielson, “Small State Preoccupations: Science and Technology in the Pursuit of Modernization, Security, and 
Sovereignty in Greenland.” 
39 Nielson. 
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conducted by the Danish government located in Copenhagen; the decision to relocate was 

imposed on communities for the convenience of the decision makers rather than for the 

benefit of the community; and the accommodation was built without consideration for the 

cultural needs of the community. Remote, paternalistic governance will often result in 

solutions which fail and, as a result, damage the local community. The removal of autonomy, 

the destruction of community structures and the provision of solutions unsuited to a 

community’s culture and lifestyle remove the ability of a community to ‘bounce back and 

thrive’; it destroys resilience, leading to social problems such as those witnessed in Blok P.  

 

Indigenous Culture Pre-Schools, Finland and Alaska 

Many Arctic Indigenous people do not live either in their ancestral villages or even within 

the Arctic. Many move to cities to the south in search of housing, education, healthcare, or 

employment. As a result, cities like Fairbanks, Anchorage, Oslo, Stockholm, and Helsinki are 

home to large populations of Arctic Indigenous people.40 It is often said that the Helsinki is 

the Sámi ‘second city’, with almost 60% of Sámi people in Finland living outside of Lapland.41 

The relocation of people to cities can lead to problems involving loss of culture, history, sense 

of belonging, language, and traditional knowledge. This loss is harmful to those who have 

moved and can also be damaging to communities left behind, as young people living outside 

their traditional homeland may grow up without learning their language or a connection to 

their culture.  

Resilient communities are ones which can re-establish themselves following 

relocation. There is a particular challenge in re-establishing a community when members of 

the community relocate in small numbers, over time, rather than all together at the same 

time. In such situations, physical re-establishment is less relevant than cultural re-

establishment. One way that communities have found to increase their resilience is the 

provision of pre-school education in their traditional language and focussed on traditional 

culture. Known as language nests, minority language full-immersion programmes were first 

 
40 Karin Beate Nøsterud, “Sámi and Sápmi – Addressing the Issues of Indigenous People and Natural Resources in 
the Northernmost Parts of Europe” (Nordregio, 2018). 
41 “Young Sámi Move South to Study – Sixty Percent of Finnish Sámi Live Outside Sámi Area,” The Independent 
Barents Observer, accessed February 1, 2021, https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/life-and-public/2019/01/young-
sami-move-south-study-sixty-percent-finnish-sami-live-outside-sami. 



13 

created in 1982 in New Zealand for Maori families.42 The programmes give young children 

the opportunity to spend their early years immersed in their own language and culture, 

ensuring that this knowledge is not lost and providing a sense of cultural identity. Alongside 

this, Indigenous pre-schools can be a cultural hub for parents and other adults, giving them 

friendship, community, and culturally important activities. 

There are a number of benefits of focussing on young children in a pre-school setting. 

Small children have the ability to absorb language extremely fast, even if the Indigenous 

language is not spoken at home. 43 Their ability to do this is far superior to older learners and 

the earlier a child is exposed to a language, the more likely they are to be able to become 

fluent. Pre-school is also a good opportunity for language and cultural learning as ‘the 

demands of formal schooling have yet to dominate the curriculum’. 44 This enables teachers 

and parents to design a culturally relevant curriculum which provides the knowledge and 

culture that would traditionally have been absorbed within the community. The space to 

focus on minority or Indigenous culture allows children to develop their minority cultural 

identity despite living outside their cultural homeland. 45 As Brown explained, “[w]ith 

Indigenous identity foregrounded, language nests emerge as a particular epistemological 

space to preserve (or reintroduce) foundational community concepts and knowledge 

distinct from the majority (or those in power).” 46 

While most of the Sámi language nests in Finland are located in Lapland, since 2013 

there has been North Sámi nursery provision in Helsinki for Indigenous children whose 

families have relocated from Lapland.47 Päiväkoti Susanna (‘Susanna Kindergarten’), 

provides early education for children aged one to five in North Sámi as well as Sámi cultural 

education.48 In addition to speaking Sámi, the kindergarten celebrates important Sámi 

 
42 Kara D Brown, “Language Nests on the Move,” Forum for International Research in Education 5, no. 3 (2019): 
31. 
43 Brown, “Language Nests on the Move.” 
44 Brown, 32. 
45 Brown, 32. 
46 Brown, 32. 
47 “Laajamittainen Kaksikielinen Suomi-Saame Varhaiskasvatus Ja Esiopetus,” Helsingin kaupunki, April 28, 2020, 
https://www.hel.fi/helsinki/fi/kasvatus-ja-koulutus/paivahoito/paivakotihoito/kaksikielinen-
varhaiskasvatus/laajamittainen-kaksikielinen-saame/laajamittainen-kaksikielinen-saame. 
48 “Päiväkoti Susanna,” Helsingin kaupunki, accessed February 3, 2021, 
https://www.hel.fi/varhaiskasvatus/fi/paivakodit/susanna/. 
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cultural festivals within the eight seasons of the Sámi calendar.49 The values of the Sámi 

people are prioritised, including family, community, nature, traditional livelihoods, and 

peace and reconciliation.50 With 75% of Sámi children in Finland living outside Lapland, and 

around 6700 Sámi people living in Helsinki there is a need for further provision, including in 

Inari Sámi and Skolt Sámi.51 However, with the history of colonisation of the Sámi people and 

their oppression through schooling, it is important that the Sámi people are given the 

autonomy to decide what urban preschool education in Sámi should look like.52 The first 

Sámi language nest in Helsinki, Máttabiegga Giellabeassim, was funded by the Finnish 

Ministry of Education and the Finnish Cultural Foundation but the money, and therefore 

decision making power, was directed through the Finnish Sámi Parliament and the City-

Sámit organisation which represents Sámi people in Helsinki.53 

Like in Helsinki, pre-school education for Indigenous children living in Anchorage is 

funded by central government, with the money, and autonomy, funnelled directly to Arctic 

Indigenous communities. The Head Start programme is a US federal programme which was 

first established in the 1960s with the aim of supporting disadvantaged children and 

families.54 One of the ways in which this is carried out is through the provision of early years 

care primarily for those living under the Federal Poverty Level. Finance for pre-schools is 

given to local organisations so that local and culturally appropriate solutions can be provided 

for local problems. In Alaska, the Head Start programme is administered through 17 

organisations of which three serve populations in Anchorage, including Cook Inlet Native 

Head Start.55 The Cook Inlet Native Head Start is a preschool which aims to “build[] strong 

 
49 Pigga Keskitalo, Kaarina Määttä, and Satu Uusiautti, “Sámi Education in Finland,” Early Child Development and 
Care 182, no. 3–4 (April 1, 2012): 329–43, https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2011.646723. 
50 “Hertta-Susanna Toimintasuunnitelma 2018-2019” (Hertta-Susannan varhaiskasvatusyksikköön, 2018), 
https://www.hel.fi/static/liitteet/kasvatuksen-ja-koulutuksen-toimiala/Varhaiskasvatus/Hertta-
Susanna%20Toimintasuunnitelma%202018-2019.pdf. 
51 Tanja Joona, “Safeguarding Cultural Rights of Sámi Children and Youth in Finland, with Special Emphasis on the 
Linguistic Part of Cultural Identity – Current Challenges,” The Yearbook of Polar Law Online 9, no. 1 (December 8, 
2018): 109–29, https://doi.org/10.1163/22116427_009010006. 
52 Joona; Keskitalo, Määttä, and Uusiautti, “Sámi Education in Finland.” 
53 “Sámi Languages Making Gains in Finland,” thisisFINLAND, February 4, 2014, https://finland.fi/life-
society/sami-languages-making-gains-in-finland/; Nunatsiaq News, “Saving an Arctic Indigenous Language, Child 
by Child,” Nunatsiaq News (blog), June 21, 2016, 
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/65674saving_an_arctic_indigenous_language_child_by_child/. 
54 United States Economic Opportunity Act 1964; United States Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 
2007 42 USC 9801 et Seq. 
55 “Programs,” Alaska Head Start Association, accessed February 4, 2021, https://www.akheadstart.org/programs/. 
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foundations with Alaska Native Families through Alaska Native cultures and education.”56 

This involves caring for children in line with Alaska Native values, using stories, games and 

songs from Alaska Native culture and in languages such as Yup’ik and engaging children and 

families with cultural activities. Such schools help communities to build resilience by 

meeting the specific cultural needs of the community, providing culturally relevant early 

education and immersing children in their own culture despite living in Anchorage. 

In both Helsinki and Anchorage, and in urban areas across the Arctic, Indigenous 

immersion pre-school education helps communities and families to remain resilient through 

supporting their cultural identity, strengthening ties among Indigenous families which have 

relocated to urban areas and between urban Indigenous families and their traditional 

homelands, and through supporting the use of minority languages and cultural activities 

among Indigenous children. 

 

Conclusion 

Whether moving entire villages, merging communities, or providing individual capacity to 

relocate, the above case studies highlight the necessity of self-determination and 

participation of Indigenous peoples in ex-situ resilience. Governance policies should include 

a comprehensive framework and supervising authority for decision making, and the 

framework must incorporate the voices, needs, and culture of the affected communities. 

Without proper consideration of cultural values, people removed from their homes cannot 

be resilient, and the projects are often not completed or fail. When national governments 

attempt to choose relocation sites, as in Kivalina, or build housing, as in Blok P, they should 

not only include Indigenous voices, but give them the authority to make decisions. Wherever 

possible, decisions should be made as locally as possible and by people who share the same 

cultural values and knowledge. Financial support is also key to successful ex-situ resilience; 

without the providing funding that communities can use as they see fit to move villages, 

create schools, and design resilient infrastructure, many of these projects remain plans.  

 

 
56 “About the School,” Cook Inlet Native Head Start, 2021, 
https://cookinletnativeheadstart.schoolinsites.com/abouttheschool. 
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In-situ Resilience Case Studies  

The Whales and the Oil, Alaska 

Subsistence hunting for bowhead whale is an important cultural activity for Indigenous 

populations across the Arctic.57 In Alaska, Indigenous communities have hunted for 

bowhead whales for millennia, the practice surviving cultural changes brought by trading 

posts, commercial whaling, the purchase of Alaska, statehood, the introduction of the 

modern economy and dramatic technological developments. While each of these changes, 

and many others, have had their own influence, the core cultural identity associated with the 

whale hunt has survived. Jessica Lefevre noted that “subsistence whaling, as it has 

throughout their history, continues to serve as the single most important culturally defining 

activity for these communities.”58 

Despite the ability of subsistence whaling to adapt to various threats over the 

centuries, the advent of oil and gas exploration in the Arctic Ocean, which began during the 

1980s, posed a new risk.59 The majority of the oil and gas development covers a similar area 

to that which the bowhead whales use in their fall migration to warmer southern 

waters. Industrial noise, movement, pollution, and even smells can cause, and during the 

early days of oil exploration in the 1980s did cause, the whales to alter their migration 

patterns, preventing the capture of bowhead whales by Indigenous communities.60 As 

migration paths moved, the hunt either became considerably more dangerous, with crews 

needing to venture further out to sea, or it became impossible to hunt whales, resulting in 

considerable cultural and nutritional loss for communities. 

 
57 Jessica S Lefevre, “A Pioneering Effort in the Design of Process and Law Supporting Integrated Arctic Ocean 
Management,” Environmental Law Reporter 43, no. 10 (2013): 10893–908; “Description of the USA Aboriginal 
Subsistence Hunt: Alaska,” International Whaling Commission, accessed January 24, 2021, https://iwc.int/alaska; 
Braund, S.R. and Associates, “Report on Nutritional, Subsistence and Cultural Needs Relating to the Catch of 
Bowhead Whales by Alaskan Natives,” US Government Report, 35th Annual Meeting of the International Whaling 
Commission (International Whaling Commission, 1983), http://www.north-
slope.org/assets/images/uploads/1983_Braund_Nutritional_Subsistence_cultural_Needs_Bowhead_Alaskan_Natives
.pdf; Robert Suydam et al., “Subsistence Harvest of Bowhead Whales (Balaena Mysticetus) by Alaskan Natives 
During 2019,” US Government Report, Scientific Committee of the International Whaling Commission 
(International Whaling Commission, 2019). 
58 Lefevre, “A Pioneering Effort in the Design of Process and Law Supporting Integrated Arctic Ocean 
Management,” 10895. 
59 Milton M R Freedman, “The Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission: Successful Co-Management Under Extreme 
Conditions,” in Co-Operative Management of Local Fisheries: New Directions for Improved Management and 
Community Development, ed. Evelyn Pinkerton (Vancouver, Canada: UBC Press, 1989). 
60 Freedman. 
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When the federal government did nothing to ameliorate the problems, local people 

realised that they needed to act to protect the whale hunting if their culture was to 

survive.61 They looked to the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission, an organization 

established by community leaders to take responsibility for representing the interests of the 

whaling villages, to negotiate with the developers.62 The Commission is governed by whaling 

captains, with one captain elected from each village. Seeking authority to conduct the 

negotiations, the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission reached a cooperative agreement with 

the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) which gave power to the 

Commission to co-manage the stock of bowhead whales.63 

Using their co-management authority and the community status of the whaling 

captain representatives, the Commission was able to persuade the oil and gas corporations 

to meet with them and to negotiate an agreement to enable hunting and industry to coexist.64 

Over the years, these meetings have become a forum in which an annual agreement, the Open 

Water Season Conflict Avoidance Agreement, now with statutory backing, between the 

parties is reached.65 The Conflict Avoidance Agreement provides for important management 

tools including communication between ships and hunters to ensure safety, limits on 

pollution, and the establishment of times and places, so called ‘quiet zones’, where no 

industrial activity will take place so as to allow bowhead whales to migrate unimpeded and 

for whale hunting to take place. The presence of whalers at the negotiation table means that 

the agreement is based on the local and traditional knowledge of those whalers. 

There are a number of ways in which matters of governance have contributed to the 

successful management of the conflict between the Indigenous whaling communities and the 

oil and gas industries. Key among these were local initiation of the negotiations, delegation 

of power from central government to a respected community body, respect for traditional 

 
61 Lefevre, “A Pioneering Effort in the Design of Process and Law Supporting Integrated Arctic Ocean 
Management.” 
62 Freedman, “The Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission: Successful Co-Management Under Extreme Conditions”; 
Lefevre, “A Pioneering Effort in the Design of Process and Law Supporting Integrated Arctic Ocean Management.” 
63 Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972, 16 USC Ch 31, §§ 1361-1423h, sec 119; Cooperative Agreement 
between the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission (as 
Amended) 1984; Amendment to the Cooperative Agreement between the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration and the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission 2016. 
64 Freedman, “The Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission: Successful Co-Management Under Extreme Conditions.” 
65 Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972, 16 USC ch 31, §§ 1361-1423h, sec 19; Conflict Avoidance Agreement 
Between the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission and Representatives of the Oil and Gas Industries 2016. 
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knowledge and the granting of authority to local people to make their own decisions. The 

exercise of power at a local level in this way has frequently been demonstrated to be an 

important aspect of creating resilient communities. 

 

What’s in a Name? 

The importance of names to a community’s sense of culture cannot be underestimated. The 

traditional names of towns and villages, mountains, lakes, rivers, and other landmarks, 

passed down through generations, connect the people to their history, their ancestors, and 

to the space in which they live.66 Given the oral tradition of many Indigenous communities, 

the name of a particular place is used to convey information about the geography, history, 

ecology, or spiritual significance of the place, or assist as a navigational aid for nomadic 

communities.67 For example, the traditional Inupiaq name of the town of Point Lay, Alaska is 

Kali, which means ‘mound’ because the original village was located on a coastal barrier island 

near a mound.68 Similarly, the Sámi name of the Norwegian town of Kautokeino is 

Guovdageaidnu which means ‘midpoint’ because it is positioned approximately in the middle 

of the reindeer herding routes between a number of important ancient trading points. 

However, despite the importance of using traditional names, for many Arctic 

communities, those names were replaced with western names as the lands were colonised. 

Many villages were renamed after western men deemed to be important such as Chesterfield 

Bay, Nunavut which is named after Philip Dormer (Stanhope), 4th Earl of Chesterfield; 

Frobisher Bay, Nunavut, named after British navigator Sir Martin Frobisher; and 

Wainwright, Alaska named after Lt. John Wainwright, one of the first non-Indigenous 

persons to visit the lagoon near where the town is now positioned. These names, often 

imposed by colonisers because they held power over the making and publishing of maps and 

showed no interest in (or did not recognize) the need to consult with the local people, do 

 
66 Guy Bordin, “What Do Place-Names Tell about Non-Human Beings among Canadian Inuit?,” Journal of 
Northern Studies 11, no. 1 (2017): 11–36; Ludger Müller-Wille, “Toponymies of Lesser-Used Languages in the 
North: Issues of Socio-Linguistic Conditions among Inuit and Sámi,” Études/Inuit/Studies 28, no. 2 (July 7, 2006): 
73–88, https://doi.org/10.7202/013197ar; Sarah Cogos, Marie Roué, and Samuel Roturier, “Sami Place Names and 
Maps: Transmitting Knowledge of a Cultural Landscape in Contemporary Contexts,” Arctic, Antarctic, and Alpine 
Research 49, no. 1 (February 1, 2017): 43–51, https://doi.org/10.1657/AAAR0016-042. 
67 Cogos, Roué, and Roturier, “Sami Place Names and Maps,” 43–44. 
68 “Point Lay,” US Board on Geographic Names, accessed January 29, 2021, 
https://geonames.usgs.gov/apex/f?p=138:3:::NO:3:P3_FID,P3_TITLE:1408115,Point%20Lay. 
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nothing to link the homes of Indigenous peoples with their ancestors. From Barrow, Alaska 

to Scoresbysund, Greenland, Mt McKinley, Alaska to Severomorsk, Russia communities from 

across the Arctic have had their Indigenous names replaced with colonial ones. 

As Arctic communities increasingly assert their need for and right to cultural 

resilience, some are making efforts to revert to their traditional names in order to align 

themselves more closely with their history, language, and culture. The name of a place has 

political, cultural, and social power, and the use of traditional names is an important part of 

securing the cultural future of a community.69 Indigenous place names in the Arctic connect 

generations, ensure the transmission of knowledge to younger people, give Indigenous 

people pride in their traditional lands, help to preserve traditional languages, and 

demonstrate the independence of communities which have previously been colonised.70 

Each of these reasons plays a role in securing the cultural resilience of the communities 

impacted. Across the Arctic place names are officially changing. Barrow in Northern Alaska 

now uses its traditional name of Utqiaġvik and Scoresbysund in Greenland is now 

Ittoqqortoormiit again. In Canada, the Nunavut Agreement established the cultural 

importance of the use of Indigenous place names and the Geographic Names Program has 

been established to assist with the recognition of such names.71 

The connection of a community with its history and culture through the names used 

officially for places builds cultural resilience in communities. Cultural resilience comes in 

part through connection to and confidence in one’s sense of place and of belonging. This is 

particularly true in societies which place significant importance on the role of ancestors such 

as Arctic Indigenous communities. Communities which have had their very names displaced 

have had that connection and that confidence taken away from them. Restoring it allows 

communities to take back their culture and their history and thereby increase their cultural 

resilience. 

 
69 Angela Gonzalez, “Denali Name Restored,” Athabascan Woman Blog (blog), September 3, 2015, 
https://athabascanwoman.com/?p=3027; Eugene Hunn, “Columbia Plateau Indian Place Names: What Can They 
Teach Us?,” Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 6, no. 1 (1996): 3–26, https://doi.org/10.1525/jlin.1996.6.1.3. 
70 Cogos, Roué, and Roturier, “Sami Place Names and Maps.” 
71 Agreement Between the Inuit of the Nunavut Settlement Area and Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada 
1993. 
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Sámi Parliament, Norway 

The Sámi people are an Indigenous group of reindeer herders that have lived in what is now 

Norway, Sweden, Russia, and Finland for thousands of years. The Norwegian constitution 

requires the government to enable the Sámi people to “preserve and develop [their] 

language, culture, and way of life.”72  In 1987, the government passed the Sámi Act in order 

to help the government achieve this mandate, and created the Sameting, or ‘Sámi Parliament’. 

The Sámi Parliament has the authority to engage on any matter that “particularly affects the 

Sámi people,” and may raise an issue on its own initiative.73 Members of the Sámi Parliament 

are democratically elected, and candidates are often put forward both from Sámi political 

parties and national political parties. However, the Parliament only has consultative status 

on Sámi affairs and no jurisdiction over territory, and therefore serves more as an advisory 

body to the Norwegian legislature than as a functioning decision-making body.74 

  The Sámi Parliament does have real power in Norway; it is responsible for 

management tasks, runs the Norwegian Sámi Development Fund, and it has assisted in 

getting local Sámi issues on the national agenda. However, it lacks decision-making 

authority, and has been ignored and overruled by national and municipal governments at 

various times throughout its history. In 2009, the Minerals Act was enacted without Sámi 

approval;75 and in 2013, the Kvalsund Copper Mine was approved despite Sámi opposition 

that the mine would have a negative impact on reindeer herding. This lack of actual authority 

to make decisions results in a lack of self-determination for the Sámi people—while their 

viewpoints may be included in the discussions, their wishes are often ignored, and they still 

lack the power to influence the future of their people. Even with the official recognition 

granted through the Sámi Parliament, the struggle continues to get Sámi rights and interests 

respected.  

 
72 Kongeriket Norges Grunnlov (Constitution of Norway) 1814 (as Amended), Art 108. 
73 Act of 12 June 1987 No. 56 Concerning the Sameting (the Sami Parliament) and Other Sami Legal Matters (the 
Sami Act). 
74 “Norway | Multiculturalism Policies in Contemporary Democracies,” accessed February 7, 2021, 
https://www.queensu.ca/mcp/indigenous-peoples/evidence/norway. 
75 Vigdis Nygaard, “Do Indigenous Interests Have a Say in Planning of New Mining Projects? Experiences from 
Finnmark, Norway,” The Extractive Industries and Society 3 (December 1, 2015): 20, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2015.11.009. 
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The Right to Hunt and Fish, Sweden 

The Sameby (‘Sámi Village’) of Girjas is not a village in the traditional sense of the word.76 It 

is not a small community of homes where people live but instead is one of 51 administrative 

bodies established to organise reindeer herding among the Sámi people of Sweden. Each 

Sameby covers a particular geographic area and its members are the only people who are 

allowed to exercise reindeer husbandry within that area. The Sameby of Girjas covers 5,500 

square kilometres between the Finnish and Norwegian borders in the Swedish Arctic, a little 

south of the town of Kiruna.77 

Reindeer herding is an important cultural activity for Sámi and other Indigenous 

people across the Arctic.78 It is estimated that up to 100,000 people are involved in the 

practice, and it is particularly important in Arctic Europe. Sámi people have herded reindeer 

for centuries and their work and leisure activities are dictated by the needs of the 

reindeer. As a nomadic people, they traditionally travel with their reindeer to find suitable 

pasture as the seasons change. Even today, reindeer herding provides a cultural focus for the 

Sámi people, with the reindeer playing an important role in the lives of Sámi people, in their 

food, their traditional clothes, the use of hides, bone, and antler used for utensils and in 

handicrafts.79 

The dispute at issue in this case study arose between Girjas Sameby and the Swedish 

government regarding who had authority to permit fishing and hunting on the land covered 

by the Sameby.80 Maintaining full rights over hunting and fishing, including holding the sole 

right to grant hunting and fishing permits without requiring permission from central 

government, was important to the Girjas Sameby because without these rights, the 

community would not have control over their ancestral homeland.81 The rights have 

significant cultural implications as so much of Sámi culture, lifestyle, and calendar is tied up 

 
76 “The Sameby,” Samer.se, accessed January 24, 2021, http://www.samer.se/4555. 
77 Högsta Domstolens dom Meddelad i Stockholm den 23 Januari 2020 Mål nr T 853-18, accessed January 24, 2021. 
78 Scott M. Williams, “Tradition and Change in the Sub-Arctic: Sámi Reindeer Herding in the Modern Era,” 
Scandinavian Studies 75, no. 2 (2003): 229. 
79 Williams, “Tradition and Change in the Sub-Arctic”; Florian Stammler, Reindeer Nomads Meet the Market: 
Culture, Property and Globalisation at the “End of the Land” (Münster, Germany: LIT Verlag Münster, 2005), 
chap. 3. 
80 Högsta Domstolens dom Meddelad i Stockholm den 23 Januari 2020 Mål nr T 853-18. 
81 Evind Torp, “Sami Hunting and Fishing Rights in Swedish Law,” in Indigenous Rights in Scandinavia: 
Autonomous Sami Law, ed. Asst Prof Susann Funderud Skogvang and Dr Christina Allard (Ashgate Publishing, 
Ltd., 2015). 



22 

with the traditional practice of reindeer herding. The Sameby argued that they should have 

full control over small game hunting and fishing rights, despite land reform regulations 

which were passed in 1993 extending those rights to non-Sámi people.  

The 1993 regulations allowed many more individual landowners to permit small 

game hunting on their private land, leading to a significant increase in hunting in the area 

which interfered with the Sameby’s traditional reindeer herding.82 The Sameby sued the 

Swedish government, claiming that the new laws interfered with their traditional rights over 

hunting and fishing.83 In a protracted and lengthy court case, the Sameby won at the 

Tingsrӓtt (‘District Court’) but was beaten on appeal.84 The case came before the Swedish 

Supreme Court in 2020.85 While the court held that the Sameby did not hold the right to issue 

hunting and fishing licences based on the provisions of the Rennäringslagen (‘Reindeer 

Herding Act’), it ruled that the Sameby had demonstrated that they had held these rights 

under the legal concept of urminnes hävd. Urminnes hävd means ‘from time immemorial’ and 

for such rights to be recognised they must have been in continual use for at least ninety years 

without objection. 86 The court was satisfied that the Sameby could demonstrate the 

necessary usage and held that the rights acquired under urminnes hävd could not be 

extinguished by the newer laws. The Sameby was therefore granted a declaration that the 

government could not issue hunting and fishing permits in the area. 87 

The case was an important one for the resilience of Swedish Sámi culture. It enables 

the local people to make decisions about their land in ways which are compatible with their 

heritage and their culture, respecting the self-determination of the Sámi people. It is also 

important because it reduces the ability of the Swedish government, which many Sámi 

people consider to be a colonizing power, to control the land.  

 
82 Christina Allard and Malin Brännström, “Girjas Reindeer Herding Community v. Sweden: Analysing the Merits 
of the Girjas Case,” Arctic Review 12 (March 4, 2021): 56–79, https://doi.org/10.23865/arctic.v12.2678. 
83 Tingsrätten för Gällivare dom 3 Februari 2016 i mål T 323-09. 
84 Tingsrätten för Gällivare dom 3 Februari 2016 i mål T 323-09; Hovrätten för Övre Norrlands dom 23 Januari 
2018 i mål T 214-16. 
85 Högsta Domstolens dom Meddelad i Stockholm den 23 Januari 2020 Mål nr T 853-18. 
86 Högsta Domstolens dom Meddelad i Stockholm den 23 Januari 2020 Mål nr T 853-18. 
87 Högsta Domstolens dom Meddelad i Stockholm den 23 Januari 2020 Mål nr T 853-18. 
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Conclusion 

There are many threats to communities which can harm the community without forcing it to 

relocate. For Indigenous communities, many of these threats are cultural threats such as the 

loss of language, food and culturally important activities. In the case studies these cultural 

threats came from the threat to the ability of the people of northern Alaska to hunt whales 

in the same way as their ancestors had done, from the removal of traditional names for 

Indigenous places which had been used for thousands of years and from the ability of a Sámi 

community in Sweden to control access to hunting on their ancestral homelands. The 

connection with ancestors and elders is important in many Indigenous cultures and is one of 

the reasons why maintaining ties to cultural traditions is so important for Arctic 

communities seeking to remain resilient. 

A clear pattern emerges through the case studies in this section which demonstrates 

the importance of putting power and autonomy in the hands of local people in order to 

enable them to remain resilient. The Alaskan whalers had the incentive to negotiate with the 

oil companies regarding whaling conflicts and also held the most accurate knowledge about 

the local environment. Once they had been backed by being granted authority by the federal 

government to enter into the Conflict Avoidance Agreement, the local people were able to 

reach an agreement which was acceptable to both sides. Moreover, the negotiations were 

conducted in a timely fashion and in a culturally accessible manner. The people of Girjas in 

Sweden had to sue the Swedish government for similar power in the Sameby and this case 

study again demonstrated the importance of local governance, by local people, to solve local 

problems.  

The Sámi Parliament in Norway, as well as those in Sweden and Finland, is a larger 

and more formal example of the transfer of power to the local people. The concept is sound 

as it provides for a democratic body to represent the interests of local people and to take 

decisions at a local level using local knowledge. However, as was demonstrated in this case 

study, such governance will only promote resilience if real power is transferred and the 

Arctic Indigenous communities’ self-determination is respected. Where power is not 

genuinely transferred and local attempts at governance are thwarted, the result is not 

resilience but rather frustration and disappointment. 
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Discussion 

There are a number of lessons which can be learned from the various case studies in 

presented in this article. The first is the demonstration that governance can affect resilience 

in all types of situations in which Arctic communities can find themselves. This is not 

surprising given that the Arctic Resilience Action Framework 2017 defines the actors within 

the concept of resilience as ‘a system’ and systems generally only function well when they 

are managed or governed.88 In the case studies relating to ex-situ resilience, the need for a 

framework or central authority to manage mobility was shown to be important. For the 

people of Kivalina, the need to work with, and to battle, myriad federal and state agencies, to 

coordinate funding from a host of different sources and having no one body in charge of 

arranging the relocation means that nearly 30 years after it was first agreed, no relocation 

has taken place. Had there been a single authority responsible for coordinating the federal 

response it is likely that the village would have moved by now. Where a dedicated authority 

is not possible or desirable, having a framework for communities to follow can be helpful. 

The case study on Indigenous pre-schools in demonstrates, to some extent, the way in which 

this can work. The Cook Inlet Native Head Start runs its own pre-school locally, rather than 

being run centrally by the federal government. However, as part of the Head Start federal 

programme, there is a framework which it follows, like all the Head Start pre-schools in the 

country. The Cook Inlet Native Head Start can meet the local needs of its Alaska Native 

families within the Head Start framework. 

The second lesson is the importance of the participation of the local people in decision 

making. The case studies have demonstrated that this is key to ensuring the resilience of 

communities whether the community is relocating or is remaining in place. One of the main 

reasons that Blok P in Nuuk failed was that it did not meet the needs of those who would be 

its residents. The Danish government thought that it knew what the people needed and so 

failed to give any autonomy or decision-making power to the people who could have told 

them the faults in the plans before building work had even begun. The damage to the 

communities which were relocated, socially, economically, and culturally, can be traced back 

to the lack of local participation and local decision making. Similarly, the decisions of colonial 
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explorers to ignore the traditional names of the places which they included on their maps 

and instead to create new names honouring western men caused damage to the cultural 

heritage of many communities and separated them from the knowledge of their ancestors 

which was tied up in the names. Had the explorers asked for information from the local 

people, the traditional name could have been included on the western maps from the start. 

Fortunately, as the case study showed, traditional names are increasingly replacing colonial 

names in Arctic places, although there is still some way to go. 

Thirdly, and somewhat related to the previous point, money should be spent at a local 

level rather than by remote decision makers. In part, having financial autonomy gives 

communities self-assurance, confidence, and independence, all of which assist in building 

resilience. As well as this, channelling money from central government to local community 

groups gives communities the ability to solve their most pressing problems, which may be 

different from other similar or nearby communities. Being given money and left with the 

decision as to how that money is spent demonstrates trust in local governance structures 

and allows the community to plan for their own future. This is a key aspect of resilience as 

defined by the Arctic Resilience Report 2016.89 The success of a model where money is 

transferred to the people most affected is demonstrated in the case study about Indigenous 

pre-schools. The Sámi pre-schools in Helsinki are funded by the central Finnish government 

but financial decisions are made, and the money is spent, by the Finnish Sámi Parliament and 

a Sámi community organisation in Helsinki. As a result, the Sámi language nests have been 

popular with families and the community is engaged and invested in the project. 

Finally, this study has shown that governance structures may need to be different for 

different cultures. Governance structures established for Indigenous communities should 

reflect traditional decision-making structures, the role of elders, social hierarchies, and the 

desires of the community itself. The Alaskan whalers were so successful in their negotiations 

with the oil companies because the structure put in place accurately reflected the traditional 

ways in which the local cultures governed themselves. Those selected to represent the 

community were the whaling captains who have very high social standing and are often older 

members of communities which value the experience and wisdom of their elders. The 
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desired governance structure over hunting and fishing rights in Girjas was different to the 

Alaska Whaling Commission, but the local people were fighting for, and eventually won, the 

right to have hunting and fishing governed in the traditional way by the Sameby. 

 

Conclusion  

Resilient communities are ones which can “bounce back and thrive during and after 

disturbances and shocks.”90 They are also communities which have autonomy and the ability 

to make decisions for themselves about the present and the future, and whose self-

determination is respected by the governments of nations, states, and localities. This study 

has shown that in order to ensure ex-situ resilience, there is a need for a defined governing 

body, particularly to oversee mass relocations, and where an entire body is not feasible, a 

reliable framework in which a community can work. The study has also shown the 

importance of decision-making being taken as locally as possible, with local people having 

choices over what happens in their community. In order to ensure decision making can take 

place at the local level, finance will usually need to flow from central sources to local 

decision-making bodies and community groups. Finally, good governance which promotes 

resilient communities is governance which reflects the values and traditions of the 

community it is serving, recognising the ways in which decisions are made and conflicts 

resolved within each individual community. Communities with this level of autonomy, 

supported and respected by more remote government, and adequately funded, should be 

able to recover from any shocks or disturbances in a way which ensures as little physical, 

economic, social or emotional harm is done to the community. 

 

 
90 Arctic Council. 
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