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Abstract
The global human influence on the climate is growing at an alarming pace. This trend appears 
doomed to continue. Polar regions are feeling the effects first. This means that if the impacts of 
climate change serve to motivate effective policies, polar regions could be a good place to look for 
climate policy innovation. It is within this context that this article considers Arctic climate policy in 
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1  Introduction

With each passing year, the global human influence on the climate is increasing. 
This trend appears doomed to continue, as global efforts to curb emissions show 
few signs of coming into line with the science, which in turn appears to become 
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more alarming with the passage of time. As global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
and resulting concentrations in the atmosphere continue to increase, polar regions 
are feeling the effects first. This means that if the impacts of climate change can be 
expected to be a motivator for effective policies, polar regions could be a good place 
to look for climate policy innovation.1

A Government of Canada report entitled From Impacts to Adaptation: Canada in a 
Changing Climate 2007 concludes that climate changes in Canada’s Arctic over the 
past 50 years have been unprecedented.2 The report, in line with the more recent 
Canada’s Changing Climate Report from 2019, notes that “there is increasing evi-
dence that changes in climate are already having impacts on ecologic, economic and 
human systems” in the Arctic.3 Among the key findings of the report with respect to 
the Arctic are the following:

•	 Changes to permafrost, sea ice, lake ice and snow have important implications 
for human infrastructure design and maintenance.

•	 Climate change will have serious consequences for biodiversity shifts and the 
distribution of many species in the North, and for human populations that rely 
on them to meet their basic needs.

•	 Climate change will both threaten existing transportation infrastructure and  
offer new options, most notably marine transportation, as a result of the reduc-
tion in summer sea ice. These changes will bring new opportunities and new 
threats to the Arctic.

•	 Climate change will create additional challenges for Indigenous communities 
interested in retaining aspects of their traditional subsistence-based way of life, 
but may also provide new opportunities in this regard.4

The National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy (NRTEE) in its 
True North report on adaptation offered a list of impacts of climate change in the 
Canadian Arctic that it concluded would require the attention of policy-makers from 
an adaptation perspective. The following are some of the key impacts identified:

•	 changes to the culture of Indigenous communities
•	 decline in iconic species, such as polar bear and caribou
•	 changes to diet and food security
•	 threats to health, including mental health
•	 decreased availability of water supplies
•	 problems as a result of the spruce bark beetle
•	 melting permafrost damaging infrastructure and winter roads
•	 damage to municipal infrastructure
•	 coastal erosion and storm surges
•	 increase in local shipping and transit shipping in the Northwest Passage
•	 threats linked to increased mineral and oil and gas development.5
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In short, the particular vulnerability of the Canadian Arctic to climate change has 
been known for some time. Of the two polar regions, it is the Arctic that has an 
established constituency, both in the form of its Indigenous population and more 
recent migrants from the south, often drawn to the North by opportunities related 
to resource extraction. Arctic Indigenous peoples’ culture and way of life has his-
torically been closely tied to a predictable and stable climate. Many of the Arctic 
Indigenous peoples live under developing country conditions. At the same time, 
much of the economic development of the Arctic that has attracted migration from 
the south has been based on the extraction of resources, much of it GHG intensive.6 

The main manifestation of changes in climatic conditions in the Russian Arctic is 
the decrease in the area of ice in the Arctic Ocean. We can observe a decrease in ice 
thickness, and almost complete disappearance of perennial ice in the Russian Arctic 
seas. In winter, the entire water area of the Northern Sea Route continues to be 
covered by thick annual ice. Some studies cited in this article show that the Russian 
Arctic is experiencing more severe climate change impacts than the rest of the world 
and other parts of the Arctic.7 Thus, Russia’s problems are similar to Canada’s, but 
more severe.

It is within this context that this contribution to the special issue considers Arctic 
climate policy in Canada and Russia. The basic question posed is whether the unique 
and more immediate threat climate change presents in the Arctic is reflected in more 
progressive laws and policies with respect to four key areas: mitigation, adaptation, 
impacts and vulnerability, and development. A secondary question posed is whether 
there is any detectable relationship in the jurisdictions studied among these four 
areas of climate policy. Are there signs that heightened awareness of impacts and 
vulnerability in the Arctic is translating into more progressive policies on adaptation, 
mitigation, and development?

The remainder of this contribution proceeds as follows. Section 2 offers a brief 
overview of the UN Climate Regime as context. It then proceeds to consider climate 
policy in Russia in section 3, followed by Canada in section 4. Each of these two 
sections considers the elements of climate policy outlined above. The contribution 
concludes in section 5 with some reflections on lessons that can be drawn from the 
experience with climate policy in these two Arctic states. 

2 The UN climate regime 

The origins of the international climate change regime can be traced back to a 
series of United Nations General Assembly resolutions adopted in the late 1980s. 
These resolutions resulted in the negotiation of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which was adopted at Rio de Janeiro 
in 1992, entered into force in 1994 and established the architecture for subse-
quent climate change agreements. The first substantive agreement following the 
UNFCCC was the Kyoto Protocol, negotiated in 1997.8 The General Assembly 
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resolutions also resulted in the establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) to give scientific and technical advice to negotiators and 
policy-makers. 

2.1 The Paris Agreement
The key elements of the approach to climate mitigation in the Paris Agreement9 con-
sist of a collective long-term goal with a number of elements, nationally determined 
mitigation efforts, five-year review cycles of progress in implementing individual 
efforts toward the collective goals, and a commitment to increase ambition as part 
of the five-year review cycles to ensure the collective long-term goals are met. This 
section offers a brief overview of these elements.

The first of the key elements of the Paris Agreement is its set of long-term goals. 
Article 2.1 sets out the objective of keeping the global average temperature increase 
to “well below” 2°C and the aspiration to limit this increase to 1.5°C; these targets 
are at the heart of the Paris Agreement. The temperature goal is supplemented with 
a commitment to ensure emissions peak as soon as possible, and to reach a bal-
ance of emissions removals in the second half of the century. Arguably, 1.5°C has 
now become the ultimate standard against which the success of collective mitigation 
efforts under the UNFCCC will be measured, and it seems likely that 1.5 scenar-
ios being explored by the IPCC will conclude that GHG emission neutrality will 
have to be reached before 2050.10 This ambitious set of long-term goals provides an 
important foundation for each state’s future nationally determined contributions 
(NDCs), their justification on the grounds of equity, and the five-year cycles of NDC 
communication and the Global Stocktake. Over time, as the IPCC completes its 
scenario work, the well below 2°C and 1.5°C goals can be expected to shape further 
discussions on elements of the long-term ambition, such as specific time frames for 
the expressed need for global emissions to peak as soon as possible and for reaching 
a balance of emissions and removals.11 

The long-term temperature goal also provides important context for other key 
elements of the Paris Agreement, particularly adaptation and finance.12 Meeting the 
long-term goal is an essential pre-condition for successful adaptation efforts, and 
finance in turn is critical for meeting both the mitigation and adaptation goals of the 
Paris Agreement. Important connections are made to poverty eradication and sus-
tainable development. Through the process to be designed for the Global Stocktake 
under Article 14, the long-term goal articulated in Article 2 is expected to become 
the ultimate guide for implementation of the Paris Agreement.13 

In short, at the heart of the Paris Agreement, along with adaptation, finance, 
transparency and review, is the mitigation effort, largely represented by the individ-
ual NDCs measured against the long-term temperature goal, but supplemented by 
efforts outside the UN climate regime, such as efforts of the International Maritime 
Organization, International Civil Aviation Organization, and initiatives under the 



Meinhard Doelle & Roman Dremliuga

262

ozone regime to eliminate the use of hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs).14 Parties recog-
nized in Paris that the initial NDCs would not add up to an adequate collective 
effort in light of the long-term goal. NDCs are to be strengthened every five years 
starting in 2020, informed by the 2018 Talanoa Dialogue (the facilitative dialogue 
under the UNFCCC), and then every five years starting in 2025, following a Global 
Stocktaking exercise carried out two years before each updated NDC is due.15 The 
Paris Agreement offers important guidance on how parties are to determine the ade-
quacy of their NDCs with respect to mitigation.16 

3  Russia’s climate policy

Russia is one of the top world emitters of GHGs and has begun to recognize its 
responsibility with regard to mitigating its impact on climate. As mentioned by the 
President of the Russian Federation at the East Economic Forum, Russia plans to 
reduce emissions to 75% of 1990 levels,17 considering the absorptive capacity of 
forests.18 Russia has begun to recognize that it has become a significant victim of 
climate change. Global warming in Russia is happening 2.5 times faster than the 
average global warming.19 According to official reports of the Russian authorities, 
particularly dramatic consequences of climate change will affect permafrost zones 
and the Arctic.20 Russia acknowledges its responsibility and has become a party to 
the Paris Agreement.21

The real development of modern climate policy in Russia began after it ratified the 
Kyoto Protocol in 2005. Since then, it has more consistently developed its climate 
change policy. The decision of the Russian Federation to ratify was essential to the 
international regime of climate protection. Due to Russia’s accession to the Kyoto 
Protocol, the necessary conditions were satisfied for this international agreement to 
enter into force.22 The Protocol had to be ratified by Annex B countries representing 
55% of total Annex B carbon dioxide emissions in 1990.

The first few years after ratification were unnoteworthy, since Russia had to coor-
dinate and balance other vital interests with climate policy. However, in 2008, the 
Government of the Russian Federation enacted the Concept for Long-Term Social 
and Economic Development of the Russian Federation up to 2020.23 One year later 
the Russian President enacted the Climate Doctrine of the Russian Federation.24 
Officially, Russia now supports global efforts to develop and implement climate 
change policy, despite the fact that there are significant political players within Russia 
who do not share global concerns on the climate issue. Of note, Russia met its first 
commitment period targets under the Kyoto Protocol due to the dramatic economic 
crisis of the 1990s. In effect, a decrease in GDP led to a reduction of carbon dioxide 
emissions. Russia did not have to take measures to reduce emissions since emissions 
during this period were naturally much lower than they had been in 1990. Moreover, 
Russia even gained an advantage in the form of an emission allowance that it could 
sell because of its surplus.
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In accordance with Article 7 of the Climate Doctrine, the basic principles of the 
climate policy are:

•	 the global character of the interests of the Russia in relation to climate  
change

•	 the priority of national interests in development and implementation
•	 transparency and informational openness
•	 recognition of the need for action both within the country and within the frame-

work of a full-fledged international partnership in international research pro-
grams and projects related to climate change

•	 comprehensive consideration of potential losses and benefits associated with  
climate change

•	 adoption of the precautionary principle to ensure the security of human beings, 
the economy and the state from the adverse effects of climate change.

In order to implement the Climate Doctrine and define the road map for its 
realization, in 2011, the Russian government enacted the Comprehensive 
Implementation Plan of the Climate Doctrine of the Russian Federation for 
the Period up to 2020.25 In 2020–2021, Russia’s national climate policy was 
updated. It became more sophisticated and comprehensive. For instance, fed-
eral mitigation policy was legislated in the form of a federal law “On limiting 
greenhouse gas emissions.”26 For adaptation measures, a new separate plan was 
enacted.27 Such detailed implementation measures imply that Russia may be 
moving from declarations to active actions. The Russian Federation has signed 
and accepted the Paris Climate Agreement, though it did not apply the standard 
procedure of ratification. Most international treaties are ratified by an enact-
ment of Federal Law, but the Paris Agreement was accepted by an Order of the  
Government.28

At the end of 2021, it became known that the Russian authorities expect to 
achieve a carbon-neutral economy by 2060. Russian President Vladimir Putin 
announced these plans during a plenary session of Russian Energy Week in 
October 2021.29 Also, under the target scenario “Strategy for socio-economic 
development of Russia with low greenhouse gas emissions up to 2050” by 2050, 
emissions will be 60% lower than in 2019 and 80% lower than in 1990. Further 
implementation of this scenario will allow Russia to achieve carbon neutrality by 
2060.30

Three dimensions of Russian climate policy will be further elaborated below: 
(1) mitigation, (2) impacts, vulnerability and adaptation, and (3) development. 
However, it is difficult to clearly identify Russian climate policy in relation to the 
Arctic region. There is no special Russian Arctic policy in terms of mitigation, but 
there are some Arctic specific measures with respect to impacts, vulnerability, adap-
tation and development. 
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3.1  Federal mitigation policy
Federal mitigation policy has evolved over time and through the changing attitude 
of the Russian Government toward climate change. There is no doubt that changing 
politicians’ minds is more difficult than revising legislative acts, and evolution in this 
regard has been modest. For instance, there were numerous official Russian state-
ments regarding doubts over the anthropogenic nature of current climate change 
during the period of enacting the Climate Doctrine and planning for ratification 
of the Kyoto Protocol. International efforts to address climate change were often 
viewed with suspicion and scepticism by Russian politicians.31

The Climate Doctrine was a shifting point in Russian mitigation policy. In accor-
dance with Article 23 of the Doctrine, “[t]he Russian Federation shall concentrate 
its efforts to the maximum extent possible on reducing anthropogenic emissions of 
greenhouse gases and increasing their absorption by sinks and accumulators.” In 
order to achieve this goal, the Doctrine proposes several directions: 

•	 improve energy efficiency
•	 increase the use of renewable and alternative energy sources
•	 implement financial and tax measures to stimulate reduction of anthropogenic 

greenhouse gas emissions
•	 protect and improve the quality of greenhouse gas sinks and accumulators.

The first comprehensive plan for implementation of the Climate Doctrine of the 
Russian Federation for the period up to 2020 was adopted in 2011.32 The plan 
provides for a wide range of measures, from the education of specialists and rais-
ing of public awareness to the development of a long-term GHG emission fore-
cast model for the Russian Federation. The plan also recommends developing 
and implementing operational measures to mitigate anthropogenic impacts on 
climate. 

In 2021 the Federal Law “On limiting greenhouse gas emissions” was adopted, 
coming into force 180 days after its adoption. It defines the following principles for 
mitigating greenhouse gas emissions:33

•	 ensuring sustainable and balanced development of the economy of Russia while 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions

•	 obligating regulated organizations to submit regular reports on greenhouse gas 
emissions

•	 making the fulfilment of targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions man
datory

•	 implementing climate projects on a voluntary basis
•	 promoting scientific validity, a systematic and comprehensive approach to limit-

ing greenhouse gas emissions.
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Of note, federal mitigation policy is not homogeneous. As the energy sector was the 
main source of GHG emissions in Russia, comprising more that 80% of the coun-
try’s total emissions in 2008, an extensive part of the Doctrine and the plan was 
devoted to the energy sector and energy efficiency.34 The key operational measures 
that directly concern the generation of energy are implementation of a set of mea-
sures to limit greenhouse gas emissions during energy generation from fossil fuels, 
implementation of measures to increase the use of renewable energy sources for heat 
and electricity generation, and introduction of innovative technologies based on the 
use of atomic energy.

Thus, reducing GHG emissions in the energy sector is the main priority of Russia’s 
federal mitigation policy. The text of the new Energy Strategy of Russia explicitly 
states that one of the main indicators of successful realization of the energy strategy 
is reducing the negative impact of the activities of fuel and energy complex organiza-
tions on the climate and their adaptation to climate change.35 

In terms of numbers, the Russian mitigation policy, in line with the “action plan 
to ensure the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions to the level of no more than 
75 percent of the volume of these emissions in 1990,” is to take such necessary mea-
sures to reduce emissions by 2020.36 In accordance with this policy, Russia’s Energy 
Strategy states that greenhouse gas emissions will remain at 70–75% of the 1990 lev-
els in 2035.37 The intended nationally determined contribution (INDC) of Russia, 
submitted in advance of the COP 21 negotiations, included a commitment to reduce 
anthropogenic greenhouse gases by 30% below 1990 levels by 2030.38 

In response to signing the Paris Climate Agreement, in 2016 Russia enacted a 
new plan for implementing measures to improve state regulation of greenhouse gas 
emissions and to prepare for ratification of the Paris Agreement.39 The presidential 
decree on the approval of the goal of greenhouse gas emission limitation by 2030 was 
issued in November 2020.40

Despite the favourable perception of emission reduction measures by the Russian 
government and society, there have been difficulties implementing such measures. 
First, political confrontations with the countries of Western Europe and North 
America have hindered implementation efforts. Sanctions imposed on Russia have 
limited Russia’s access to necessary technologies and investments. Sanctions are 
aimed at influencing Russia in its foreign policy, but as a side effect, they have had 
a significant effect on domestic policies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The 
Russian energy sector is the main actor in such reduction policies and it is also the 
main target of sanctions by the European Union and United States.41 Due to these 
sanctions, oil, gas and coal companies have put more investment into the devel-
opment of extraction technologies to substitute for banned foreign technologies.42 
This in turn has diverted resources from other areas (including environmental mod-
ernization).43 Some authors have concluded that the lack of technologies for the 
efficient use of natural resources and other ecology technologies poses a significant 
challenge for Russia.44
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The sanctions have particularly affected the energy sector, which has been 
entrusted with most of the responsibility for reducing GHG emissions. In order to 
comply with the emission reduction plan, the energy infrastructure needs to be mod-
ernized, which will require substantial investment. However, in the current inter-
national environment, neither the European Union nor North American countries 
will invest in Russian industry.45 A further significant factor that may affect Russia’s 
plans to reduce GHG emissions is the drop in oil prices. Due to the oil price col-
lapse, Russian energy companies have been forced to revise their investment policy 
and reduce investment in environmental protection measures.46

It is clear from official statements and enacted documents that the Russian strategy 
of mitigation mostly concerns the energy sector and the development of forest sinks. 
Moreover, as the Russian economy is heavily dependent on resource extraction, 
a rapid transition to renewable energy would threaten short-term economic and 
social stability. The Russian Federation supports international efforts aimed at com-
bating climate change, but the issues of climate change and environmental protec-
tion have to be considered without prejudice to the interests of energy-producing 
states.47 Aspects of sustainable development such as ensuring universal access to 
energy and developing clean hydrocarbon energy technologies have to be taken into 
consideration.48

Despite the economic and political difficulties in meeting its commitments to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, Russia is consistently implementing plans in 
this area. Strategic documents have been adopted, and legislation and methods 
for calculating greenhouse gas emissions have been revised. Nevertheless, internal 
and external problems may become a significant factor working against imple-
mentation of Russia’s emission reduction plans. Further, Russia, as the fourth 
largest emitter in the world, is obliged to undertake more efforts to follow the 
Paris Agreement, because most of its achievements to date are due to the eco-
nomic crisis and depopulation after the disintegration of the USSR.49 Russia has 
made a significant step toward implementation of global climate policy by ratify-
ing the Paris Agreement.

3.2  Impacts, vulnerability and adaptation
Impacts, vulnerability and adaptation are important elements of Russian Arctic  
policy. Fundamentals of State Policy of the Russian Federation in the Arctic until 
2035 states that one of the main goals of the policy is the “protection of the Arctic 
environment.”50 Among others, the policy includes the following measures con-
cerning climate change: expansion of research on natural and natural-technogenic 
hazards in the Arctic, development and implementation of modern methods and 
technologies for forecasting such phenomena in a changing climate, as well as meth-
ods and technologies to reduce threats to human life; development and applica-
tion of effective engineering solutions to prevent damage to infrastructure elements 
due to global climate change; and development on a scientific basis of a network of 
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specially protected natural areas and water areas in order to preserve ecological sys-
tems and their adaptation to climate change. 

In contrast to the 2000s, and even more so the 1990s, more recent Russian stud-
ies have concluded that climate change is having a negative impact, especially in the 
Arctic and polar regions. Spatial development strategies of the Russian Federation 
for the period up to 2025 state that the consequences of climate change, especially 
the melting of permafrost regions, poses a serious threat to the socio-economic 
development of the Russian Federation.51 Climate change is also mentioned as a 
factor affecting state security.52

In addition, almost every strategic document enacted in the last decade contains a 
list of such challenges in its sphere. Among such documents are the National Security 
Strategy,53 Environmental Safety Strategy,54 Forestry Development Strategy,55 the 
Concept of Sustainable Development of Small Indigenous Minorities of the North, 
Siberia and the Far East,56 Basics of State Policy in the Field of Environmental 
Development,57 Foundations of the State Policy in the Arctic,58 the Strategy of Spatial 
Development,59 and the Strategy for Activities in the Field of Hydrometeorology and 
Related Areas.60 The abundance of documents indicates that the federal government 
is aware of the impacts and vulnerability of Russia to climate change, but demon-
strates that there are competing views on policy in this area. These strategies differ 
in terms of language, timing, challenges and measures. Of note, there is no single 
governmental body in charge of Russian climate policy and coordinating climate 
policies across different ministries. Theoretically, the Russian Federal Service for 
Hydrometeorology and Environmental Monitoring (Roshydromet) could function 
in this manner, but it has no significant role in terms of authority and resources.

Studies of the consequences of climate change conducted by Roshydromet show 
that the Russian Arctic is more vulnerable to the negative impacts of global climate 
change processes than previously thought. The average rate of warming (the linear 
trend for 1976–2018) for the Earth’s land surface is 0.29°C per decade. The average 
for the territory of Russia is 0.47°C per decade, which is 68% higher than for the 
Earth’s land surface. In the Russian Arctic, the average is 0.69°C per decade.61 

Russia actively studies the influence of climate change on the Arctic Ocean. For 
instance, the Arctic and Antarctic Research Institute carried out an Arctic 2018 
expedition in August-September in the Laptev Sea, East Siberian Sea and adjacent 
deep-water parts of the Arctic basin to study the transformation of Atlantic waters in 
the Arctic basin and their impact on the hydrological regime of the marginal seas.62 
In July 2019, the Research Institute launched an expedition to assess the state of the 
waters, marine and coastal ecosystems of the Arctic seas in relation to global climate 
change.63

Russia’s adaptation efforts are reflected in comprehensive plans for implementa-
tion of the Climate Doctrine.64 The most recent plan was adopted in 2019, namely, 
the National Action Plan of the First Phase of Adaptation to Climate Change for 
the Period till 2022.65 The plan does not define specific measures for the Arctic 
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but implies that measures are to be implemented by specific ministries. The plan 
supposes some climate change adaptation measures in the Arctic. For example, 
in accordance with the plan, several ministries have been tasked with developing 
industry adaptation plans for climate change in the Russian Arctic Zone. Among 
the ministries that have to develop such plans are the Ministry for the Development, 
Roshydromet, Rospotrebnadzor, the Ministry of Economic Development, the 
Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Construction, and the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Environment.

Some of these plans or their drafts have already been developed and published 
but include no specific measures regarding the Arctic. For instance, the Ministry 
of Natural Resources and Environment and the Ministry of Construction climate 
change adaptation plans for natural resource management do not specify adaptation 
measures for the Arctic.66 Only the Ministry for the Development of the Russian Far 
East has prepared a plan for adaptation to climate change in the Arctic.67

3.3  Russia’s development path
As discussed above, prior to Russia’s accession to the Kyoto Protocol, climate change 
was generally perceived in the political sphere as a positive factor. Thus, many pol-
icy and practical documents have development measures related to climate change. 
Until the last decade, all adaptation measures could be referred to as development 
measures.

An obvious development measure is the establishment of a sea highway within 
the framework of the Northern Sea Route.68 The development of the Northern Sea 
Route and the provision of shipping services in the Arctic is one of the sub-programs 
of the state program “Social and Economic Development of the Arctic Zone of the 
Russian Federation”69 and the objective of various transportation strategies and road 
maps.70 The Fundamentals of State Policy of the Russian Federation in the Arctic for 
the period up to 2035 defines the development of the Northern Sea Route as a main 
priority of the Russian Arctic policy.71

Basically, the position of Russia is that regardless of melting sea ice, environmental 
standards applied to ships that go through Northern Sea Route should not become 
less strict. In 2013, Russia adopted the Strategy for the Development of the Arctic 
Zone of the Russian Federation and Ensuring National Security for the Period up 
to 2020 (Arctic Development Strategy).72 The Strategy defines the goals, principles, 
key areas, and objectives of the government in the sphere of Arctic development and 
enumerates the basic risks and challenges for security and future development, but 
excludes any reference to a possible change in the legal status of the Arctic due to the 
decrease in ice cover. Moreover, Russia does not recognize any concerns or needs 
regarding the legal status of the Russian Arctic region.

The second economic driver for the Arctic region from the Russian government’s 
point of view is resource extraction. As mentioned in the Maritime Doctrine of the 
Russian Federation, “[t]he national maritime policy in the Arctic regional direction is 
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determined by the special importance of ensuring the free access of the Russian fleet 
to the Atlantic and the Pacific Ocean, the richness of the exclusive economic zone 
and the continental shelf of the Russian Federation, and the increasing importance 
of the Northern Sea Route.” This is also reflected in the 2013 Arctic Development 
Strategy. 

As the majority of the development measures were enacted before official recog-
nition by the Russian authorities of the anthropogenic character of climate change, 
they are not positioned as climate change adaptation or mitigation measures. Despite 
the difficulties with investments and technology imports due to sanctions, Russia has 
successfully implemented projects in several areas, mainly due to the consolidation 
of domestic resources. It is fair to say that there is no coherent policy in Russia to 
develop the Arctic in the context of climate change, however, separate strategic ini-
tiatives have been adopted to deal with the consequences of climate change.

4  Canada’s climate policy

In Canada, there are a number of jurisdictions who share control over Canada’s 
Arctic territory, namely, the federal government, three territorial governments, and 
Indigenous government structures, including those established pursuant to modern 
land claims agreements.73 The political landscape in the North has shifted signi
ficantly over the past few decades, and is likely to continue to evolve. Historically, 
the North was largely under the control of the federal government, both directly 
and through its influence over the two traditional territorial governments, one in the 
Yukon, the other in the Northwest Territories. A third territory was created in the 
form of Nunavut in 1999.74 

Over time, territorial governments have become somewhat more independent of 
the federal government, gradually becoming more like provinces. The level of control 
at the territorial level over human activities within each jurisdiction varies based on 
the unique history and circumstances of each territory. The Yukon government, for 
example, has exercised administrative control over resource development on public 
lands since 2003. Ownership, however, remains with the federal government. 

Comprehensive land claims and self-government agreements with Indigenous 
peoples who occupy the Arctic have resulted in yet another layer of government in 
parts of Canada’s North. In the Yukon, 11 out of 14 First Nations have entered into 
comprehensive land claims agreements with the federal government. In Nunavut, 
the comprehensive land claims and self-government agreement between the Inuit 
and the federal government itself resulted in the creation of the territory of Nunavut. 
In the Northwest Territories, only some of the various Indigenous claims have been 
settled through comprehensive land claims agreements to date, with many others 
in various stages of the negotiation process. The majority of the territory is cov-
ered by often overlapping comprehensive land claim agreements. Each agreement 
has its unique features, and allocates different rights and obligations to Indigenous 
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communities with respect to a range of issues, including environmental protection, 
resources and control over development.75 The result is a complex and ever-chang-
ing jurisdictional picture throughout the North. Ownership of resources, regulatory 
control over their development, and the right to share in the revenues generated 
from their development vary from territory to territory, and within each territory 
depending on the existence and nature of comprehensive land claim agreements.

In the following sections, the federal climate policy efforts in Canada are consid-
ered in three broad areas: (1) mitigation, (2) impacts, vulnerability and adaptation, 
and (3) Canada’s development path. This is followed with an assessment of climate 
policy at the territorial level of government in Canada in the same three areas. Given 
that the differences among the territories are modest, the three territories are con-
sidered together. 

4.1  Federal climate policy
Federal climate policy has evolved over time since Canada’s early leadership on this 
issue in the late 1980s in the form of a global conference on climate change in 1988 
in Toronto,76 and Canada’s support for and ratification of the UNFCCC (signed 
on 12 June 1992; ratified 14 December 1992). Mitigation has received the most 
attention to date, and is therefore considered first. As there is no separate mitigation 
policy for Canada’s Arctic region, Canada’s general approach to climate mitigation 
is considered here. Efforts to anticipate impacts and vulnerabilities and to adapt to 
them are then considered, with an emphasis on the Arctic region. This is followed 
by an assessment of whether there are any signs that the issue of climate change is 
affecting the development path pursued by the federal government. 

4.1.1  Federal mitigation policy
The evolution of federal mitigation policy on climate change is perhaps best viewed 
as developing in four stages represented by four very different governments during 
the period from 1988 to 2022. The first period from 1988 until 1993 represents 
the Conservative government of Brian Mulroney. The second stage from 1993 until 
2005 represents the Liberal governments of Jean Chretien and Paul Martin. The 
third phase from 2006 to 2015 represents the Conservative government of Stephen 
Harper.77 The final phase under current Liberal Prime Minister Trudeau is ongoing. 
The focus in this section will be on the last two stages, as they have the most rele-
vance to the current situation.

When the Harper Conservative government took office in 2006 as a minority 
government, it refused to implement the climate action plan developed by the pre-
vious Liberal government. It took over two years for the Harper government to 
begin to release details of its own climate policy.78 The essential elements of this 
policy emerged over the course of the following four years, increasingly so after the 
Harper government won a majority in 2011. The primary objective of the Harper 
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government’s climate policy appears to have been to shield Canada’s resource 
extraction and energy industries, particularly oil sands developments, from the 
impacts of climate policy. To this end, the government withdrew from the Kyoto 
Protocol, and it shifted from a position of international leadership to a reluctant par-
ticipant in the UNFCCC process.79 Domestically, the Harper government spent its 
time in office refusing to implement the climate policies of the previous government, 
and replacing existing climate mitigation measures with its own, often less effective 
ones.80 

The Harper government reduced Canada’s mitigation pledge from around 555 
MT CO2 eq by 2012 in the form of the Kyoto Protocol to 575 MT CO2 eq by 
2020 in the form of Canada’s Copenhagen pledge.81 It did so, even though its mit-
igation commitment was clearly inadequate in light of the current science and any 
reasonable principle of equity. Emissions, in the meantime, continued to rise in  
Canada.82 

The Liberal Party under Justin Trudeau showed signs of leadership on climate 
change during the 2015 federal election. It beat out the NDP in part by appealing 
to traditional NDP and Green Party voters on issues such as climate change. Once 
elected, it continued to show leadership during the UN climate negotiations, by 
playing an important, constructive role in the final days of the Paris climate negotia-
tions in December 2015. It was part of an “ambition coalition” of over 100 countries 
that secured the inclusion of the global goals of keeping temperature increases to 
well below 2°C while striving for 1.5°C, and aiming to reach global carbon neutrality 
by the second half of the century. Canada continued to show leadership by ratifying 
the Paris Agreement quickly to help bring it into force in record time by November 
2016.

As the Trudeau government turned its attention to domestic implementation, the 
failure to turn international leadership into domestic action soon began to show. The 
first step was not encouraging. In spite of its criticism of the Harper government 
on its inadequate efforts on climate change, and in spite of its commitment to the 
Paris Climate Agreement, the Trudeau government did not increase the ambition of 
Canada’s NDC from the inadequate NDC the previous government had filed before 
the Paris Agreement was finalized. In spite of agreeing to provisions in the Paris 
Agreement that recognize the gap between individual commitments and the collec-
tive goals and calls for an increase of effort over time to meet the collective goals, 
Canada continues to show no willingness to increase its commitment by revising its 
NDC.

The second step of the Trudeau government was more encouraging. It was able 
to negotiate a Pan Canadian Framework on Climate Change with most of the prov-
inces and all territories.83 The agreement was disappointing to some in that it did 
not bring all provinces on board, and its commitment would not get Canada all the 
way to its 2020 or 2030 emission reduction targets under the inadequate NDC filed 
by the Harper government. Nevertheless, it had the potential to be an important 
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breakthrough in overcoming the past divisions over effective climate mitigation in 
Canada and to put Canada on the path to decarbonization. 

Perhaps the biggest flaw of this effort was the federal government’s failure to 
clearly position the Pan Canadian Framework, from the start, as an initial step that 
needed to be strengthened over time in line with Canada’s commitments under the 
Paris Agreement. Instead, it became an inadequate high-water mark to be attacked 
and whittled down by interests that oppose the decarbonization of Canadian society 
out of near-sighted self-interest and political opportunism. It is clear that the opposi-
tion to the transition comes from those who benefit from the status quo. There is no 
credible evidence that Canada, as a whole, will benefit from resisting this transition. 
There are strong indications to the contrary even in the short to medium term, and 
the combination of the cost of inaction and the economic opportunities associated 
with action leaves little doubt about the net economic benefits of decarbonization in 
the long term.84 

Since it negotiated the Pan Canadian Framework, rather than fully implement it 
and prepare for the next level of effort, the Trudeau government took a number of 
steps backward in response to relentless pressure from some provinces and industry 
sectors. Such steps include the following: 

•	 Developing backstop legislation for a key element of the Pan Canadian Frame-
work, the carbon pricing element, that abandons the spirit of the Framework by 
exempting 70% of emissions for some industry sectors from the carbon price. 
This essentially means that most emissions from these sectors are actually not 
subject to a carbon price at all.85

•	 Announcing that exemption to some industries will be increased to 80 and 90%, 
further eroding the carbon pricing element of the Framework, meaning that 
even more emissions from these sectors are not subject to a carbon price. As-
suming modest efforts to reduce emissions, these sectors may now be exempt 
from the carbon price all together, without a clear signal that the remainder will 
be priced in the future.86

•	 Negotiating agreements with some provinces that will delay the 2030 coal phase 
out under the Pan Canadian Framework well past 2030.87

•	 Significantly weakening its methane emission reduction initiative under the 
Framework, even though it is clear that reducing methane emissions in the short 
term is critical for meeting the collective goals in the Paris Agreement, given 
that methane is a much more potent GHG than carbon dioxide, with a shorter 
lifespan in the atmosphere.88

•	 Indicating that it intends to exclude certain new fossil fuel projects (such as in 
situ oil sands projects) from the scrutiny of its reformed assessment process un-
der the new Impact Assessment Act.89

•	 Approving new fossil fuel infrastructure without imposing conditions on the 
approvals to ensure consistency with Canada’s climate commitments (such as 
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carbon offsetting or restricting project lifespans in line with a clear decarbon-
ization time frame consistent with Canada’s climate commitments), and with-
out demonstrating the economic viability of this infrastructure if it is to operate 
within the constraints of Canada’s climate commitments.90

•	 Releasing a discussion paper on a planned strategic assessment that signals a 
reluctance to carefully consider the climate implications of new projects, partic-
ularly infrastructure and industrial projects likely to lock in future GHG emis-
sions and undermine Canada’s ability to meet its current weak NDC, let alone 
meet Canada’s commitment to increase the ambition of its NDC to make a fair 
contribution to the global effort to keep temperatures well below 2°C and to 
decarbonize the global economy in time to achieve this temperature goal.91

In spite of these setbacks, the government has continued its effort to implement the Pan 
Canadian Framework over growing opposition from provinces and some industry sec-
tors, particularly with respect to the implementation of a national carbon price. Canada 
has recently indicated an intention to move beyond the ambition of the Pan Canadian 
Framework, and has announced more ambitious targets and additional measures 
intended to ramp up its mitigation effort.92 Overall, in spite of a clear desire by some 
past and the current government to show leadership with respect to climate change 
mitigation in Canada, efforts to date have had limited results so far, and are still not 
in line with what is needed for Canada to make a fair contribution to the global effort. 

4.1.2  Impacts, vulnerability and adaptation
The federal government, through its own documents, has demonstrated a good and 
long-standing understanding of the impacts of and vulnerability to climate change, 
including in Canada’s Arctic region. While there are still challenges with the regional 
and local resolution of future predictions and the pace of change we can expect, 
the basic threats posed to natural systems and human populations by sea level rise, 
permafrost melting and the reduction of snow and ice cover are well understood and 
documented. The profound changes to the Arctic Ocean, in particular, are expected 
to result in transformational changes to biophysical and human systems in Canada’s 
Arctic region, and this awareness is reflected in government documents.93 

A useful framework for considering federal action on adaptation is offered by 
the NRTEE in its 2012 adaptation report.94 The report considers four categories of  
possible government action on adaptation: 

•	 Generation and dissemination of information, including general awareness  
raising, weather forecasting, and information on climate scenarios, sectoral and 
regional vulnerabilities, and on infrastructure resilience.

•	 Regulation, such as the regulation of land use, biodiversity protection, resource 
conservation, and the construction and maintenance of transportation and 
building infrastructure to ensure it is climate resilient.
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•	 Financial measures, such as user fees to encourage resource conservation, tax 
credits for climate-proofing buildings, capital cost allowances on technologies 
for adaptation, payment for ecosystem goods and services, research and devel-
opment (R&D) subsidies, and technology deployment subsidies.

•	 Direct government action on climate science, impacts and adaption R&D, mon-
itoring and early warning systems, coordination and partnerships with other key 
actors in the region.95

The federal government continues to operate under the 2011 Adaptation Policy 
Framework.96 There have been a variety of programs and other initiatives to deal with 
climate adaptation in the Arctic region. Most of the efforts to date fall into the cat-
egory of information generation and dissemination. Some direct government action 
has also been taken, primarily with respect to coordination and scientific research. 
Since 2000, responsible federal departments have been involved in awareness raising 
and education. There have been efforts to coordinate adaptation efforts in the North 
among relevant federal departments, territorial governments, Indigenous communi-
ties and other key stakeholders in the North. Some federal adaptation programs have 
never been fully implemented, while others have been short lived.97 

Clearly, Canada has made some effort on adaptation in the Arctic, most recently 
under the umbrella of the Pan Canadian Framework and through its Adaptation 
Platform. While there is no particular focus on the Arctic, or on ocean-related adap-
tation needs arising from sea level rise, coastal erosion, and the social and cultural 
impacts of changes in snow and ice cover, these issues do appear to be included in 
Canada’s overall effort on adaptation. Relative to Canada’s inaction on mitigation, 
the overall effort on adaptation is considerable. Regulation and financial measures, 
particularly with respect to resource conservation and infrastructure resilience, are 
thus far absent from federal adaptation initiatives. In short, while there has been 
some effort at the federal level, there are critical gaps in all four areas identified for 
government action on adaptation: information, regulation, financial measures, and 
direct government action. 

4.1.3 Canada’s development path
There are many ways that climate change can influence the development path of a 
particular region. Most obviously, perhaps, a country may choose to support devel-
opment that is seen as contributing to climate change mitigation in some way, that 
is, development that supports decarbonization and thrives in a decarbonized world. 
A jurisdiction could furthermore decide to transition away from existing industries 
or industry sectors that are contributing to the problem. Both approaches can serve 
both as a mitigation strategy and as a development strategy, on the basis that there 
will be less demand for products and services that contribute to climate change in 
the future, and more demand for those that assist in mitigating climate change. 
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Similarly, there are possible connections between adaptation and development. 
Encouraging development in areas less likely to be affected by climate change can 
serve as both a sound development path and an adaptation strategy, as would the 
avoidance of new development in areas particularly vulnerable to climate change, 
such as certain coastal areas. Generally, investment in a range of technologies, goods 
and services needed for effective climate mitigation and adaptation can serve as a 
focus for economic development.98 

There is only limited concrete evidence that climate change is influencing the 
federal government’s approach to development. Until recently, Canada as a whole 
in fact experienced a shift in emphasis away from value-added manufacturing and 
service industries in eastern and central Canada, toward energy and GHG intensive 
resource extraction industries in western and northern Canada.99 The current gov-
ernment takes the view that it can continue to support the fossil fuel sector, while at 
the same time making efforts to strengthen sectors that are expected to thrive in a 
decarbonized world. The government has submitted a low carbon development plan 
for Canada in line with a commitment under the Paris Climate Agreement.100 

Canada’s 2009 Northern Strategy considers climate change mainly as an oppor-
tunity for development in the North, in terms of marine transportation, oil and gas 
development, and mineral extraction. Climate change is recognized in the Strategy. 
If it is shaping the development path for the Arctic region, it is in the sense that 
reduced sea ice and warming temperatures are facilitating resource extraction and 
marine transportation in the Arctic. It is notable that changes to the Arctic Ocean, in 
particular, are seen in the Strategy as economic opportunities rather than as reasons 
to take climate mitigation and international leadership more seriously. There is a 
general recognition that existing transportation and building infrastructure are vul-
nerable to climate change, but no concrete steps are proposed in the Strategy. There 
are no other specific initiatives in the Northern Strategy that recognize the various 
interactions between climate change and development. 

In April 2017, the federal government announced an initiative to develop a New 
Arctic Policy Framework to replace the 2009 Northern Strategy. This policy frame-
work was released in September 2019. It is based on eight overarching goals, includ-
ing strong economies, healthy communities, security, strong infrastructure, support 
for rules-based international order, knowledge-based decision-making, ecosystem 
health, and reconciliation. The framework is to be implemented in partnership with 
territorial and Indigenous governments. In its current form, it lacks the detail nec-
essary to assess its potential as a driver for improved federal climate policy or an 
improved climate lens for Canada’s Arctic development path.101  

In short, there is limited concrete evidence that the many links between climate 
change and development are recognized at the federal level in Canada. In particu-
lar, there is no indication that industries that are not part of the solution are being 
discouraged or less encouraged. Offshore oil and gas exploration, for example, 
still seems a primary focus for economic development in spite of the challenge it 
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represents for climate mitigation. There is also no indication that industries that are 
part of the solution are being adequately encouraged and supported as part of an 
overall climate informed development path.

4.2 Territorial climate policy
The Arctic region of Canada is governed differently than the rest of the country. 
Most notably, it is made up of three territories, Yukon, the Northwest Territories 
(NWT), and Nunavut, rather than provinces. The significance of this distinction 
is primarily constitutional. Provinces are granted powers and responsibilities in 
Canada’s constitution, territories are not. This means that in the Arctic region, the 
federal government has full constitutional jurisdiction, subject to Indigenous rights 
and title. Any powers granted to territorial governments are granted through legis-
lation, regulation, or policy, and can be withdrawn or expanded unilaterally by the 
federal government.

4.2.1 Territorial mitigation policy
GHG emissions in the three territories are small in relation to Canada’s overall emis-
sions, representing less than 2 MT per year out of national emissions of over 700 
Mt. Per capita emissions are comparable to other regions of Canada. Given the cold 
climate, and the transportation challenges, opportunities for emission reductions are 
more limited in the North than in the rest of the country. For example, more than 
half of GHG emissions relate to transportation, with off-road vehicles representing 
the most significant source. Short of lifestyle changes, the solutions to reducing such 
emissions are largely outside the control of territorial governments.102 

Clearly, climate mitigation is in its early stages in the three territories. What is 
most encouraging is that climate mitigation policy is being integrated with the pri-
ority issue of meeting the future energy needs of the population. Lack of capacity, 
resources and control appear to be the major impediments to more significant miti-
gation efforts at the territorial government level.

4.2.2 Vulnerability, impacts and adaptation
Adaptation priorities clearly vary. The NWT lists coastal erosion and the short-
ened winter road season as its top adaptation challenges.103 Given its heavy reliance 
on winter roads, the NWT faces unique transportation challenges.104 Yukon lists 
increased maintenance cost of its all-season road infrastructure, invasive species and 
the impact of the spruce bark beetle infestation as its top adaptation challenges.105 
Nunavut considers various impacts related to changes in sea ice as its top adapta-
tion challenge.106 Maintenance of its airport infrastructure is likely its most critical 
transportation issue. Nunavut has also developed its own adaptation strategy, which 
is focused on partnerships, research and monitoring, education and outreach and 
government policy.107 
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All three territories are home to significant Indigenous populations, whose tradi-
tional sources of food and culture are threatened by climate change. However, the 
social adaptation challenge is perhaps most significant in Nunavut, where 85% of 
the population is Inuit, access to the wage economy is limited, and adherence to tra-
ditional lifestyles and dependence on country food, their traditional source of food, 
is still the strongest.

There are also many common issues. All three jurisdictions are affected by changes 
in permafrost, snow cover, ice cover and sea level rise, though to varying degrees. All 
face the challenge of improving their building infrastructure to become climate resil-
ient. All lack the funding and control over their own destiny to address the climate 
adaption challenge on their own. The production of a joint adaptation strategy is an 
encouraging sign of territorial cooperation.

Based on stakeholder interviews, the NRTEE identified a number of actions 
required at the territorial level to move forward effectively on adaptation issues in 
the North. Among the actions identified were the following:

•	 Develop internal capacity, and educate the public
•	 Commit to action, including through the allocation of funding and human re-

sources and by keeping the climate strategies current
•	 Facilitate community action
•	 Develop partnerships with other governments.108 

A 2017 Yukon report documents CDN$13 million spent on 80 adaptation projects 
between 2008 and 2017, with most of the funding coming from the federal gov-
ernment. Among the challenges identified in the report are the complexity of the 
issue of climate adaptation, funding, inadequate mitigation efforts, and competing 
priorities.109

Overall, the adaptation challenge appears well understood at the territorial level of 
government. However, inadequate resources, other priorities, and insufficient public 
awareness and education have limited action to date. Given the increasing demand 
for building and road infrastructure in the near future, it will be critical for the future 
of northern communities that climate adaptation is fully integrated into planning 
and implementation as soon as possible.110 

4.2.3 Territorial development paths
In spite of some devolution of powers over time, the territories are still highly depen-
dent on the federal government, both financially and because the federal government 
still has ultimate control over resource development. Even Yukon, which was granted 
some control over the administration of resource development, does not own its 
resources. It seems clear that the federal government still sees resource extraction as 
the main economic driver for the Arctic region. Importantly, the 2020 climate strat-
egy released by the Yukon government does not focus on reducing GHG emissions 
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from the mining sector, suggesting that there is not yet a focus on an economic 
development path that is consistent with decarbonization.111

Given the financial dependence of the territorial governments on annual federal 
budget decisions in particular, it is unlikely that a territorial government would, 
on its own, give priority to a zero-emissions development path. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that no alternative development path has been put forward in any detail 
by any of the three territorial governments. What is surprising, perhaps, is that the 
Northwest Territory has set as its first goal in its 2030 Strategy and its 2019–2023 
Action Plan the pursuit of a lower emissions development path. There is little detail 
offered other than some mitigation efforts such as the implementation of a carbon 
price and efforts to reduce the GHG emissions intensity of its energy sources.112 
Similar GHG emission reduction efforts are under way in the other two territories, 
but not in the context of the explicit goal to pursue a lower emissions development 
path.

5  Conclusion

As global mitigation actions continue to fail to fall in line with what the scientific 
community has indicated is needed to avoid the worst impacts of anthropogenic cli-
mate change, Arctic regions in Canada and Russia are facing the growing likelihood 
of severe changes to their climate system, changes that are much more dramatic 
than in other parts of the world, and changes that will threaten natural and human 
systems alike. In this article, we have sought to assess to what extent these facts have 
translated into effective climate policy in Russia and Canada. In particular, we have 
looked at efforts to reduce GHG emissions and to adapt to the changes, and we have 
considered whether Russia or Canada have changed their Arctic development path 
in light of climate change.

Our conclusion is that in spite of growing awareness of the scale of the impacts 
from climate change in the Arctic, there is limited evidence that either Canada or 
Russia is taking more serious action on climate change. There is every indication that 
both Canada and Russia understand the changes that climate change will bring to 
the Arctic region. There is a growing recognition, perhaps more so in Canada than 
in Russia, that these changes require adaptation, and that climate change poses a 
significant threat to ecosystems and the Arctic communities that depend on them. 
There is less indication in either country that the threat and reality of climate change 
in the Arctic has led them to choose a different development path, one that is in line 
with global efforts to fully decarbonize by or before 2050.

Clearly, there is heightened awareness of the impacts of climate change in both 
countries as a result of their Arctic territory. Much more difficult to determine is 
whether this awareness is translating into action. Compared to other countries with 
similar profiles, it is hard to conclude that Canada and Russia are global leaders on 
climate mitigation, or on efforts to decarbonize their economies. Having said this, 
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there are some signs in both countries that climate mitigation is starting to be taken 
more seriously, and it is certainly conceivable that concern over Arctic impacts is 
contributing to this shift. What is more clear is that this awareness is translating into 
adaptation efforts. 

The main difference in climate policy between Russia and Canada lies in the 
nature of each country’s economic structure. As a more significant part of Russia’s 
GDP is based on extracting, processing and transporting oil and gas, this is reflected 
in the strategy chosen by Russia. State policy is mostly focused on replacing dirtier 
sources of energy production with natural gas, hydro energy and nuclear energy. 
Russia has put in place some initiatives in the sphere of transitioning to a green 
economy, however, due to immediate economic considerations, this transformation 
will likely take more time than in Canada.
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