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Introduction
This is a story of relevance, urgency and conflict. Suffering more than any other world region from global warming, 
the Arctic has suddenly become accessible to human activity. The question is: Will we treat it with respect as we 
have failed to do with so many other natural areas of the planet?

There are many angles to the Arctic story, but the development of passenger shipping – in particular cruises – is 
a good introduction for professionals and students of tourism.

Understanding the case
Those unfamiliar with the risks, challenges and opportunities in the Arctic should start by having a Polar-centric 
look at the geography: the surrounding land masses and the seas and channels that are now becoming 
accessible to shipping. You should then read through the case section-by-section, stopping to do additional 
research, in particular on the following aspects.

• Examine the presence of the cruise industry and other passenger shipping in the Arctic today, starting 
with the section ‘The cruise operators’. There is a list of ‘Cruise and tourism operators’ in the references 
at the end of the case. You should check out their websites to see what they offer and promise in terms of 
Arctic cruising. This will give some sense of the scale of the phenomenon, knowing that the presence of 
cruise ships is likely to grow exponentially over the coming decade.

• From the case, list the different bodies that play a role in protecting the Arctic environment. Take time to 
read their websites as well. Identify the regulations, guidelines and other mechanisms that contribute to 
preventing abuse.

• Without going into too much depth, consider the political perspective: the points of view of the different 
country governments and other political entities. Where do you see broad agreement and where potential 
for disagreement and conflict?

• See what you can find out about the indigenous populations, to understand where there is human presence 
and of what kind, and to get a sense of their perspective.

• You may also be interested in better understanding the state of the natural environment and wildlife to learn 
something more about these rich ecosystems and how climate change is affecting them.

Avenues for study
There is no value in discussing sustainable tourism in the Arctic unless the researcher or student has a good grasp 
of the facts. Without this investment, key concepts such as ‘fragility’ or ‘damage’ as applied to the environment 
and the Arctic’s ecosystems will be empty of meaning, and the positions and strategies of the stakeholders 
impossible to understand.

The reader should also begin with a bleak evaluation – that the presence of tourism generates risks to the Arctic 
environment and to its resident communities that probably outweigh any possible benefits. However, now that 
the tourism door has been opened, it is critical to find solutions for managing it sustainably.

Avenues for study, group work and debate include:

1. The limits that should be imposed on tourism in the Arctic Region, where and how they should be set, and 
how they should be managed, bearing in mind all the points in ‘Understanding the case’ above.

2. The restrictions that should be imposed on shipping. Whether the current guidelines (such as AECO’s) are 
sufficient and whether there are ways to ensure that they are respected.

3. Whether restrictions and conditions should be imposed on visitors to the Arctic Region as a whole, as they 
are on visitors to protected areas, in terms of where they can go, what they can and cannot do – perhaps 
also in terms of the preparation and training they should undergo.

4. How resident communities can maintain control of their own destinies, how they can manage interaction 
with visitors optimally, and whether this is a realistic objective. In this context, a discussion of the items 
listed in the section ‘Community Engagement’ would be interesting.

In a seminar or classroom, an interesting group exercise is for participants to take on the roles of organizations 
engaged in protection of the Arctic, its people and its environment (WWF, ITAC, CAFF, etc.) and prepare strategies 
and proposals for the coming decade.
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