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ABOUT WWF
Since 1992, WWF’s Global Arctic Programme has been working with our partners
across the Arctic to combat threats to the Arctic and to preserve its rich biodiversity in a
sustainable way.

WWF’s mission is to stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment and to
build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature, by conserving the world’s
biological diversity, ensuring that the use of renewable natural resources is sustainable,
and promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption.
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Conservation of the Arctic marine environment, its ecosystems and species is 
essential for keeping the Arctic alive, thus providing key ecosystem services, 
many of global importance, for peoples of the North and for all humanity. 
Current conservation efforts include various approaches to better understand 
the significance of Arctic marine ecosystems with regards to their biodiversity, 
ecological, cultural and socio-economic importance. 

As the region loses its sea ice cover, it is open not only to new development 
opportunities but to an increased scale of existing threats, including industrial 
developments from the energy sector and transportation. These threats must 
be fully taken into account when important marine areas are described, and 
particularly when areas are identified for conservation purposes.
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Multiple approaches to define important marine areas in the Arctic
The question of what constitutes an important marine area in the Arctic is being 
approached by several different groups.

At the regional intergovernmental level, the Arctic Council plays a lead role in 
identifying important marine areas in the Arctic Ocean and surrounding seas. 
Through its working groups (PAME, CAFF, AMAP) and number of comprehensive 
reports (e.g. Arctic Marine Shipping Assessment, 2009), the Arctic Council is 
working to describe and identify environmentally important marine areas - marine 
areas of heightened ecological and cultural significance.

At the same time, similar work is being done a number of international 
processes (e.g. CBD, OSPAR/NEAFC), by expert communities and variety of 
non-governmental organisations (e.g. IUCN, NRDC, WWF, TNC, Pew). There 
are multiple terms and criteria used for description and identification of marine 
important areas in the Arctic, including:

•	 Ecologically or biologically significant marine areas (CBD, Decisions IX/20 and 
X/29);

•	 Priority areas for biodiversity conservation (WWF);

•	 Marine priority area (for conservation) (WWF and TNC);
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•	 Marine areas of heightened ecological and cultural significance (Arctic Council 
working groups);

•	 Deferral areas (Pew).

These classifications are based on similar but varied criteria, and most have no 
specific legal management or conservation status. Some parts of important marine 
areas, as defined by these groups, have already received formal protection through 
the establishment of marine protected areas (see page 13). But these constitute an 
insignificant part of the region, failing to fully represent Arctic marine ecosystems 
and falling below the goal set by the CBD Aichi Biodiversity Targets.

Compiling the available information
WWF has compiled this document to present much of the available information 
on description and identification of important marine areas in the Arctic. Because 
the present and future impact of Arctic development should shape conservation 
decisions, we have also included a compilation of data on two most significant 
threats to the Arctic marine environment—oil and gas development and shipping.

This document is intended to further facilitate discussions and work within the 
international community, Arctic Council and among Arctic stakeholders, provide 
for a full scientific description of important arctic marine areas, and help inform 
the CBD process for the description of EBSAs.
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WWF has 17 offices in 
7 Arctic countries

1992
The Global Arctic 
Programme 
celebrates its 20th 
anniversary in 2012

+5 M
WWF has over 5 million 
supporters globally

+100
WWF is in over 
100 countries, on 
5 continents
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Why we are here

panda.org/arctic

To stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment and
to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature.
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