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CAN CLIMATE CHANGE BE Goobp FOR GREENLAND?

AN ARCcTIC ISLAND’S RESPONSE TO NEW DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES

by James Mitchell*

orldwide, Greenland is viewed as an indicator of

s ;s / global climate change—Ilike Earth’s monitoring sta-
tion. The world’s largest island consists of eighty-

one percent ice,' and its melting

ing sea ice has exposed Inuit villages to the eroding forces of
wind and waves, causing their homes to topple into the sea . . .
Experienced hunters have fallen through ice that appeared safe,
resulting in injury and death.

ice contributes to about twenty-
eight percent of current global
sea-level rise.> News coverage of
Greenland centers upon the cur-
rent melting rate of its ice sheets
and scientists’ predictions of how
much global sea level would rise
if all of the ice sheets were to
melt. However, little is written
about how climate change will
affect those who live there.
Despite its location, Green-
land shares some similarities

The sector most
excited over Greenland’s
warming is also the
one whose activities
intensify climate change—
heavy industry.

The [animals] upon which
the Inuit depend . . . could go
extinct before the end of this
century.”!! Despite these nega-
tive impacts on Inuit culture,
Greenland’s Home Rule Gov-
ernment remains interested in
attracting heavy industry to the
region.

The sector most excited
over Greenland’s warming is
also the one whose activities
intensify climate change—

with the global south. Many of

its 60,000 inhabitants subsist at least in part on nature, and its
governance status is akin to a colony of a European nation.? The
government has welcomed the opportunity to establish greater
economic independence from Denmark by “developing” Green-
land. However, given that black carbon, in the form of soot-laden
snow, accounts for about a third of the warming in the Arctic
regions,* is heavy industry, most of which is foreign-owned, a
viable development path?

Greenland has seen rising temperatures at a more acceler-
ated pace than the global rate. From 1991 to 2003 average winter
temperatures rose eleven degrees Fahrenheit.> However, many
in Greenland embrace rising temperatures, as it opens up new
opportunities across the island. For now, tourism is receiving a
boost due to “discoveries” of new islands, previously inacces-
sible because of the ice, and these islands are now becoming
vacation sites for cruise liners.® Because of the warming tem-
peratures, farmers can now plant vegetables that a few decades
ago would have never survived, and raise fatter livestock.”

The cod industry was once the greatest asset of Greenland,
but in the 1960s it collapsed due to over-fishing and shifting sea
currents. Now that the sea temperatures are the highest since
the 1960s, the cod have returned, as evidenced by government
inspectors, who in 2007 made a “biblical catch” of twenty-five
tons of cod in one hour.® Finally, the seasonal snowmelt contin-
ues to open up previously impassible areas.’

Of course, not all benefit from the rising temperatures. Cli-
mate change harms the Inuit peoples’ way of life, particularly in
the realm of hunting.!? The effects are devastating; “[r]etreat-
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heavy industry. British-based
firm Angus & Ross (“Angus”) used to operate the Black Angel
Mine, a zinc and lead mine on Greenland’s west coast. The mine
had to be closed in 1990 due to declining global zinc prices and
the difficulty of operating in an area often frozen over.!? Now,
with rising commodity prices and milder temperatures that have
allowed for operators to work for eight months per year instead
of only six,'> Angus is scheduled to re-open in late 2008, pending
approval of its mining license from the Greenland government.
Angus is not alone. By 2007, Greenland’s Bureau of Minerals
and Petroleum tripled the number of exploration licenses it had
issued since 2002.13

U.S. firm Alcoa plans to create an aluminum smelting
plant along the western coast, powered by a nearby hydroelec-
tric power plant.!® Ironically, the hydroelectric power plant’s
“renewable,” zero-greenhouse gas (“GHG”) emissions source of
energy is the melting ice and snow. The smelter’s operations,
however, would boost Greenland’s GHG emissions by seventy-
five percent from their current levels.!”

Despite regional economic benefits from climate change,
local inhabitants who live near these industries will have to pay
the costs from the local pollution that results from heavy indus-
try. A 1997 site assessment of the Black Angel mine revealed
heavy metal contamination within a thirty-mile radius of the
mine.'® There is no reason to expect better prospects once it is
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re-opened. Indeed, Alcoa has faced considerable controversy in
Yarloop, Australia for seeking to double its aluminum smelt-
ing operations, despite allegations by locals that fumes are con-
tributing to “nosebleeds . . . skin ulcers and rashes, nausea . . .
impaired speech, blackouts and palpitations.”!®

The challenge is how
to establish greater
economic sovereignty,
now that climate change
has introduced more
opportunities.

The challenge is how to establish greater economic sover-
eignty, now that climate change has introduced more opportu-
nities. Greenland stands at a crossroads. It can simply imitate
the old model, or it can decide to be a model for other nations
currently facing the moral dilemma of what to do when climate
change actually presents beneficial development opportunities.
Greenland should embrace the positive climate-induced changes
of increased fish yields and better farming/grazing land, yet sus-
tainably manage these resources. Otherwise, Greenland will yet
again witness the effects of over-fishing its cod stocks, and the
impacts of soil depletion and overgrazing. Instead of resorting to
industry, there are excellent opportunities in further developing
eco-tourism of Greenland; several tropical countries have seen
the economic and ecologic value in preserving their biodiver-
sity. Finally, Greenland should consult with its own inhabitants,
and heed Rio Declaration’s Principle 22, which recognizes the
value that indigenous peoples have in environmental manage-
ment and development due to their unique knowledge.?® 5,
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