
Energy Justice in the Arctic: 

Implications for Energy Infrastructural Development in the Arctic 

 

The development of energy infrastructure in the Arctic poses serious far reaching justice based 

questions for local, regional and international communities. Oil and gas rigs, renewable energy sites, 

shipping and transportation all force us to reflect on how fair and equitable infrastructural 

expansion is locally and globally. We examine the justice claims of business, government and civil 

society in an attempt to understand current problems, and their likely solutions. The results suggest 

that we need to replace the current stakeholder-centred approach of energy policy, with one based 

upon justice. A widening of procedural justice to include not only the co-production of decisions, but 

also knowledge should be complemented with new ways of recognising the vulnerabilities of mis- 

and under-represented people, as well as exploring the sensitivities around proximity to new energy 

infrastructures. 
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1. The Introduction 

We advance the emerging research agenda in “energy justice” to the context of energy 

exploration in the Arctic region, in response to the challenge set out by Sidortsov and 

Sovacool (2015)1. The US is one of the Arctic states directly involved in energy exploration, 

alongside an increasingly observant EU. Almost a third of the world’s undiscovered gas and 

13% of the world’s undiscovered oil may be found there, mostly offshore under less than 

500 meters of water (Gautier et al. 2009). In an age of resource depletion, researchers need 

to pay greater attention to justice concerns in energy policy. Energy justice is a new 

                                                      
1 “(t)his commentary advocates for a wider proliferation of the energy justice concept in Arctic 
energy research” (Sidortsov and Sovacool 2015: 302). We do so by providing a first empirical 
attempt at applying the energy justice concept to the Arctic. 



framework for assessing the justice implications – or simply the injustices – of current policy 

decisions as well as making practical recommendations. We therefore identify some key 

injustices and recommendations with regards to energy infrastructural development in the 

Arctic. The paper is based upon interview data from selected expert representatives in 

industry, government and civil society. 

We begin the paper with an overview of our energy justice framework. We define 

energy justice in this paper as an analytical framework that aims to examine whether and 

how all individuals, across all areas can access safe, affordable and sustainable energy. A 

literature review is undertaken on the philosophical origins and contemporary use of energy 

justice. The conceptual framework itself is introduced and constructed upon the three 

pronged approach of distributional, recognition and procedural justice perspectives. The 

methodology of the paper is detailed with reference to data collection and analytical tools, 

as well as the overall research context of energy developments in the Arctic. We then take 

each component of the framework in turn, identifying some key justice concerns raised in 

our expert interviews. The final section discusses the broader implications of our research, 

namely the development of a justice-centre approach to energy policy in the Arctic. 

 

2. Literature Review 

This section covers literature on the philosophical underpinnings and modern development 

of energy justice as a concept. We then outline an energy justice conceptual framework that 

is applied to the Arctic. 

  

2.1 The philosophical origins   



We identify the main philosophical debate in the development of energy justice as 

liberalism versus libertarianism. The former is often associated with John Rawls’ (1971) “A 

Theory of Justice”, whilst the latter emerges from Robert Nozick’s (1974) “Anarchy, State 

and Utopia”. Liberalism from this perspective is based upon the (1) ‘liberty principle’ leading 

to the maximization of ‘basic’ freedoms and (2) ‘difference principle’ designed to encourage 

interventions and redistribution when inequalities in social and economic goods affect 

disproportionately the least advantaged. Libertarianism from Nozick effectively agrees with 

the first principle, but not the second. In brief, Nozick’s justice is punitive and much less 

redistributive, where the state’s role is minimized in as far as possible. Both Rawls and 

Nozick agree on the central role of legal justice. Rawls views, however, a much greater role 

for social justice than Nozick. 

John Rawls is therefore identified as the pioneering thinker for energy justice in 

recent history. Inspired by Rawls’ work, Sen (1979) introduced the concept of capability-

centred justice. He developed this approach throughout the 1980s and ‘90s, taking the 

concepts of justice and freedom beyond Rawls’ focus on “primary goods”, to focus on 

“functionings” and “capability” (Sen, 1992). Both emphasise the importance of freedom, but 

while Rawls, with his focus on “primary goods”, gives priority to an individual’s means to 

freedom, Sen gives priority to the extent of an individual’s freedoms, i.e. the extent of 

choice, a person has, over his/her life. Capability is thus defined as a person’s freedom to 

pursue functionings that he/she has reason to value where functionings are what constitute 

a person’s being – with both a well-being and agency aspect. 

 We identify two further important developments in thinking in this area, (1) the rise 

of cosmopolitanism and (2) the move from redistribution to recognition. Cosmopolitan 

philosophy is the belief in that we are all ‘world citizens’ (Sovacool et al. 2013, Sovacool and 



Dworkin 2014). Cosmopolitanism has existed in some form since the ancient Greeks, 

associated more recently with Immanuel Kant. The ‘energy challenge’ as defined above has 

encouraged the development of solidarities that cut across national borders and unite the 

citizens of different political communities. Nancy Fraser (with Honneth 2003, 2008, 2014) 

has, secondly, challenged justice researchers to explore processes of recognition, in addition 

to the redistribution principles argued by Rawls. Fraser (2014: 2-12) comments, “I assume 

that justice today requires both redistribution and recognition…(whereby) claims for the 

recognition of group difference have become intensely salient, at times eclipsing claims for 

social equality”. 

 

2.2 The emergence of energy justice 

A wide range of modern-day justice conceptualizations exist, including environmental, (anti-

)global, climate and now energy justice. ‘Environmental justice’ aims to act “(where) people 

of colour and lower socio-economic status are disproportionately affected by pollution, the 

siting of toxic waste dumps, and other Locally Unwanted Land Uses (LULU’s)” (Kibert, 2001: 

169). It is more successfully a mobilization tool for activists in the US (Agyeman et al. 2010), 

with some notable exceptions with regards to the protection of indigenous peoples across 

the Americas (Holifield 2012, Schlosberg and Carruthers 2010, Urkidi and Walter 2011) or 

Taiwan (Chi 2001) or tribal groups from environmental hazards in Africa (McDonald 2002, 

Visser 2003). Environmental justice scholars have through explorations of, initially, 

distributive and, then, procedural justice concerns “examined multiple reasons for the 

construction of injustice” (Schlosberg 2013: 37), including race (Pulido 2000), gender 

(Buckingham and Kulcur 2009) or culture (Fan 2006). 



‘Global Justice’ (Beitz, 2000, Nagel, 2005), and its more recent incarnation, ‘climate 

justice’ (Aylett 2010, Gardiner 2004), emerged from ‘anti-globalization protests’, aimed in 

the first instance at global trade imbalances and then respectively at international climate 

negotiations. Global justice retains a distinctly economic focus in arguing for redistribution 

and new distributions of wealth. Its procedural dimension concentrates specifically on 

reforming international governance structures. In a similar vein, the perceived failure of the 

Kyoto Protocol triggered the rise of ‘climate protests’ at the lack of international progress 

on carbon reduction targets (Paavola and Adger 2006). Global and climate justice share, 

moreover, a common preoccupation of increased recognition of under-represented cultures 

(Fraser 2014). Climate justice has, nonetheless, developed a more sophisticated research 

agenda through assessments of city and local based incarnations (Barnett 2013, Bulkeley et 

al. 2013), in addition to international level action. 

Energy justice emerged as a literature set has been primarily dominated by fuel 

poverty and the social and spatial distribution of energy (Bickerstaff et. al 2013). It is, 

however, important to recognise that it also encompasses discussion on procedural and 

recognition justice, the creation of intergenerational inequalities and cross-boundary 

impacts of energy policies. Despite Bickerstaff et al. (2013) claim that energy justice has 

primarily focussed on fuel poverty, literature debating fuel poverty as a matter of justice has 

been written as part of the environmental or social justice literature (Bouzarovski, 2014, 

Stockton and Campbell, 2007; Walker and Day, 2012, Walker 2008). Instead, energy justice, 

the literature on which is still in its infancy (Heffron et al. 2015, Sovacool et. al. 2013), is 

considered to be concerned with the full spectrum of justice issues relating to energy (such 

as ethical behaviour - Hall 2013 or activism - Fuller and McCauley 2016), and should 



encompass the full energy chain from its production and distribution, through to its 

consumption and waste (McCauley et al 2013; Jenkins et. al. 2016).  

 Energy justice (the focus throughout here) carries the same Rawlsian liberalism 

approach, whilst incorporating Sovacool’s cosmopolitanism and Fraser’s recognition justice. 

Two critical distinctions are evident with this research agenda. The concept is, firstly, rooted 

to energy systems of production and consumption (Jenkins et al. 2016). Energy justice 

offers, secondly, a unique opportunity to critical engage with the ethics of energy decision-

making on a global scale, such as in the Arctic (Sidortsov and Sovacool 2015, Sovacool and 

Dworkin 2015). We now outline the conceptual framework for this paper based on the three 

core themes of distributional, recognition and procedural justice.  

 

3. The Conceptual Framework 

Our energy justice framework is therefore underpinned by the principles of cosmopolitan 

justice. Cosmopolitan philosophy is the belief in that we are all ‘world citizens’ (Sovacool 

and Dworkin 2015). With the advent of clear and visible effects of climate change the 

approach to environmental protection is being seen more in the light of cosmopolitan 

philosophy. Cosmopolitism has of course a distinctly long history in global justice thinking. 

From this perspective, we build on environmental and climate justice demands for a 

collective approach to resources. The focus here, however, is targeted on energy resources 

in the Arctic regions in an attempt to achieve a meaningful global change specifically in 

energy behaviours and attitudes.  

 In contrast to Sidortsov and Sovacool (2015), we identify three frames of analysis: 

distributional, recognition and procedural. Energy justice includes both the physically 

unequal allocation of benefits and ills, and the uneven distribution of their associated 



responsibilities (McCauley et al. 2013). The resultant distributional injustices focus our 

attention on the content and location of the unjust consequences originating from energy 

development. As a frame, it does not give us a true reflection on who is affected. For 

example, we cannot easily discern which parts of society are impacted upon. Recognition 

based justice provides an opportunity to re-orient attention towards identification, looking 

for instances of misrecognition in policy responses for example.  

An adoption of recognition justice could therefore shed light on under-recognised 

sections of society. It may manifest itself not only as a failure to recognise, but also as 

misrecognising—a distortion of people’s views that may appear demeaning or contemptible 

(Schlosberg, 2003). Thus it includes calls to recognise the divergent perspectives rooted in 

social, cultural, ethnic, racial and gender differences (Fraser, 1999; Schlosberg, 2003). Lastly, 

energy justice requires the use of equitable procedures that engage all stakeholders in a 

non-discriminatory way (Walker, 2009; Bullard, 2005). It states that all groups should be 

able to participate in decision making, and that their contributions should be taken seriously 

throughout. It also requires participation, impartiality and full information disclosure by 

government and industry (Davies, 2006), and the use of appropriate and sympathetic 

engagement mechanisms (Todd and Zografos, 2005). In addition, due process is relevant to 

every level of energy decision-making at local, provincial, national and global.  

 

4. Methodology 

For this study, the research design is based upon qualitative analysis through semi-

structured expert interviews. The interview sampling approach was purposeful snowballing. 

The interviewees requested anonymity. Dorussen et al. (2005) advocate that expert 

interviews are a useful tool to identify central dimensions within the field researched and to 



get insider information on those dimensions. Sufficient room for manoeuver was accorded 

in the interviews for experts to elaborate on issues, which they considered important. We 

follow the definition of Tansey (2007) in understanding an elite as someone holding a 

privileged position in society, often resulting in more influence than a member of the public. 

This method provides the researcher with a window into how key individuals in energy 

policy perceive and construct their context and the common assumptions which help shape 

it (Morris 2009).  

 The recruitment of experts from various institutions and backgrounds was designed 

to increase the diversity in expert opinions retrieved. Interview participants were either 

conference attendees or speakers at international conferences or part of the researchers’ 

personal networks. A sample of 16 experts was recruited from businesses, NGOs and 

academia (see Appendix A). The interviews were either performed at a range of venues 

internationally in both public and private venues, varying also in length. They were voice 

recorded and transcribed verbatim, while in some cases researchers’ relied upon written 

notes. Some interviewees insisted upon anonymity where possible when reporting results. 

As a result, we have anonymized and randomized the interview data. We detail the 

organisations involved in the research at the end of the paper. We report the results in the 

next three chapters by associating key quotations or paraphrased comments to anonymous 

interviewees, denoted by number in the form of (6) or (9). Where possible, we do 

mention the type of organisation for which the representative works for. 

 A template analysis was performed and is a tool to thematically organize and analyse 

textual data (King, 2004), and was thus applied to the transcripts of the interviews, which 

were finalised within few days after the interviews to incorporate non-verbal implications of 

the participants. The transcripts were checked on reoccurring themes which were then 



coded to summarize, compare and contrast expert opinions on those common themes – 

based upon the energy justice conceptual framework outlined above. This enabled the 

themes to be categorised as either predefined to provide the framework of the semi-

structured interviews, or which emerged during the interviews and to put them in relation 

to each other. Repetitive analysis of transcripts led to the identification of new themes, as 

well as the refining and separation of existing ones. Finally, the most important themes 

were selected. 

 

4.1 Research Context 

The energy context in the Arctic is dominated by oil and gas reserves and the increasing role 

of international companies. Extraction and production takes place on the basis of resource 

ownership. The Arctic states are Canada, Denmark (with Greenland, an autonomous Danish 

dependent territory, and the Faroe Islands), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and 

the United States. However, according to the 1982 United Nations’ Convention on the Law 

of the Sea (UNCLOS), the right to explore natural resources in the ocean belongs to the 

coastal states within the distance of their Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ), i.e. 200 miles. 

Therefore, only five of the Arctic states can legally exploit oil and gas within the Arctic circle, 

namely Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia and the USA. 

Non-Arctic states such as China, Japan, India and Singapore as well as the European 

Union have expressed their interest in engaging in Arctic-related activities from research 

programmes to direct extractive operations. Some non-Arctic based companies take part in 

joint projects with companies from the Arctic states, for example Italian Eni has currently a 

joint exploration agreement with Russian Rosneft. This creates a unique operational 

environment where a few actors representing countries with diverse economic, political and 



cultural background are responsible for a vulnerable environmental complex and the 

intimately linked future of 400 000 indigenous peoples. 

Yet, Arctic development is a risky and costly venture. The major drawbacks include: 

remoteness and harsh climate conditions, implying the need for more advanced 

technologies, equipment and infrastructure, as well as the competition from unconventional 

gas sources such as shale gas and liquified natural gas, long investment cycle and potential 

overlap in sovereignty claims (Ernst & Young, 2013). The development of Arctic reserves, 

however, may have serious implications not only for an oil and gas company's budget, but 

for the global climate in general. Interventions in the Arctic fragile environment may put the 

future of the region and the planet under a great threat. While the rising demand for 

resources push companies to play for high stakes, environmentalists warn that the 

consequences of their actions may be irreversible. 

 

5. Results 1: Distributional Justice and Shifting Proximities  

The first tenet of energy justice is distributional justice. Energy justice is an inherently spatial 

concept with notions of place at its centre. For geographers and sociologists, place is not 

space (Gieryn 2000). Places have a distinct materiality that mediates and regulates social 

relations and daily routines. The implication here is that energy justice work on 

distributional injustices tends to focus on the proximity of a locality to any given energy 

infrastructural development. Energy justice can therefore appear as a situation where 

“questions about the desirability of technologies in principle become entangled with issues 

that relate to specific localities” (Owens and Driffill 2008: 4414).  

The siting of onshore oilrigs such as Vostochno-Messoyakhskoye on the Gydan 

Peninsula in Northern Russia pose, at first sight, a potential threat for communities. 



However, most future oil and gas activity is predicted to take place offshore, and further 

from communities. The most recent examples of distributional injustices have, in fact, 

involved onshore renewable projects, especially wind farms in the Arctic. A proposed 

development by Finnmark Kraft AS in the predominantly Sami county of Finnmark could, for 

example, “disrupt reindeer populations” – resulting in significant opposition (interview 6). 

Opposition groups concentrate on the key issue of all proposed locations being situated “in 

disruptive (geographical) areas” (interview 2). 

The Finnmark controversy raised by our participants reflects the media driven nature 

of injustice. It has received attention from several media outlets throughout the past five 

years. Other research participants (interviews 16, 13) draw attention, however, towards 

the inevitable increase in “remote” or “less visible” risk for local communities. Dry land is, 

after all, only a third of the Arctic area. The second third being the oil and gas targeted 

Arctic shelf (not exceeding depths of 500m), leaving the last third to depths over 500m. 

Areas previously disregarded as unreachable “(are) becoming the concern of onshore 

communities” (interview 14) as oil and gas reserves are identified. Notions of place are 

therefore challenged by expanding spheres of risk – or as geographers and sociologists 

would refer to – spaces of dependence (Cox 1998). 

The multiple spatialities of injustice become even more evident when shipping is 

part of the Arctic equation. Future estimates indicate that the reduction of the Arctic ice cap 

will open up new areas and increase the viability of the region to be increasingly used for 

international shipping (Liu & Kronbak 2010).  According to Sakhuja (2014), the two most 

practical Arctic shipping routes are the Northern Sea Route and the Northwest Passage. 

Running between the Atlantic and Pacific along the Russian coast, the Northern Sea Route 

ranges between 2100 and 2900 nautical miles depending on the distribution of sea ice and 



the Northern Sea Route is part of the shortest connection between Northeast Asia and 

Northern Europe (Liu & Kronbak 2010). 

An oil spill “would inevitably result in the collapse of local ecosystem” upon which 

communities depend, such as fisheries and reindeer husbandries (interview 16). These are 

“direct risks to the livelihood” of local communities and constitute therefore distributional 

injustices of risks (interviews 16, 11). The recession of the ice caps is therefore 

encouraging the development of a wide range in energy infrastructural projects, both on 

and offshore. Fluctuating oil prices will not hinder the appearance of distributional energy 

injustices. Perhaps then the most striking developments in this area are, in fact, un-sited. 

“Shipping routes threaten livelihoods such as fishing” as well as establish a “permanent risk 

of future oil tanker spills” in the region due to transportation activities (interview 7). 

Despite significant fluctuation in shipping in the area, the increased interest from “non-

Arctic states from Asia will no doubt increase” concerns on the impact of shipping (interview 

16). 

 

6. Results 2: Recognition-based Justice and Vulnerability 

The second tenet of our framework, recognition justice sheds light upon instances of under- 

or mis-recognition of vulnerability. Local communities such as the indigenous Sami peoples 

are scattered across mostly the northern parts of Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia, 

living off fishing and Reindeer herding. In addition, one participant (interview 15) 

reinforced the “under-recognised importance of non-indigenous people” in this area. In 

both cases, they are heavily dependent on local ecosystems. Hence, “such communities are 

extremely vulnerable” to energy development (interview 2). 



The richness in fossil fuel energy resources of the area can be seen in contrast to the 

provision of energy and electricity in many of those areas. “A number of Arctic regions in 

Alaska are off the electricity grid” and electricity has to be generated by diesel generators 

(interview 2). This is highly problematic in many regards, often resulting in health issues 

and comparatively low living standards. Those lower living standards in areas of fuel 

richness point to an insufficient participation/stake of local communities in the wealth 

generated by exploitation activities. As Parlee (2015) notes, indigenous communities often 

have limited access to certain forms of capital and are therefore particularly susceptible to 

the resource curse phenomenon.  

Increasing living standards in the Arctic regions is a central mechanism for reducing 

vulnerability, whilst simultaneously threatening the environment. The low population 

density within Arctic regions alludes to the vast natural space, which makes the Arctic so 

unique. Tourism in the Arctic regions will increase with a globally “growing upper middle 

class which is looking for somewhat more authentic” and exotic holiday experiences 

(interview 10) . This comes with challenges: little effort is put into preserving reindeer 

herding as one of the large traditional economic activities. Tourism, if exercised in certain 

ways and scales will “contribute to environmental degradation itself” and create issues of 

different natures, depriving the Arctic of its unique vastness (interview 9). Stewart et al. 

(2011) reported that while the opportunity to educate visitors appeared as a positive 

benefit reflected in the perspectives of residents concerning cruise tourism in Nunavut, the 

emergence of risks at the community level necessitates the need for appropriate policies to 

mitigate the vulnerability of communities. Therefore, more involvement of local populations 

with “their knowledge about the region is needed to direct touristic flows” (interview 3). 



This allows both the generation of additional income by offering authentic experiences, 

while preserving local ecosystems and habitat. 

In this context, it is important to consider how extractive industries and other 

activities potentially impact upon the means of action of local peoples. One dimension is to 

improve general levels of human security. Revenue streams from commercial activities 

could potentially benefit the security aspect of “freedom from want” – the provision of an 

adequate standard of living (interview 9). In fulfilling this approach, we need to fully 

appreciate that indigenous groups significantly alter in their histories, and thus in their 

present needs as well as their visions for the future. Therefore, it is important that different 

local groups are considered individually within their contexts rather than all coming from 

the Arctic region. Thus, the mere engagement of the Arctic community into planning and 

decision making as an attempt for procedural justice is insufficient. Regional differences 

across Arctic communities are to be respected and taken into consideration. 

Beyond indigenous peoples, academic scholars are equally identified as under- or 

mis-recognised. A call for recognition is also clear for greater engagement of northern 

scholars in the identification of research priorities in Arctic areas. The focus has to be 

redirected towards “co-production and co-communication of research results between 

science and stakeholders” (interview 8). Next to a better integration of natural and social 

science in the Arctic, advancing recognition based justices would be achieved in presenting 

research results in a way which is easy to understand for non-scientific audiences. Part of 

recognition justice is the informed self-determination in the choice of future development 

pathways the communities choose for themselves, despite the adherence to traditional 

social and economic activities.  

 



7. Results 3: Procedural Justice and Due Process 

The third tenet of the framework manifests as a call for equitable procedures that engage all 

stakeholders in a non-discriminatory way. Indigenous and non-indigenous peoples are 

central, for example, to monitoring the increase in tourism in the high north, but equally the 

intentions of business to develop there. Cultural pluralism is a place for creative industry. 

“Companies need to realize that local communities offer more than opposition…(we) offer a 

wealth of local knowledge” (interview 2). Fishing or reindeer based livelihoods should be 

respected. But more attention should be paid to the knowledge creation this involves with 

its implications for siting and procedural based decisions. Land use change is a key challenge 

for indigenous peoples - who moderates if and where land is used for other uses. We need, 

therefore, holistic management plans where we “equally focus on land and not just sea” 

(interview 4).  

Early intervention is paramount to an effective consultation process. “(T)here needs 

to be some prior agreement on the siting of infrastructural projects, rather than at a later 

stage, which is all too common” (interview 11). The participant outlined several instances 

whereby communities were involved after development had taken place. More positive 

examples were raised also, where companies took a more proactive and constructive 

approach. As Kadenic (2015) concluded in an examination of large-scale Arctic mining 

projects, the degree of local involvement during the planning phase will directly affect 

future socioeconomic outcomes. From siting decisions to projected habitat destruction, the 

Sami people can therefore help developers achieve common outcomes. Procedural justice is 

therefore more than simply inclusion. It involves also the mobilization of local knowledge. 

A central theme in Arctic energy development is the identification of local 

communities. Two participants (3 and 5) claim to the fact that projects in Canada involve 



multiple indigenous peoples in project development in an explicit attempt to profit from 

“multiple views” on local knowledge and creativity. They express that almost all economic 

activity in Canada’s Arctic is reviewed not just for economic and environmental, but also 

social factors. However, a representative (2) from two cited projects claims that the 

involvement of indigenous peoples “was limited”. These differing views clearly indicate that 

a desirable level of economic activity, as well as the extent of being or feeling included in 

decision making is highly subjective and contextual. 

On Russian oil development in the Arctic, one participant (3) refers to the trilateral 

central nature of policy making: businesses, local governments and indigenous peoples, who 

all need to get their “fair share” from the activities agreed upon. Yet especially the latter 

group are often “disadvantaged” as they for example “endure low level jobs” which result 

from development projects (interview 14). He points to situations where large 

corporations come into local communities - where education tends to be low – “with 500 

page technical reports and ask for comments” – which is not in his view a fair way of 

involvement. The large size of the corporations involved mean that decisions are currently 

taken at headquarters based elsewhere, where local representatives manage their 

implications for affected communities.  

 

8. Discussion and Implications 

While global warming and melting ice might facilitate the development of the Arctic’s oil 

and gas resources by making these resources easier to reach and exploit, climate change 

also presents a series of challenges to the development of Arctic oil and gas.  An increase in 

the frequency and severity of extreme weather conditions resulting from climate change, 

such as hurricanes would have dire effects on oil and gas developments in the Arctic and 



present the possibility of devastating events ranging from costly production and 

transportation disruptions to disasters such as oil spills (Harsem et al. 2011).  These 

potential risks will certainly factor into the rate at which oil and gas development in the 

Arctic progresses.  Noble et al. (2013) point to the recent purchases of offshore exploration 

leases in the Beaufort Sea of Canada by global energy firms such as Chevron, BP and Exxon 

Mobil as examples of the international attention that potential oil and gas developments in 

the region are rapidly increasing, but also point to the amplified need for a strategic 

approach towards impact assessment and planning before developments take place.  

Dictated by the unequal distribution of benefits and threats of oil and gas, justice on 

the procedural level must be an imperative to not just respect, or include but rather 

mobilize local communities within the decision making for governmental and business 

processes. Currently six international institutions representing Arctic indigenous people 

have representation within the Arctic Council as one of the main governance bodies of the 

Arctic, next to the eight Arctic member states. This is one of the engagement mechanisms 

for minority groups. It serves as a good example for inclusion in decision-making. Yet, the 

influence of local communities on corporations and lower level institutions within the 

exploitation processes of oil and gas, transport and processing is questionable. This self-

reflection and acceptance to adapt must be reciprocated by energy companies, which would 

allow for economic growth in the region while minimizing the risk of local habitat and 

ecosystem disruption. 

Given the vulnerability of the Arctic ecosystem and associated climate change risks 

as well as the region’s importance for local populations, it is essential to hold energy 

companies who aspire to exploit its resources to account. Moreover, it is crucial to ensure 

that all those who can potentially be affected by these companies’ activities participate in 



the process of decision-making in regards to the Arctic’s future. Stakeholder engagement 

and social accounting are thought of as tools to implement these tasks. Indeed, stakeholder 

engagement is primarily designed to ensure the inclusiveness of the decision-making 

process by empowering all the stakeholders to participate in it and have their claims taken 

into account (Cooper and Owen, 2007). However, stakeholder engagement and social 

accounting currently fail to achieve the goals they were established for. Hence a new 

approach to ensuring sustainability of Arctic resource extraction is needed.  

We propose a justice- rather than simply a stakeholder-centred perspective. In other 

words, the inclusion, even mobilization (as suggested above), of local communities in 

business decision making is an insufficient expansion of stakeholder approaches such as 

social accounting. The discussion in 2.1 reminds us that environmental, social and now 

energy justice is dominated by Rawlsian liberalism, rather than Nozick’s libertarianism. This 

implies that energy justice scholars must continue to make the case for a fair re-distribution 

of burdens and benefits, and not just make the case for due process in decision-making. The 

Finnmark controversy in the first results section underlines the extent to which indigenous 

peoples are subject to distributional injustices – from a due process perspective of course, 

but also a proximity one as an energy infrastructure that benefits all, and burdens only 

some. 

The distributional angle of emerging injustices in energy infrastructural development 

are inflated further through the growth in shipping. The burden of risk is disproportionally 

borne by local communities. In this case, proximity to home is less important than the 

immediacy of “local ecosystems” and “livelihoods” (interview 16). In support of Scholsberg 

(2013), injustices in the Arctic are multiple in origin and scope. In contrast to Sidortsov and 

Sovacool (2015), our results suggest that we must also look deeper into who we mean to be 



‘local communities’. Here, we invoke the contributions of Nancy Fraser (2014, 2008, 2003, 

1999) and consequently Walker and Day (2012) to conceptualizations of environmental and 

climate justice through the introduction of recognition forms of justice. Our interviewee 

(15) reminds us of the “under-recognised importance of non-indigenous people”. As the 

interviewee continues, they too suffer the same vulnerabilities of indigenous peoples, 

“often without the same level of political representation”. 

 

9. Conclusion 

A justice-centred approach to energy developments in the Arctic brings a more expanded 

conceptual viewpoint on the injustices suffered, and possible justice solutions. As Sidortsov 

and Sovacool (2015: 306) put it, “(e)nergy justice analysis helps ensure that Arctic energy 

development puts people and their homes first”. It challenges social science scholars in the 

Arctic to move beyond the stakeholder – or stakeholder engagement – argument. Not being 

involved in a decision that affects an individual’s life in the Arctic is an injustice worthy of 

exploration. It should, however, be accompanied with a recognition that others may be in 

greater need, either in terms of proximity or level of vulnerability. Energy justice aims to 

provide all individuals, across all areas, with safe, affordable and sustainable energy – but it 

must also be wary that injustice, like poverty, is actually relative, not absolute. The 

challenge for energy justice scholars in and outside Arctic research is to find ways in the 

future to square that circle. 
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Appendix A. Affiliation of interviewed experts with institutions 

- Arctic Economic Council  

- Association of Souteast Asian Nations  



- Canadian Northern Economic Development Agency 

- DNB Bank  

- Energy company A  

- Energy company B  

- Energy company C  

- Finmark Kraft AS  

- International Maritime Organization  

- Polar Research Institute of China  

- Sami Parliament  

- Sustainable Development Working Group  

- University of Lapland  

- WWF  

 


