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S
ince back when the city was a staging 
area on the way to the Yukon gold rush, 
Edmonton has seen itself as the gate-
way to the North. The vision continued 

as Alberta became a pivotal player in resource 
development in northern Alberta and the terri-
tories. Now, a new chapter is underway in the 
province’s relationship with Canada’s North.

Edmonton and the University of Alberta are at 
the forefront of study of the physical and social 
issues facing the Arctic in this country. The 
Canadian Circumpolar Institute is at the U of A, 
and the University is known for the strength of 
its Arctic research. As such, it’s only fitting that 
the U of A is where to find this country’s head-
quarters for International Polar Year.

Beginning 1 March and running until March 
2009, IPY is a group effort between governments, 
funding agencies and researchers around the 
world, aimed at exploring all facets of research 
in the Arctic and Antarctic. It’s a global research 
event that will create opportunities for interdis-
ciplinary co-operation among researchers from 
over 60 countries, spanning two years to let sci-
entists extensively study the annual cycles.

In addition to being a chance for polar 
researchers to connect with each other, IPY will 
be a celebration of the importance of the Arctic 
and Antarctic. It hopes to raise global awareness 
of polar issues and leave a legacy of information 
and funding for future polar scientists.

This Polar Year will explore both the envi-
ronmental and social issues facing the Poles, 
and work to educate ordinary people about the 
growing volumes of information.

“We’re interested in both the biological and 
human dimensions,” says Dr David Hik, Executive 
Director of the Canadian IPY Secretariat. “The 
two biggest issues facing the Arctic are climate 
change and the health and wellness of northern 
communities.”

IPY is concerned with both the Arctic and the 
Antarctic, but Canadian involvement, under-
standably, is mostly aimed at what’s happening 
in the North. Climate change is the issue on 
everyone’s mind, because an increase in average 

temperatures will have its biggest impact in the 
Arctic ecosystem.

“If you’re in Brazil and the temperature goes 
from 30 to 34C, there’ll be some effect, but it’s 
still hot. In the Antarctic, it might go from -20 to 
-15C, but things are still frozen,” says Hik. “In the 
Arctic, the temperature is moving across zero.

“That means huge changes. It means frozen 
ground turning to mud, and snow and ice turn-
ing to water. It’s a fundamental phase shift that’s 
happening in the Arctic faster than anywhere 
else.”

He explains that this sort of change could have 
huge ramifications for the Canadian territories.

“When it comes to melting permafrost, the 
potential for carbon to be released into the atmo-
sphere is very high,” says Hik. “Here in Alberta, 
a lot of the late summer flow that comes into the 
Bow or North Saskatchewan rivers is from gla-
ciers, and they are disappearing at a very rapid 
rate at the same time that the demand on water 
resources is increasing exponentially.”

But the rest of the world will feel the effects 
of changes in Arctic climate as well. Rising 
sea levels, for instance, pose a large potential 
danger to coastal communities. Hik explains that 
Malaysia, which lies a few degrees north of the 
equator, was the first country to pledge funding 
for IPY.

“It was Malaysia, because they know that the 
stakes for them are very high. Low-lying areas of 
the world are very aware of the ramifications of 
climate change,” he says.

Hik emphasizes how important it is that atten-
tion be focused on the poles.

“We can maybe slow things down in the next 
century, but we had better learn to adapt to these 
warmer conditions very, very soon,” he warns.

Liam Colgan agrees. He is a U of A Master’s 
student in glaciology, and has taken several trips 
to the Devon ice cap in Nunavut for his thesis.

“It’s nice to focus on northern research,” he 
says. “There’s a lot of evidence that the North is a 
bellwether for climate change. There are a lot of 
atmospheric and land-surface reflection proper-
ties that make the North sort of a heat sink where 
it collects through greenhouse gases that prefer-
entially collect at the poles, for instance.”

“We have managed to get away with ignoring 
the Arctic for a very long time, and I think this 
warming will focus attention on the region,” 
Hik adds. “It will take us some time to catch up 
our understanding of those systems, and then 
develop adaptation strategies.”

Hik believes that with effort and dedication, 
communities in the North will be able to take 
advantage of research to change the way they’re 
using resources.

“One quarter of the budget of Nunavut is spent 
on diesel fuel. Imagine if a quarter of Alberta’s 
budget were spent on just heating and electric-
ity,” he says. “But technologies exist to reduce the 
dependence on fossil fuels. There’s absolutely no 
reason it has to be that way.”

“This is a tremendous opportunity that we 
have,” Hik goes on, referring to the polar year. 
“Maybe shining a light on the issues will help us 
think about solutions. Then it becomes easier to 
find employment, education and deal with the 
social issues in the North.”

The huge social issues that exist in the North 
are one of the big differences between the Poles. 
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Physical and social scientists the world over are interested 
in studying the poles, and IPY is a valuable opportunity 
for them to collaborate and focus their research. IPY 
initiatives have also opened up sources of funding, which is  

always a struggle.


