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The United States, Russia and other Arctic nations signed an agreement deal on Thursday
to bar their fishing fleets from fast-thawing seas around the North Pole, an agreement
delayed more than a year by tensions over Ukraine.

The accord, also signed in Oslo by the ambassadors of Canada, Norway and Denmark, is
a response to global warming, which is melting sea ice in the central Arctic Ocean, an area
the size of the Mediterranean.

The central Arctic probably has no commercial fish stocks now, experts say, but melting sea
ice may draw fish such as cod farther north. Forty percent of the area was briefly open water
when summer sea ice shrank to a record low in 2012.

The deal "will prevent a problem from arising ahead of time," David Balton, U.S. deputy
assistant secretary of state for oceans and fisheries, told Reuters. "Very little is known about
this area of the ocean."

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/the-moscow-times


"Climate change is affecting the migration patterns of fish stocks," Norwegian Foreign
Minister Boerge Brende said in a statement. He said Arctic states had a responsibility
to protect the international waters, starting 200 nautical miles (370 kms) from their coasts.

Thursday's accord was negotiated in outline in Greenland in February 2014, to be signed
in June 2014. But Russian

President Vladimir Putin annexed Ukraine's Crimea region in March 2014, and in protest, both
the United States and Canada boycotted one meeting of the Arctic Council last year in Moscow.

That protest "was the exception to the rule" of cooperation in the Arctic, Balton said. Many
other Arctic activities have remained on track with Russia, such as exercises linked to search
and rescue and oil spills.

The Arctic states also want other major fishing nations — such as China, Vietnam, South
Korea and all European Union states — to agree not to venture into the central Arctic Ocean.

"It's a new ocean emerging," said Scott Highleyman, director of international Arctic affairs
at the Pew Charitable Trusts environmental group. "It's hugely encouraging — it's hard to get
governments' attention for problems that haven't occurred yet."

Thursday's agreement also called for more research into the Arctic marine resources.

The first fish likely to thrive are Arctic cod, also known as polar cod, which have a natural
anti-freeze in their blood, said Alf Haakon Hoen, research director at the Norwegian Institute
for Marine Research.

But authorities should be wary of allowing trawlers into the area, because of the threat
to other species, such as polar bears, whales, seals and seabirds, he said.

The Arctic thaw is also opening the region to more oil and gas exploration and shipping.
The United States, the current chair of the eight-nation Arctic Council that includes Russia,
plans to host an oil spill exercise in 2016. 
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