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Abstract

Since 1993, the Sami have been the only recognized Indigenous people within the
European Union. However, their official engagement with European politics has been
limited. This has recently begun to change, as the EU’s ongoing Arctic pivot has drawn
Sami political actors to Brussels. Using the English School approach, this case study
traces the evolution of Sami-EU relations from the early 1990s to the present to
explore and analysis the mechanisms of engagement the Sami have used to gain
access to high-level European decision-making and what the EU itself should hope to
gain through stronger ties with this Indigenous people. The analysis of these events
reveals a growing political relationship between the Sami and the EU. However,
shifting political conditions and the absence of a formal European-level framework
for Indigenous Peoples’ Rights, constrain the potential for more equitable relations
both within the European sphere and Arctic.
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1 Introduction

During the first half of the 2020s, the European Green Deal was a marquee
project of the European Union that was billed as the keystone of the Union’s
green future! However, the geopolitical and societal climate has since
changed: transformative climate policies have been deprioritised by a
grinding climate of political deadlock, the ongoing war in Ukraine, and a
general sense of climate pessimism that has become embedded in govern-
mental policy both within Europe and elsewhere. These issues have fore-
grounded questions of energy supply, security, and access to critical raw
materials, while green commitments have been sidelined to a degree. Clear
examples of this phenomenon include the implementation of the Critical Raw
Materials Act in 2023 and, more recently, the call for a new Arctic strategy by
the European Parliament.? Europe’s positions and priorities are thus shifting.

These changes are increasingly raising questions about the protection of
minority rights afforded by the green transition. For the Sami of Fenno-
Scandia in particular, the EU’s green priorities have prompted increased in-
trusion into areas affecting their own rights, often for the worse.? Recognition of
the rights afforded to such a people has been slow in coming and is primarily
bounded within the EU’s Arctic portfolio.* However, the EU Green Deal has
expanded the relationship between the EU and the Sami, primarily through
increased engagement by Sami political actors. This relationship may be further
deepened if the EU seeks to renew its efforts to join the Arctic Council.?

In this context, this article summarises and analyses the history of Sdmi-EU
relations since 1993 in order to assess how Indigenous Peoples can use norms
to gain access to (and potentially influence over) state-like institutions such as
the European Union. Beyond its descriptive value, this approach is relatively
novel because Indigenous international outreach is often framed in terms of

European Commission 2019; Siddi 2020.

European Parliament and Council of the European Union 2024; Bédos Ulvin 2025.
Saami Council 2025.

Laframboise 2023.

Bédos Ulvin 2025,
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UNDER NEGOTIATION 3

state-to-people relations.® The EU is decidedly not a state but a state-like
entity that often defies classification while claiming a ‘sui generis’ status. As
such, there are important insights to be gleaned by studying its relationship
with the Sami people and the strategies that Indigenous actors have adopted
to get their voices heard.

More broadly, research on the relationship between the Sami and the Eu-
ropean Union remains relatively sparse. Two notable articles published at the
turn of the millennium explored the lived experiences of the Sami during the
Nordic secession referenda and the implications of EU accession for the Sami.”
Additionally, more recent publications in less formal settings have examined
the political state of play as it relates to Sami interests.® The 2024 dissertation of
Jacqueline Wingens (née Gotze) is perhaps the most recent major contribution
exploring the relationship between the Sami and the EU, but more work in this
area is needed.® As such, an article length examination of the dynamics of Sami-
EU relations is both timely and relevant to current debates within the EU, in the
international community, and among Indigenous peoples.

This paper begins by describing the initiation of the formal relationship
between the Sami and the EU. It then introduces the article’s theoretical
foundation, which is based on the ideas of the International Relations English
School, and particularly the World Society as explored by Ian Clark.l° This is
followed by a methodological discussion explaining the approach used to
conduct a document-supported case study exploring the European Union’s
Arctic pivot, the European Green Deal, and the Sami response. Through this
case study, we explore what the normative environment of the Arctic has given
the Sami as Indigenous actors, the leverage it has granted them, and how
changing political events could narrow their scope of engagement as the region
once more becomes increasingly aligned with traditional power politics.

2 Background

2.1 The Entrance of the Sami into the EU and the Early Relationship
In 1995, Finland, Sweden, and Austria officially became full members of the
European Union (EU), marking a significant moment in the Union’s

Beier 2009.

Toivanen 2001; Broderstad 2002.

Keskitalo Nyste and G6tze 2023; Laframboise 2023, 2022.
Gotze 2024.

10 Clark 2007.

© O~ O

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL ON MINORITY AND GROUP RIGHTS (2026) 1-30



4 LAFRAMBOISE ET AL.

expansion.!! The EU accession referenda in Sweden and Finland coincided
with a pivotal moment in the political history of the Sami people in these
countries:1? after decades of activism, protest and political action by Sadmi
actors and their allies, both countries had been pressured to establish rep-
resentative institutions tasked with voicing Sami concerns. This led to the
creation of SAmi parliaments (Sdmediggi in Northern Sami) in Finland,
Norway, and Sweden.!® Though significant, these institutions were still rela-
tively new in the 1990s. As such, much of the Sami’s international engagement
was led by the Saami Council—a civil society that was established in the 1950s
and had represented Sami interests globally since the mid-1970s.14

There is little international documentation of Sami perspectives on the EU
during this period, and what research exists portrays a set of communities
united in misgivings.!> These misgivings often mirrored those of rural voters,
who saw the EU’s common market as a potential threat to their industries and
way of life.!6 Though not explicitly addressed in previous research, it is also
possible that after centuries of political influence by outside powers and
settlers, the idea of being a minority underneath a supranational bloc held
little appeal. Nevertheless, the Sami in Sweden and Finland were brought into
the Union, separating them from their Norwegian peers.

This situation echoed the historical divisions that separated Sami across
national borders, which few wished to see repeated. To rectify this, the
Norwegian Sami delegation proposed a guarantee that was later supported by
their Swedish counterparts: protections for certain traditional practices
should be incorporated into the accession agreement with the European
Union.'” This led to the creation of what is now known as Protocol No 3, on
the Sami People, also known as the Sami protocol, which was included in the
accession agreements of Finland and Sweden. The two articles included in
this protocol granted the Sami “exclusive rights to reindeer husbandry within
traditional Sami areas”, and a basis for further rights protection requiring the
signatories “to take account of any further development of Sami rights linked
to their traditional means of livelihood” as needed.’® While the latter right has
not been tested since its introduction, the former has been used to secure

1 Breuss 2003; Granell 1995.

12 Lantto and Morkenstam 2008; Broderstad 2011.
13 Josefsen, Morkenstam and Saglie 2015.

14 Henriksen 1999.

15 Toivanen 2001.

16 Jungar 2002; Toivanen 2001, p. 315.

17 Broderstad 2002, p- 242; Toivanen 2001, p. 316.
18 EUR-Lex 1994.
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UNDER NEGOTIATION 5

certain protections and exceptions for reindeer herding, as discussed in detail
elsewhere.! Although Norway did not ultimately join the Union, the work of
the Sdmi Parliament in Norway led to the establishment of the first (and so far,
only) Sami-specific rights and the only ethnicity-based rights to be granted at
the European level.20

In the years following integration, Sami fears of the great EU ‘Monster’
proved to be overblown.?! Traditional cultural rights were not directly im-
pacted by EU membership, nor were their lands seen to be exploited more
vigorously than they had been previously by nation-states. Sami in Finland
and Sweden were free to cross the borders as they had previously, via both
Norway’s membership in the European Economic Area (EEA) and the rights
afforded by Protocol 3. One unexpected benefit of accession was a new source
of funding for cultural cross-border projects. In particular, the European
Regional Development Fund was quite influential in developing Sami pro-
grammes via the INTERREG programme.?? This meant that Sami organisa-
tions could look beyond national government funds to achieve their goals,
providing much-needed financial stability. Whether this translated into rec-
ognition on a European level, however, was less clear.

In these early years, the EU did not seem particularly concerned with its
newly integrated Indigenous People, instead focusing on promoting Indigenous
Peoples’ rights abroad.?3 The first official inclusion of Indigenous Peoples in the
agenda of an EU body came in 1997, during a European Council meeting in
Luxembourg.* The report of this meeting included an ‘[invitation for| the
Commission to present a policy paper on co-operation with and support for
indigenous peoples’.2> Based on this invitation, the Commission produced a
working document in the following year, titled On support for indigenous
peoples in the development co-operation of the Community and the Member
States.?6 The document has since become a central component of the EU’s
external Indigenous Peoples’ policy, serving as the foundation for all further
developments in the area.?” These early conversations provide no suggestion
that the EU acknowledged the presence of Indigenous Peoples within its

19 Albanesi 2019.

20 Broderstad 2000.

21 Toivanen 2001, p. 315.

22 Toivanen 2001, p. 318.

23 Scarpa 2014.

24 Scarpa 2014, p. 428.

25 European Council 1997.

26 Commission of the European Communities 1998.
27 Scarpa 2014.
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6 LAFRAMBOISE ET AL.

TABLE 1 Timeline of Early Sdmi-EU relations (1989—2006)

Timeline of Early
Sami-EU relations (1989—2006)

1989 Sami Parliament in Norway Established

1993 Finland, Sweden, Austria and later Norway begin
Accession Negotiations. Parties from Sdmi communities
in all three states included in negotiations through the
Saami Council and newly established Sami Parliaments
Sami Parliament in Sweden Established

1994 Accession approved via referendum in Austria, Finland
and Sweden, fails in Norway

1995 Finland, Sweden and Austria officially join the European
Union

1997 Following Meeting in Luxembourg, EU begins to

prioritise external Indigenous Peoples’ rights in
international trade agreements with partners from
Global South

1998 European Commission publishes working document
titled On support for indigenous peoples in the
development co-operation of the Community and the
Member States

2000 At meeting in Kiruna/Giron, Saami Council begins call
for the establishment of internal Indigenous Peoples’
rights regime within the European Union. This would
become a stated goal of the organisation moving forward

2002 EU working document on external Indigenous Peoples
rights revised. Saami Council cited as working in direct
collaboration with European Commission

2004 At meeting in Honningsvag Saami Council continues
called for internal EU Indigenous Peoples’ rights regime

borders. Instead, it was more common to talk in terms of minority rights.28 This
was an early indication of a normative blindness towards treating the Sami as

28 Ahrén, 2024.
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UNDER NEGOTIATION 7

an Indigenous People, foreshadowing a policy divergence that has become
increasingly relevant to Sami representatives over time (Tables 1-3).

3 Theoretical Framework

3.1 Indigenous International Relations and the English School

For much of its history as a field, International Relations (IR) has struggled to
meaningfully engage with Indigenous Peoples as political actors. At best, they
have been treated strictly as domestic actors; at worst they have been com-
pletely hidden from view.2® However, in recent years efforts have been made
to highlight the work and contributions of Indigenous Peoples.3? Theories of
Indigenous IR, spearheaded by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous re-
searchers, have attempted to close this gap by illustrating the relevance and
rights of Indigenous Peoples’ organisations and representatives globally. Peter
Keal and Mark Pearcey have argued extensively that the English School is
particularly useful for understanding the place of Indigenous Peoples within
IR.3! The English School of International Relations posits that societies are as
much a part of the foundation of global affairs as states.32 In turn, states must
be understood as part of a society of fellow travellers who have developed
codes of conduct that influence their actions in ways that would be impos-
sible without their influence.

At its core, the English School assumes a tripartite system of global en-
gagement that must be explained before proceeding.3® The first level of this
system is the so-called International System, which is the domain of high-
power political interactions between states that are often (but not always) in a
state of competition. The second level has been termed the International
Society, and is seen as the forum in which shared interests between states are
most apparent. This is the level at which norms are created, disseminated and
enforced, agreements are struck, and institutions are upheld. The third level is
the World Society and the level at which non-state actors including individ-
uals, non-state nations, and non-governmental organisations participate in
international affairs. This provides a unique perspective on the role of non-
states actors in international relations, allowing a potential challenge to the

29 Lightfoot 2016.

30 Broderstad 2011; Keal 2003; Pearcey 2016; Beier 2005.
31 Keal 2003; Pearcey 2016.

32 Bull 1977; Linklater 2005.

33 Buzan 2001, pp. 474-76.
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8 LAFRAMBOISE ET AL.

state as the dominant vehicle for the conduct of international relations. The
first two levels have traditionally been considered dominant within the En-
glish School, while World Society has often been seen as the realm those
actors that do not fit neatly within the state governance system.3* However,
this view may misrepresent the importance of non-state actors within the
international system. To explain this, we must understand how such actors
operate.

3.2 Norms, Legitimacy, and the World Society

To perceive the World Society, we must consider the importance of non-state
actors within the English School system.3> The World Society represents the
backrooms and domestic arenas in which non-state actors such as civil society
and non-governmental organisations provide legitimacy, a valuable currency
that states desire to maintain their power.36 A central dynamic embedded in
the very fabric of modern states is that they are inherently social entities that
act on behalf of a broadly defined populace. Their authority thus derives from
legitimacy that is based on and maintained by a mandate sustained by social
capital.37 Historically, legitimacy was granted through the social contract,
often through force or coercion. However, Clark has noted that over time,
many states have adopted a more indirect form of legitimacy cultivation that
is shaped by diverse social factors beyond government control.3® These in-
fluences are often directed by norms, which themselves are continually de-
bated, assessed, upheld and removed as the social milieu of political life
progresses. In the literature, norms are defined as the learned wants and social
codes that define state interests beyond the raw power consideration that are
typically considered in political calculations.3?

What the World Society offers, then, is an extrapolation of this dance to
international politics; it enables interaction between the social and interna-
tional worlds that allows the World Society to gain influence over normative
development in exchange for legitimizing state action.*® In turn, if a norm
becomes spread throughout the wider International Society through a
changing social milieu, what is considered legitimate can change the state’s

34 Buzan 2004, p. 44; Pearcey 2016, pp. 34-35.
35 Clark 2007.

36 Clark 2007, pp. 13-14.

37 Clark 2007, p. 18.

38 Clark 2007, pp. 20-21.

39 Clark 2007, 176; Finnemore 1996.

40 Clark 2007, p. 34.
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UNDER NEGOTIATION 9

capacity to manoeuvre within the now-changed environment.#! A canny state
will thus change its policies to better align with new desires, especially if it is
facing changing ideas of what is considered appropriate. Should states con-
tinue using norms that the World Society has rejected, their legitimacy may be
diminished, threatening state power. Clark illustrates this point by referring to
the growth of the slavery abolition movement in the early 1800s, which he
argues was ultimately enforced on a macro-political level through this dy-
namic of normative establishment and legitimacy costs that arose from non-
state actors’ demands for such actions.#? From this perspective, the World
Society serves as a counterweight to the will of states alone by acting as a vital
source of legitimacy formation and norm generation, one that states them-
selves have increasingly come to value. The World Society can thus be un-
derstood as both a normative arena where legitimacy is negotiated and a set
of actors who shape norms.

4 Methodological Framework

To explore how Sami-EU relations have evolved, both empirically and the-
oretically, this study adopts a case study approach using qualitative content
analysis.*® Due to the scarcity of previous research on Sami-EU relations, we
applied a conventional form of content analysis.#* Specifically, we gathered
textual documents using keyword searches and a snowballing approach.
These documents were then assembled into a case timeline. From there, we
used the English School approach outlined in the previous section to de-
ductively analyse the normative and legitimacy-seeking dynamics that we
could perceive arising from the case. Based on this assessment we argue that
this case represents an example of how normative structures can guide state-
like action and, in turn, offer potential avenues for non-state Indigenous
actors to advance their aims.

The primary documents used in our analysis represent a variety of sources
from the two major actors under consideration. Central to the developments
we see as key to this case are the two most recent Arctic communications
from the EU, released in 2016 and 2021, various sources relating to the Arctic
and Indigenous peoples from the European Commission, and the Saami

41 Clark 2007, p. 33.

42 Clark 2007, pp. 37-60.

43 Hsieh and Shannon 2005.

44 Hsieh and Shannon 2005, pp. 1279-81.
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10 LAFRAMBOISE ET AL.

Council’s own Arctic strategies and policy papers.*> Our analysis of these
documents was scaffolded by a collection of secondary documents including
academic articles and news articles that collectively represent a cross-section
of the literature on EU-Arctic relations generally and Sami-EU Arctic relations
more specifically. The attached appendix provides a full list of sources. The
preliminary data gathering process also included informal information-
gathering sessions with Sami actors who had participated in EU Arctic events
including the EU-Arctic Forum, Indigenous Peoples’ Dialogue, EU-Sami Week
2022, EU-Arctic Youth exchanges, and the Summit of Barents Euro-Arctic
Indigenous Sami People in 2023. Based on our readings, we developed a
timeline that reveals a period of development punctuated by two key events:
the EU’s Arctic pivot, which began in 2007 and was bookended by the 2016
Arctic policy and the EU Green Deal (published in 2019), and the period since.
On this basis we have constructed a case that is split into two halves, with the
2016 Arctic policy serving as the dividing line. This was done to break the
timeline down into manageable sections allowing us to focus in on each actor
in turn, with the first section focusing on the EU and the second on Sami
organisations.

Returning briefly to the previously discussed English School perspective,
Clark argues that ‘... world society is at once an analytical construct, in that it
scarcely exists in any pure or integrated form. However...world society gen-
erates a traceable history’.#6 Based on this assertion, we have adapted the
approach that he uses in his own work to guide our analysis, which we will
briefly elaborate upon. First, we establish the existence of a norm within the
discourse surrounding a particular policy decision or approach. Second, we
identify one or more states or state-like entities that wish to be seen as
legitimate in a given area, which we refer to as a legitimacy-seeking actor. We
then identify World Society actors or pressures, either internal or external,
that could introduce a norm and confer legitimacy upon its adoption. This
group, people(s), or body, is referred to as the legitimacy-granting actor. The
key is to show that adopting the norm offers tangible benefits to the state or
state-like entity through international normative consensus, internal societal
pressure, or both. Once these conditions are established, we observe the
process over time. To further assess the norm’s influence, we contrast the
state’s behaviour with others. If the norm exists robustly, we should observe
sustained external pressure to adopt it or adapt to it, with the cooperation of a
world society actor being seen as helpful in this process. Conversely, if the

45 European Commission 2016a, 2021b; Saami Council 2022, 2020.
46 Clark 2007, p. 36.
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UNDER NEGOTIATION 11

norm is not adopted and no significant pressure is exerted, one can infer
either that there is no world society actor that is perceived to grant legitimacy,
or that any such actors that may exist are ineffectual. To quote Clark directly,
‘We are able to discern evidence for world society in the ‘value added’ to
international society’s legitimacy formations.*” In the context of this article,
the norm under investigation is Indigenous peoples’ inclusion in decision-
making, the legitimacy-seeking state-like entity is the European Union, and
the World Society actor is the Sami people, represented principally, but not
only, by the Saami Council. As we show, there is clear and varied evidence for
this mechanism.

5 Case Part 1: The European Union’s Early Arctic Pivot — 2007—-2016

5.1 The European Union and the Marginal Arctic
At the start of the 2000s, the initially limited contact between the European
Union and the Sami people began expanding.*® The most direct evidence of
this expansion is in the 2002 follow-up to the 1998 working paper on Indig-
enous Peoples’ rights, which directly credits the Saami Council as a collabo-
rative partner in shaping the EU’s external policy.*® For their part, the Saami
Council seemed to consider the EU important but a lesser priority than
maintaining its place in United Nations politics.5? Thus, this marginal contact
would have remained as it was without the wider shift in Arctic politics that
began in 2007.5!

During that year, Russia made overt claims to the Arctic Ocean by planting
a titanium facsimile of its flag at the bottom of the northernmost ocean.52 This
began a period of rampant speculation and worry across the northernmost
states as to what this would mean for the state of Arctic relations, as this flag
represented a symbolic escalation of Russian claims in the region. For its part,
the European Union through the European Commission and the office of the
High Representative drafted a joint paper on Climate Change and interna-
tional security, highlighting the need for a joint Arctic policy.>® When for-
mulating this policy, the EU’s primary objective was to establish (i) a presence

47 Clark 2007, p. 24.

48 Broderstad 2002; Gotze 2024.

49 Broderstad 2002, p. 244.

50 Saami Council 2000, 2004.

51 Broderstad 2002; Hossain 2015,
52 Raspotnik and Stepien 2020.

53 Riddervold and Cross 2019, p. 51
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12 LAFRAMBOISE ET AL.

in the region through diplomatic avenues and (ii) themselves as legitimate
actors in the region. At the time, the most straightforward approach to
achieving this legitimacy for non-Arctic entities was by seeking access to the
Arctic Council >

Established under the Ottawa Declaration in 1996, the Arctic Council has
been regarded as the leading intergovernmental forum for discussions on
Arctic governance, uniting key stakeholders in decision-making.55 Its core
membership comprises the eight Arctic states and six Arctic Indigenous
Peoples’ organizations as permanent participants, including the Saami
Council and the Inuit Circumpolar Council.>¢ Over time, the Arctic Council
has also attracted interest from non-Arctic nations, which began attending as
permanent observers - a formal role granted solely by the unanimous
agreement of the Arctic member states.5” As such, normative adherence, or at
least the appearance of such, was crucial. For the European Union, this
seemed like an ideal platform. However, from the onset the EU failed to
anticipate the effect of its own normative ignorance on its goals, owing to a
long-coming unforced error related to seal furs.

5.2 The Seal Ban Fallout
In 2008, the European Union reached a low point in its relationship with the
Inuit, an Indigenous People of Northern Canada, Alaska, and Greenland. The
roots of this conflict trace back to the 1980s, when sustained lobbying efforts
from environmentalists targeted the commercial trade in seal products.58
After nearly twenty-five years of activism against what were perceived as cruel
practices—particularly the hunting of seal pups—the European Union
implemented a sweeping ban on seal imports. This series of regulations,
collectively known as the EU Seal Regime, effectively prohibited the trade of
all seal products within the Union.5°

Recognising the practical, cultural and economic significance of seal
hunting for the Inuit, the EU included an exemption for products derived
from Indigenous sources. However, this provision was inconsistently applied,
which effectively collapsed the European fur market, devastating Inuit

54 Liu, Kirk, and Henriksen 2017.

55 Nord 2016.

56 Gamble and Shadian 2017.

57 Hitchins 2019.

58 Scarpa 2014; Hossain 2013.

59 European Parliament 2015; Hossain 2013; Sellheim 2013.
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UNDER NEGOTIATION 13

TABLE 2

Timeline of the Early stages of the European Union Arctic Pivot

Timeline of the Early Stages of
EU Arctic Pivot (2007-2016)

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2013

2014

2016

Russia plants national flag on bottom of Arctic Ocean as
a symbolic gesture of ownership

European Union officially adopts the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP)

European Commission and High Representative of the
European Union present paper calling for a joint Arctic
policy. European Union begins to investigate joining
Arctic Council as anobserver state

Following years of debates European Union effectively
bans seal products coming into common market. Inuit
cash economy collapses.

As a direct result EU is barred becoming Arctic Council
observer state

First European Union Arctic Dialog begins on an ad hoc
basis. Possibility of Indigenous Peoples’ inclusion raised
for first time

European Parliament passes resolution calling for the
development of a joint Arctic policy

EU Arctic Forum expands to officially include Indigenous
Peoples’ representatives for the first time.

Ukraine Euromaidan crisis erupts, Russia invades
Crimea.

EU publishes joint Arctic policy titled An integrated
European Union policy for the Arctic

EU concurrently publishes joint Staff Working
Document — Implementing EU External Policy on
Indigenous Peoples

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL ON MINORITY AND GROUP RIGHTS (2026) 1-30



14 LAFRAMBOISE ET AL.

livelihoods.6® The European Commission later acknowledged this error, but
the damage was done.®! As noted in a comprehensive analysis by Federica
Scarpa, ‘[...] despite the embracement of the ‘Inuit exception,’ the EU was
blamed, inter alia, for having failed to weigh the interests of the Inuit Com-
munity in surviving in the Arctic against the moral convictions of some
citizens in the Union’.62 This failure to understand the dynamics of Arctic
political life, and the importance of seeming to care about Indigenous in-
terests, would have long-term diplomatic consequences.53

Thus, despite its ambitions to secure a more significant role in Arctic
governance, the EU faced an early loss of legitimacy in the region as its actions
signalled a critical lack of normative adherence that was difficult to overlook.
In 2009, the same year the ban took full effect, the EU’s application for
observer status in the Arctic Council was deferred by Canada.6* The rejection
was not a one-time setback but marked the beginning of a pattern: the EU’s
bid was again postponed in 2013 and has continued to be sidelined in sub-
sequent years. Arctic Council presidencies have repeatedly declined to grant
the EU official recognition, signalling a lack of confidence in its commitment
to the region among Council members. As time passed, other barriers to the
EU’s inclusion arose, including Russia acting in response to sanctions imposed
by the EU. However, this early failure made it clear that if the EU wished to be
seen as a legitimate Arctic actor, it would need to establish itself through
independent initiatives rather than relying on the ‘official’ Arctic Council
recognition. It thus turned to other actors to serve its legitimacy-seeking aims.

5.3 The Uneven Pivot North

In 2010, the Saami Council and the Inuit Circumpolar Council, among other
Arctic actors, were invited to participate in discussions on EU’s Arctic
affairs.5% These meetings were part of a broader series of initiatives relating to
the EU’s northern engagement and signalled the Union’s desire to be seen as a
legitimate Arctic actor, regardless of its exclusion from the Arctic Council. To
show good will, the Union gave northern actors a platform to be heard and,

60 Sellheim 2015.

61 European Commission 2020.

62 Scarpa 2014, p. 430.

63 Hossain 2015; Koivurova et al. 2012.

64 Scarpa 2014, p. 431; Hossain 2015, p. go.
65 Liu, Kirk, and Henriksen 2017.
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perhaps in time, shape the EU’s own policies.56 In return, these meetings
would help restore its image in the region through dialogue.

Initially, these discussions were conducted informally and on an ad hoc
basis, making it difficult to determine the depth of participation or the precise
nature of the dialogue beyond that these meetings occurred and would be
built upon. Over time, these meetings became more structured and gradually
evolved into a more formalized framework for Arctic engagement. Initially
known as the Arctic Stakeholders Forum, the initiative expanded in scope and
was eventually rebranded as the EU Arctic Forum and Indigenous Peoples’
Dialogue.®” By institutionalising its dialog with Arctic stakeholders, the EU
sought to regain the legitimacy it had lost through its earlier missteps. This
also provided an opportunity for non-state actors, particularly Indigenous
peoples, to make use of this desire to become more directly involved with EU
decision-making. This apparently virtuous cycle aligns with Clark’s model of
norm-driven behaviour and created a foothold for further development. After
this good start, broader geopolitical shifts further modified the EU’s Arctic
approach.

Following the deterioration of relations with Russia in 2014, the European
Council emphasized the need for a more cohesive approach to the Arctic.58 In
response, the European Union published a new Arctic policy text in early
2016: An Integrated European Union Policy for the Arctic.5® Key policy objec-
tives included addressing climate change, promoting sustainable develop-
ment, and fostering international cooperation—broad goals that aligned with
the EU’s global environmental and diplomatic agenda, and indicated a
commitment to alignment with the region’s stated norms.”® However, even at
the time of its publication, some academics noted that the Arctic Policy fell
short in terms of Indigenous participation.” Beyond a stated commitment to
include them in future discussions through the Stakeholders Forum, Indige-
nous peoples had little direct engagement in the document.”? While the
acknowledgement of Indigenous voices signalled at least a basic under-
standing of the region’s normative dynamics, it fell short of fully integrating

66 European Commission 2008.

67 DG MARE 2017.

68 Riddervold and Cross 2019, p. 54.

69 Stepien and Raspotnik 2016; European Commission 2016a.

70 European Commission 2016a.

71 Conde Pérez and Yaneva 2016; Stepien and Raspotnik 2016; Hossain 2015.
72 European Commission 2016, p. 25; Stepien and Raspotnik 2016, p. 13.
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the lessons needed to show full commitment to the requirements of Arctic
engagement.

Also absent was any direct mention of the Sami people as Indigenous
People within the European Union or the EEA. This omission was particularly
striking given the Sami’s active participation in previous consultations and
Stakeholder Forums. Instead, they were briefly acknowledged as existing
within the territory of the European Union, alongside the Greenlandic Inuit
and left at that. This lack of consideration for the Sami people and their rights
within their mainland borders was reinforced by a similar shortcoming in a
separate EU document titled the joint Staff Working Document — Implementing
EU External Policy on Indigenous Peoples.”™ This document, published later
that year, was a continuation of the previously mentioned Working Document
discussed in the background section and focused on Indigenous Peoples’
rights in external partnerships.”* Despite the Sami’s contributions to earlier
working documents, they were as absent here as in the Arctic policy. Though
the policy was a modest success, the failure to consider Indigenous interests
was a glaring omission given the EU’s past missteps in region. In concrete
terms, it highlighted the work still needing to be done for the EU be seen as a
legitimate actor rather than a simply an opportunistic outsider.

5.4 Part 1 Analysis: Normative Ignorance, Political Costs

At the heart of the European Union'’s early Arctic ambitions—and perhaps its
most critical mistake—Ilay the assumption that the region’s political dynamics
are similar to those of other global arenas. While it is true that the region has
many similarities to other political arenas, the political calculus of the Arctic
in this period was different and presented an alternative normative frame-
work than those to which the EU was accustomed. Key to this was a norm of
including Indigenous Peoples that is (and was) relatively unique. This norm
had existed since the inception of the Arctic Council, when Permanent Par-
ticipants (i.e., Indigenous Peoples’ organizations) were given a seat at the
same table as the Arctic states.”> Although their positions were limited in
many ways, they were not mere formalities: the Council was an important
institution within the region’s political fabric that was sanctioned by the
Arctic Council member states. Normative blindness to this status had sig-
nificant consequences for new entrants because it made Indigenous actors
potential gatekeepers to Arctic Council legitimacy. The EU’s inability to grasp

73 European Commission 2016b.
74 European Commission 2016b; Commission of the European Communities 1998.
75 Chater 2019; Gamble and Shadian 2017.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL ON MINORITY AND GROUP RIGHTS (2026) 1-30



UNDER NEGOTIATION 17

the unspoken rules of the game in the Arctic brought its lack of apparent
legitimacy into focus and made it a black mark. This norm, and the role of
Indigenous Peoples, brought salience to the EU’s 2007 ban on seal products,
which was seen as a direct attack on Indigenous livelihoods and thus con-
tributed significantly to the rejection of the EU’s bid for observer status on the
Arctic Council.”® This in turn made it easier for other state actors such as
Russia to continue barring it from the Arctic Council. This lack of credible
legitimacy became a key factor in the EU’s response.

Instead of continuing to pursue observer status, the EU pivoted to devel-
oping its own bespoke approach to Arctic influence via ad hoc stakeholder
meetings. In contrast to their first attempt, Indigenous voices were included
from the start when this process began in 2010.77 The extent to which en-
gagement by Indigenous actors contributed to this change is unclear, but
nevertheless their early inclusion signalled recognition of the norm that ac-
counting for Indigenous interests was a norm in the Arctic and necessary to
secure legitimacy in the region. This small but significant decision highlights
the dynamic of normative enforcement described in Clark’s model, although
its material impact seemed relatively minor.

At this stage it should be noted that the Sdmi were not particularly singled
out for inclusion. Given the existing ties of Sdmi organisations such as the
Saami Council to bodies such as the European Commission, this would have
been a relatively direct way of repairing the EU’s reputation by acknowledging
its responsibilities to its own Indigenous people. Instead, Sdmi actors were
involved alongside other Indigenous actors such as the Inuit of Canada and
representatives from Greenland, reflecting a continued lack of understanding
that hampered the EU’s legitimacy-seeking efforts. This is reflected in the
responses to the 2016 Arctic Policy, which achieved no meaningful gains
despite being acknowledged as a good first step.”® This aligns with Clark’s
model: without a strong show of normative adherence, it was unlikely that the
EU would be welcomed back to the region. This situation did however give
Indigenous actors an opportunity to persuade the EU to recognize and ad-
dress its normative blindness. Apparently recognizing the potential for In-
digenous actors to provide a normative boon for the EU’s reputation, there
was a distinct shift in the approach of Sami organisations shortly after 2016
that was amplified by wider policy shifts outside the region.

76 Hossain 2013.
77 Liu, Kirk and Henriksen 2017.
78 Stepien and Raspotnik 2016.
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6 Part 2: The European Green Deal and Current Saimi-EU
Relations (2019—2024)

6.1 The EU Green Deal and the Sami-EU Pivot

In 2019, the EU Commission published the European Green Deal, which was
to herald a new direction for the Union. As discussed briefly in the intro-
duction, this set of policies was designed to radically reshape the EU’s
economy and make Europe the first climate-neutral continent by 2050.” To
this end, the EU would work to decarbonise its economy, decouple its growth
from non-renewal resource extraction, and build a reliable and sustainable
energy grid based on renewable energy. Another stated goal of these policies
was to uphold a just transition agenda and build a Green Europe without
leaving any member behind during this decarbonisation process. The Green
Deal set in motion a series of policies designed to achieve these goals, in-
cluding the EU’s Forestry Strategy, the Climate Pact and, perhaps most no-
tably for Sami-EU relations, the Critical Raw Materials Act.8% As part of this
shift towards a planned green future, the EU’s Arctic policy, which was pre-
viously somewhat rudderless, gained a renewed focus.

From the start, Smi representatives expressed concern over the new
policies’ lack of safeguards for Indigenous Peoples’ rights and livelihoods.8!
The Saami Council had recognized a need for more direct and sustained
engagement with the European Union for some time, prompting it to es-
tablish a dedicated unit focusing on EU affairs in 2018.82 This unit’s goal was to
strengthen a relationship that had previously been peripheral, potentially
help mitigate the worst potential impacts of new policies on Sami interests,
and perhaps most importantly, advance the protection of Indigenous Peoples’
rights at the European level. The latter point was particularly relevant, as
internal rights protections in the EU had lagged behind those afforded to
external partners.83

6.2 The 2021 EU Arctic Strateqy

In 2021, the EU released its most recent joint communication focused on the
northernmost Arctic regions. Titled A Stronger EU engagement for a peaceful,
sustainable, and prosperous Arctic, this document was a much more confident

79 European Commission 2019.

80 European Parliament and Council of the European Union 2024; G6tze 2024.
81 Saami Council 2020; Laframboise 2022.

82 Saami Council 2023.

83 Laframboise 2023.
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TABLE 3 Timeline of EU Arctic Pivot Post Implementation of Green Deal (2019—2024)

Timeline of EU Arctic Pivot Post
EU Green Deal (2019-2024)

2019 European Green Deal is introduced
Saami Council founds EU Unit

2020 Several key European Green Deal policy initiatives
brought online including the 2030 Climate Target Plan,
the European Climate Pact, and several others
Saami Council publishes The Sami Arctic Strategy

2021 EU publishes revised joint Arctic policy titled A stronger
EU engagement for a peaceful, sustainable, and
prosperous Arctic

2022 Russia launches widescale invasion of Ukraine. Arctic
Council activities suspended as a result
Saami Council hosts EU-Sami week in Brussels, first such
outreach event to date
Saami Council publishes Sdpmi-EU Strategy

2023 EU introduces Critical Raw Materials Act

second step.8* Unlike the previous policy, the 2021 document clearly stated
that the EU saw itself as a geopolitical actor that would be fully engaged with
the goings-on in the region and intended to ensure that its interests would be
taken seriously. This was emphasised by a shuffling of priorities in which
cooperation was foregrounded through the lens of (traditional) security, while
the environment and sustainable development took second and third billing,
respectively.8> After Russia’s destabilisation of Eastern Ukraine and unlawful
annexation of Crimea, this period was characterized by heightened unease
across the continent, further stoked by the then-ongoing pandemic.

This newfound geopolitical focus was as much an extension of the Euro-
pean Green Deal as a renewal of the earlier 2016 policy. Perhaps the most
notable example of this is the call to leave oil, coal, and gas in the ground, with
the potential of placing full moratoriums on oil exploration in the Arctic.

84 European Commission 2021b.
85 Schunz, De Botselier and Lopez Piqueres 2021.
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Unsurprisingly, this has been quite controversial in some circles, particularly
in Norway. This goal of reducing hydrocarbon production in the north stands
in stark contrast to a clear desire to increase the development of the region’s
other natural resources, particularly the mining of critical minerals. Overall,
the 2021 policy clearly specified that the green transition would require more
extensive land use, particularly in regions that have already seen resource
exploitation.

During this shuffling of priorities affecting the EU’s legitimacy and its
adherence to norms, a largely unnoticed shift occurred, quietly giving In-
digenous perspectives new prominence. Indigenous Peoples are mentioned as
key actors in the region throughout the new policy document, albeit often in
relation to the risks they face as a result of climate change.8¢ This framing of
Indigenous Peoples as key actors reflected a change in the EU’s approach that
reflected a previously unseen degree of normative internalisation. As noted in
the policy’s second paragraph, ‘Indigenous Peoples are particularly hard-hit
and the worsening situation will undermine the prospects for future
generations’.8” However, the document goes further by highlighting the
contributions of Indigenous Peoples in developing the new policy, presenting
Indigenous Peoples not as objects but subjects of international policy-making.
For the first time, the policy even mentions the Sami people by name, directly
stating that ‘The EU also maintains regular contact with the Sdmi Council’.88
While these are small steps, they represent an improvement over earlier
policies and provide clear evidence of legitimacy-seeking through normative
adherence. Unfortunately, despite the advances in the policy’s language, later
decisions by the EU have once against clouded its commitment to the norm of
Indigenous Peoples’ inclusion.

6.3 The Critical Raw Materials Act

As part of the European Green Deal, the Commission published several texts
including the EU’s Forestry Strategy and the Critical Minerals Act.8° These two
documents and the accompanying processes can be seen as opposing poles on
the spectrum of Sami representatives’ involvement in policymaking. The
Commission’s position on the role of forests in achieving the EU’s climate
goals resonates strongly with the Sami organisations’ goals of saving forests

86 European Commission 2021b.

87 European Commission 2021b, p. 1.

88 European Commission 2021b, p. 13.

89 European Commission 2021a; European Parliament and Council of the European
Union 2024.
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and reducing deforestation, and accordingly there were many opportunities
for Sami representatives to contribute as experts. Conversely, the processes
around the Critical Raw Materials Act were less inclusive — for example, Sami
organisations were not given opportunities to share their concerns about
mining projects in Sami homelands and issues of land use.

After Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and the EU’s increased
sanctions against Russia, the Commission reformed the Critical Raw Materials
Act to speed up licensing processes, which has been criticised by Sami
organisations.?® Another consequence of the EU’s need for new energy sup-
plies was the signing of the EU-Norway Energy Partnership, which is intended
to serve as a framework for greater energy deliveries from Norway to the EU,
including ‘green’ energy from wind- and hydropower. Although this part-
nership has implications for land-use questions relevant to the Sami people
and Sami livelihoods, Sami representatives were excluded from the associated
discussions, exposing a tension between the normative commitments made
in the 2021 Arctic Strategy and seemingly more immediate economic
concerns.?! Revealingly, access to renewable energy and critical raw material
supplies has since been consistently been framed as a necessity to secure the
EU’s prosperity and security- state actors commonly use such arguments to
sideline the perspectives of affected people in policy processes.?

6.4 The Sami Response

On the Sami side, the degree of engagement with European institutions has
become stronger than at any previous time. Since 2019, there has been a flurry
of European activity on the part of the Saami Council, encompassing a three-
year awareness-raising project named ‘Filling the EU-Sapmi Knowledge Gaps’
conducted in collaboration with the Sami youth organisation Suoma Sdmi
Nuorat, and an EU-outreach week in the summer of 2022.93 Significantly, in
2023 there was a Summit of the Barents Euro-Arctic Indigenous Sami People
supported by the Barents Euro-Arctic Council and the European Parliament;
this may have been one of the last major events hosted by the former Barents
Council following the departure of the Russian representatives after Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine.%4

90 Saami Council 2025.

91 European Parliament and Council of the European Union 2024.

92 Zografos 2022; Saami Council 2025.

93 Saami Council 2023, 2022, 2020.

94 Samediggi, Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland and Barents Euro-Arctic Council 2023.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL ON MINORITY AND GROUP RIGHTS (2026) 1-30



22 LAFRAMBOISE ET AL.

The most significant change in Sdmi engagement has been in terms of
strategy. In 2022, the Saami Council established a formal Sapmi-EU Strategy,
two years after introducing a similar policy for its interactions with Arctic
states.? This policy outlined the key goals that the Sami wish to secure in
order to maintain a functional and fulfilling relationship with the European
Union. While many of these goals were aspirational, the most important was
to address the gap between the EU’s external Indigenous Peoples’ policy and
the realities facing EU-internal Indigenous people.®6 Despite some positive
steps, the EU currently remains focused on achieving its green goals through
further development of natural resources in the Arctic.

6.5 Part 2 Analysis: One Step Forward...

In this context, it is worth reflecting on the trajectory of EU’s Arctic pivot and
the norms to which it had to adapt. Before the EU Green Deal and the 2021
Arctic strategy, the political scientists Stepien and Raspotnik noted that the
EU continued to see the region as “ [...] a niche policy domain, dominated by
special interests ranging from environmental protection to fisheries, from
Indigenous Peoples’ rights to regional development in Northern
Fennoscandia”.9” In the four years since, the shifting political balance in
Europe and the wider world has made the Arctic a priority for the EU. It is in
this environment that Sami political actors, particularly the Saami Council,
have had to manoeuvre to make their voices heard.

As discussed above, the EU’s normative failure to consider the needs of
Indigenous actors was a factor that helped to scuttle its early attempts to join
the Arctic Council. This gave the Sdmi a way to use their status as Indigenous
actors as a source of leverage with which to gain access to (if not influence
over) decision-making power based on their ability to legitimize the EU’s
claim. The inclusion (albeit half-hearted) of Indigenous perspectives in the
2016 strategy can be seen as early evidence of the success of this approach and
the potential for using this legitimacy-seeking behaviour on the EU’s part as a
fulcrum from which to advance Sami interests. However, it was not clear
whether this leverage could be exerted outside the Arctic context, particularly
in the wake of the Green New Deal.

To test this, the Saami Council has turned to methods used in other in-
ternational forums, such as the United Nations. This may explain why the
organisation frequently invokes the EU’s obligations under the United Nations

95 Saami Council 2020, 2022.
96 Saami Council 2022, p. 1.
97 Raspotnik and Stepien 2020, p. 12.
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Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous peoples, among other agreements.8
In parallel to this, a solution was proposed in the form of an internal EU
framework for Indigenous Peoples’ rights.?® However, there is currently little
to suggest that the EU is likely to take up this offer; the only results of these
efforts have been small (albeit meaningful) acknowledgements of the Sami,
most notably when they were called out by name in the EU’s 2021 Arctic
strategy.l%0 This can be seen as a valuable first step on a pathway to a deeper
partnership based on mutual normative interest, particularly as the EU in-
dicated a willingness to change its image in the Arctic region through its
support of Sami efforts during the early 2020s. What the Saami Council could
not account for, however, was the changing normative calculus of the Arctic.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has shifted the international balance of
power!® and renewed interest in the Arctic: instead of being seen as a pe-
ripheral region notable only for its shared political management, it has be-
come a politically contested arena that faces unprecedented climate and
developmental changes. Moreover, following the suspension of Russian par-
ticipation in the Arctic Council, the primary vector for normative behaviour in
the Arctic lost one of its principal reasons for being, threatening its own
legitimacy.!%2 The perceived weakening this has caused could have dire
ramifications for the region’s norms because it could change the behavioural
expectations placed upon Arctic actors, with the norm of including Indige-
nous Peoples in decision-making being particularly vulnerable. The leverage
that the Arctic offers to actors such as the Sdmi is thus simultaneously
valuable and vulnerable, as it is one of the few direct levers through which
they can access decision-making. The early signs of Sami recognition within
the EU Arctic policy are notable, but relations between Sami organisations
and EU institutions remain largely informal. As such, and given the recent
news that the EU still intends to pursue Arctic Council observer-ship, time
will tell whether the Sami will continue to be able to make use of this pathway
to access.

98 Saami Council 2022.

99 Keskitalo Nyste and Go6tze 2023.
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7 Conclusion: Normative Foundation or Missed Opportunity?

This article had two goals. The first was to explore the history of relations
between the Sami and the European Union, which had previously drawn little
academic interest. The second was to build on this historical understanding
by investigating how Indigenous Peoples’ voices have been included in Arctic
decision-making and, relatedly how the norm of Indigenous Peoples’ inclu-
sion has been incorporated into the EU’s approach to the Arctic. In pursuing
these goals, we have uncovered more than just a potential norm, revealing an
uneasy relationship between Indigenous Peoples’ rights and the EU’s con-
cerns of the day. While there are signs that this may have changed as the Sami
have begun engaging directly with the Union, there are also many signs that
other factors continue to dominate, particularly as political headwinds have
changed. This highlights a key tension inherent to formal political engage-
ment with state-like entities by Indigenous actors: while such engagement
offers direct routes to power, it is also quite vulnerable to external shocks.
For this reason, the ambiguous position of Sdmi rights within EU law
indicates a need for systemic reform. Growing interest in the Arctic means
that there is an increasingly urgent need to align EU interests with Sami rights
if there is to be a more equitable relationship. The Saami Council’s Sdpmi-EU
Strategy underscores the disconnect characterizing this relationship at pres-
ent: ‘The EU’s lack of awareness and knowledge of Sapmi is hampering the
implementation of Sami people’s rights. A prerequisite for a true partnership
is the recognition of the Sami people as an Indigenous People within the EU
framework.193 As the political calculus of the Arctic continues to shift, there is
a clear need for ongoing scrutiny of the relations between this state-like entity
and its most vulnerable members. The potential for a mutually beneficial
partnership remains; the question is whether the EU can be made to see that.

103 Saami Council 2022.
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Appendix

Title of document Context and relevance Source

Protocol No 3 — on the Protocol included as part EU Law
Sami people (1994) of Norwegian, Swedish

and Finnish Accession

negotiations to protect

the Sami right to herd

reindeer across borders,

as well as provisions for

cultural protection

Commission Working  First EU document Commission of
Document — on support designed to support European Communities
for indigenous peoples in work with Indigenous

the development peoples in external

co-operation of the countries. Basis for all

Community and the further policies relating

Member States (1998)  to EU-external
Indigenous relations

Report from the Follow up to Commission of
Commission to the 1998 working document. European Communities
Council — Review of Strengthened language

progress of working with around Indigenous

indigenous peoples rights, as well as

(2002) included reference to

consultation with
Indigenous actors,
including Saami Council

Communication From  First EU Arctic European Commission
the Commission to the communication directed

European Parliament at developing an Arctic

and the Council — The  strategy. Would guide EU

European Union and the Arctic decision-making

Arctic Region (2008) until revision in 2016
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(cont.)
Title of document Context and relevance Source
An integrated European Second EU Arctic European Commission
Union policy for the communication directed
Arctic (2016) at developing an arctic
strategy and stood as
main Arctic policy
document until 2021
Joint Staff Working Revision of earlier European Commission
Document — working document on
Implementing EU external Indigenous
External Policy on policy
Indigenous Peoples
(2016)
The European Green Landmark series of European Commission
Deal (2019) policies designed to

reshape EU policy
towards green energy.
This specific document
covers a wider array of
policies that go beyond
scope of article

The Sami Arctic Strategy First Sami-specific Arctic Saami Council
(2020) strategy, designed by the
Saami Council to
advocate on behalf of
their people
New EU Forest Stategy  EU strategy developed to European Commission
for 2030 (2021) bring in line land use of
forest to the goals of the
EU Green Deal

A stronger EU Third and most recent  European Commission
engagement for a EU communication
peaceful, sustainable and directed at developing
prosperous Arctic (2021) an arctic strategy,
written in part to
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(cont.)
Title of document Context and relevance Source
advocate for EU Green
Deal and reprioritise
security as part of
regional engagement
Sapmi-EU Strategy First Sami-specific Saami Council
(2022) strategy designed to

engage with the
European Union

Critical Raw Materials ~ Regulation designed to  European Parliament,
Act (2023/2024) secure supply of critical Council of the European

raw materials to EU Union

member states, with a

clear focus focuses on

the expansion of the EU’s

domestic capacities to

extract, process, and

recycle raw materials
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