Minutes of the Meeting of Probus Club Vancouver held at the H.R. MacMillan Planetarium and Space Centre - Lower Level, 1100 Chestnut Street, Vancouver on Tuesday the 10th day of March 2009 at 10:00 AM.

1.  Calling the Meeting to Order.  George Adams, the President, called the meeting to order at 10:0AM, with 150 persons present.

2.  Committee Reports.

(a)  Activities Committee.  John Cruickshank said:


• 40 people attended the tour of the Vancouver Olympic / Paralympic Centre, and watched some of the World Junior Curling Championships. 

 
•  The tour of the new Vancouver Convention Centre on Wednesday 8 April 2009 is completely sold out.  He is maintaining a waiting list, and asked any confirmed registrants who could not attend to advise him, so persons on the waiting list could attend. 


•  A tour of the UBC Botanic Garden is planned for late April / early May during the rhododendron season.

(b)  Speakers Committee.  George Adams reported for the Speakers Committee that Colin Hansen was confirmed for the April meeting, and that Jerry Wennes and George Taylor were hoping to arrange a program involving the Vancouver Symphony Orchestra for the May meeting.

(c)  Newsletter.  The deadline for copy for the next Newsletter is 26 March 2009.  

(d)  New Members.  Don Newman of the Membership Committee introduced the following new members:  Dick Primeau, Andrew Pike, Denys Ford, Henning Brasso, Colin Pryce and Graeme Smith.  

3.  Guest Speaker, Michael Byers on "Who Owns the Canadian Arctic?" 


Lloyd Doidge introduced the guest speaker and his son and helper Cameron. 

The Arctic Area and International Issues.  Mr. Byers said that Canada extends as far from north to south as it does east to west.  From Alert, the northernmost point of Ellesmere Island south to Point Pelee in Lake Erie is about 3500 miles, almost the same as the distance from St. John's west to Tofino.  This inhospitable Arctic area (which comprises about 40% of Canada) is changing because of climate change. The average annual temperature now is 5ºC higher than it was 42 years ago, so the straits of the Northwest Passage are becoming less clogged with ice, and are now, or soon will be, ice-free in the summer.  There are 19,000 islands, two of which, Baffin Island and Victoria Island, are larger than the United Kingdom.


Five countries border the Arctic Ocean: Canada, Norway, Denmark (Greenland), Russia, United States.  The Northwest Passage through the archipelago of Canadian islands is the shortest route  (by three or four days steaming time) between Asia and the east coast of America; the shortest passage from Asia to northwest Europe is through the part of the Arctic Ocean bordering Russia and Norway.  The mainland and the islands in the Canadian archipelago and within the 200 nautical miles offshore are Canadian territory.  There is no international dispute about this.  


The principle disputes are: 

•  whether the Northwest Passage  is an international waterway with free right of passage, such as the Strait of Malacca, or whether it is an inland waterway, such as Lake Okanagan, so Canada can properly control or prevent passage, and

•  whether Canadian territory extends on the continental shelf beyond the 200 nautical mile limit, hence to that extent for a further maximum 150 nautical miles, is part of Canadian territory.

The Northwest Passage.  There are now three ways to pass through the Northwest Passage:

•  Be patient and wait for gaps in the ice (like Amundsen, who spent 2 years in 1906) but transit time is lessening as the ice coverage lessens with global warming, last year there were 12 transits with ice-strengthened ships;

• Use powerful icebreakers, of which Russia and the U.S. have some, but Canada has none; and

•  Use nuclear submarines, which can go under the ice.


The U.S. stated policy is that the Northwest Passage is an international waterway with right of free passage.  There are recent  press statements that the United States proposes to send two submarines through the passage.  It is unknown publicly whether the United States has asked permission, or whether Canada has granted such permission.  If the United States sends these vessels through without asking for permission, or without receiving permission from Canada, it could set a precedent in international law that it is an international waterway.  


Mr. Byers stated that the sensible position for the United States is to agree that the Northwest Passage is not an international waterway, and to receive permission, by treaty, for U.S. ships to pass through.  This would permit Canada to maintain control, and prevent undesirables (such as potential polluters or terrorists) from passing through.

Natural Resources.  There are vast natural resources in the area.  In Canadian territory and within 200 nautical miles off shore these resources are Canadian.  The question is whether Canadian jurisdiction extends for a further  maximum 150 nautical miles of a continental shelf .  He said that to prove that the territorial rights of Canada are so extended, it is necessary to file evidence under the United Nations Convention of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), consisting mainly a proper map of the floor of the sea showing any such the extension.  Canada acceded to UNCLOS in 2003.  Under UNCLOS, Canada must file evidence by 2013.  In cooperation with the United States and Denmark Canada is now mapping certain parts of the Arctic seabed, so it can file proof of the extension of its territorial jurisdiction to the maximum of 350 nautical miles, as permitted by UNCLOS.  The United States has not yet acceded to the Convention, so has no rights or obligations under it.


There are minor territorial disputes between Canada and the United States, and between Canada and Denmark as to the boundaries of the jurisdictions of each, but are so minor that they should be easily settled if practical problems arise.  There is no territorial dispute with Russia.


Recently the Russians exhibited their profound Arctic technical expertise in planting a Russian flag under the North Pole.  This feat has little practical importance, as the area has three months of total darkness and is  well beyond the 350 nautical mile extent of territorial control, even if the continental shelf from Russia did extend that far.  


The main problems with Arctic sovereignty will arise as a result of climate change permitting easy navigation through the Northwest Passage, and the probable / possible extension of Canadian territory on a continental shelf in an area between 200 and 350 nautical miles from Canadian shores. 


Mr. John Cruickshank thanked the speaker.
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