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Status: Arctic Archipelago 
Area: 61 000 km2 

Population: 2310 (SSB 2018)

The name, Svalbard, comes from Old Norse and means cold coasts.

Svalbard is an archipelago consisting of all islands, islets and reefs between 74° and 
81° North and 10° and 35° East. 60% of Svalbard is covered by glaciers, 30% of 
mountains, and 10% of vegetation.

The largest islands in Svalbard are Spitsbergen, Nordaustlandet (North East Land), 
Edgeøya (Edge Island) and Barentsøya (Barents Island). Svalbard is surrounded by 
the Arctic Ocean, the Barents Sea, the Greenland Sea and the Norwegian Sea.

While the islands have many settlements, only a few are still populated. Amongst 
them Longyearbyen, Barentsburg and Ny-Ålesund. Mining settlement of Svea is 
currently being taken down, piece by piece.

Topographic map of Svalbard: 
https://toposvalbard.npolar.no/

Satellite map: 
https://satellites.pro/

Geography
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Image: Abraham Storck, Walvisvangst bij de kust van Spitsbergen, 1690

History
Svalbard was, like many other geographical discoveries, found by chance. Dutch 
explorers in the 16th century had other targets in mind — to find the North-East 
Passage. The expedition was led by Willem Barentsz. The first island to be discovered 
was Beeren Eiland (Bear Island), a name given after a long battle with a polar bear. 
Further north they sailed along the west coast, and described the land as “... nothing 
but mountains and pointy hills ...” They named the island Spitsbergen which means 
“pointed mountains.” This discovery put Svalbard officially on the map.

Sailors from many nations came to investigate and harvest the natural resources 
in Svalbard. This was due to Europe’s political and economical expansion at the 
time and a result of the increasing demand for whale and seal products. In 1612, 
systematic whaling in Svalbard began. By the end of the 18th century, all the years 
of intense whaling almost caused the extinction of the whale in the Arctic, and the 
ships returned home nearly empty. Many countries banned whaling, and with 
the development of the petroleum industry whale oil was replaced by cheaper 
products and the whaling adventure was over.

Scientific expeditions were sent to the area to explore new opportunities. Sustainable 
mining started in 1906 with the establishment of Longyearbyen. By the 1920s, 
permanent coal mining settlements had been established in Barentsburg, Grumant, 
Pyramiden, Svea and Ny-Ålesund. The Svalbard Treaty was signed in 1920 and came 
into effect in 1925. By the 1930s all settlements were either Norwegian or Soviet.

The settlements were evacuated and then bombed by the Kriegsmarine during 
the Second World War, but rebuilt after the war. In the following decades, more 
than half of the archipelago was protected. Longyearbyen underwent a process of 
“normalization” to become a regular community, and several of the settlements closed 
down. Around the new millennium, the Russian population was greatly reduced, 
scientific establishments were created in Ny-Ålesund and Longyearbyen, and tourism 
increased and is now a major component of the economy of Longyearbyen.
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Image: ©120 Hours, Advent Bay, 2019

Climate and Wildlife
Because of the warm ocean currents from the Atlantic and mild air masses from the 
South, Svalbard is known as the “tropical” archipelago in the Arctic. Vegetation is 
possible due to the Gulf Stream. Due to very little rain, Svalbard is considered an 
Arctic desert.

The northern branch of the Gulf Stream, Vest-Spitsbergenstrømmen, hits 
Svalbard in the west and is warm enough to melt four metres of ice in direct 
contact. Due to this, the west coast of Svalbard is mostly ice-free the whole year. 
The stream also contributes to the spreading of organisms to the north.

While the winter in Svalbard is characterized by the lack of sunlight, the summer is 
never without it. This is known as polar night and midnight sun. The midnight sun 
lasts for about 99 days, the polar night up to 128 days.

For all living organisms in Svalbard, the summer is a hectic period of preparing for 
the winter. During the cold and dark periods of the year, the organisms have different 
survival strategies. The wildlife in Svalbard has adapted to the harsh living conditions 
of the Arctic. They have to deal with extreme cold, periods of little food, and a long 
winter of darkness.

Svalbard reindeer and Arctic fox are the only terrestrial mammals in Svalbard. The 
polar bear spends most of its life on the sea ice and is therefore considered a marine 
mammal. Other wild animals in Svalbard include walrus, seal (ringed seal, 
bearded seal), beluga whale, Arctic char, and non-predatory birds.
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Image: ©120 Hours, Barentsburg, 2019

Settlements
Svalbard is not your home for a lifetime. Most people move here for 3-5 years 
only, so large portions of the population are being replaced every year. People 
come from all over the world to live, work and study in Svalbard. Nationality blows 
away in the Arctic winds. Buildings, infrastructure and people have a short-term 
perspective in Svalbard.

The settlement of Longyearbyen began as a mining community, and housing was 
temporary. Some of the most recognizable landmarks from this time are the 
cable-cars transporting coal through the air. The city was destroyed during World 
War II, leaving only one original building from 1906 in Nybyen. Today, 
characteristic structures in Longyearbyen include Spisshusene (“The Pointy 
Houses”), SvalSat, the Seed Vault and the cableway central.

The modern architecture of Svalbard includes the Seed Vault, drawn by 
Snøhetta. The seed vault provides a safety net against accidental loss of diversity in 
traditional genebanks. It is located in Mine 3, alongside an archive of copies of 
international documents, books and objects, including The Missing Link.

The mining settlement of Barentsburg is known mainly for its colorful, 
Soviet architecture - complete with a statue of Lenin. They also have a small, 
wooden, Orthodox church (see image above).

The vast coastline of Svalbard is sometimes interrupted by old, abandoned 
whaling huts.

Since you are not allowed to die in Svalbard (you cannot be buried in the 
permafrost), less than 2% of the population are over 67 years old (age of 
retirement in Norway). 80% of the population are students or employees. Around 
18% are children, from infants to high school age.
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Image: ©120 Hours, Longyearbyen Airport, 2019

International Role
For a long time there were no rules regulating economic activity in Svalbard. This 
meant no laws or rules, and no court to solve conflicts. This worked while the main 
activities were hunting and research. The land was large and the conflicts few. When 
the mining settlements started in the 20th century, there was need for a change. 
Ownership, laws and a court to solve conflicts became important, and after several 
attempts, the Svalbard Treaty was signed in 1920, and came into effect in 1925.

The Svalbard Treaty establishes Norwegian sovereignty of Svalbard, but with certain 
limitations. Norwegian authority must see that the terms of the Treaty are respected. 
The 45 countries that have signed the Treaty have equal rights on certain fields, 
like entering and staying in Svalbard, fishing and hunting, and all kinds of marine, 
industrial, mining and trading businesses. Norwegian authority can regulate the 
business, and also prohibit business, but no country can be discriminated against 
based on nationality.

Settling on Svalbard does not only mean you can benefit from the archipelago’s 
natural resources. It also gives you a political presence in the Arctic. The Arctic Ocean 
melting is viewed as a climatic disaster, but for the Arctic nations (Russia, Greenland 
(Denmark), Norway, Iceland, Canada and USA), this could in theory provide an 
opportunity to access a brand new ocean field with gas and oil. There are many 
unsolved legal issues regarding the region and some competing claims for maritime 
areas.

To be an Arctic nation, you don’t necessarily need borders to the Arctic Ocean. Fifteen 
years ago, China had two massive lion sculptures placed in front of a building in Ny-
Ålesund. Since then, it has been occupied by Chinese scientists and although China’s 
authority in Svalbard is not entirely formal, it has become China’s most important 
foothold in the Arctic.
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Image: Steve Jurvetson, thawing permafrost in Hudson Bay, Canada, 2008

Climate Change
The Arctic and Svalbard are heating up. In average, the archipelago has warmed up 
by 5,6°C (42°F). No other place on earth has warmed up as fast as Svalbard.

Snow and ice are important elements for reflecting the sun away from the earth; sea 
ice covered in snow can reflect up to 80% of the incoming solar energy. When the 
ice melts, the globe warms up even faster; open sea absorbs 90% of the incoming 
solar energy.

The glaciers of Svalbard contain layers of information of historical climates. When 
the glaciers melt, climatic data disappears, and an archive of history will be lost.

The buildings in Svalbard are built on permafrost. Permafrost is permanently frozen 
ground, where the soil or rock has had a temperature below 0°C (32°F) at least 2 
consecutive winters and the intervening summer. Permafrost has the benefit of high 
strength in compression (excellent bearing capacity), low permeability (no water 
seepage), and soil containing ice can be used as a construction material.

The mean annual ground surface temperature must be at least -3°C for permafrost 
to exist. In Svalbard, the mean annual ground surface temperature is -5°C. 
Permafrost consists of an active layer, the top layer of the ground that melts in the 
summer. In order to build on permafrost, buildings must be placed on poles that go 
deeper than the active layer.

What happens with the buildings when the permafrost melts? Some will 
collapse. Others will be taken by avalanches, as the sand and gravel from the 
mountains are only held still by permafrost, which is now melting. How do we 
build for climate departure?

Although we can take measures to slow down climate change, it can never 
be stopped or reversed.



9/9

Image: ©120 Hours, Svalbard, 2019

The Future of Svalbard
Svalbard seeks more tourism. Cruise ships are already sailing to the archipelago, and 
flights depart daily for Longyearbyen. The cities and infrastructure are not built for a 
large number of people at once.

The polar ice has already pulled back so far that large ships can now navigate areas 
of the Arctic Ocean where previously the ice made it impossible to sail. New shipping 
routes are expected across the pole. This would potentially mean an overwhelming 
shift of position for Svalbard. If heavy shipping through the North-West and 
North-East Passages become a reality, Svalbard will find that it is no longer 
located in a faraway stretch of icy water at the edge of the inhabited world, but 
that it suddenly lies in the middle of a busy, international waterway. This will have 
huge consequences for these sparsely populated rocks - both economically and 
politically.

With the heating water, new organisms find their way to Svalbard. White fish 
from Norway move further North, spreading towards Russia - and Svalbard. This will 
create a whole new foundation for the fishing industry in Svalbard.

Climate change has already shown noticable consequences in Svalbard.

How will it be 100 years from now?




