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To believe that the governor can rescue people out, regardless of 
circumstances, is wrong. There is no guarantee for that.

- Per Andreassen, police lieutenant
Svalbard governor's office

Bearly aware: Polar bear destroys two 
tents at poorly chosen campsite; group 
also had trouble with weapon
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Geese grub: Record flock a threat to 
tundra
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End of 'coal town'?

See REVIEW, page 4

Unprecedented heat and chills: Store Norske's Lunckefjell mine, left, officially opened Feb. 25, but will likely cease operating for all of 2015 due to a 
coal price crisis. At top right, a reindeer dies after being unable to dig for food due to an unusual warm spell that resulted in ice-on-snow surfaces. At 
bottom right, military medical personnel check the status of "victims" aboard the K/V Svalbard during an emergency rescue exercise in November.
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#Norske_Skog won the prestigious Norwegian 
award for best annual report for medium sized 
stock listed companies. 

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

In its greatest hour of need, 
Store Norske is turning the reins 
over to someone with plenty of ex-
perience restructuring companies, 
but none in mining.

Wenche Ravlo, 49, who for the 
past 15 years has primarily worked 
various positions at Norske Skog, 
will become the new administrative 
director of Store Norske on Feb. 20, 
the coal company announced Monday.

Employees and union leaders said prior to 
the hiring that bringing in new leadership with 

mining experience was crucial to helping the 
company get through what is expected to be a 
long-term crisis caused primarily by low coal 
prices. But top company officials – and at least 

one union leader – expressed confi-
dence in Ravlo's abilities.

"The board at Store Norske 
hired Wenche Ravlo because she is 
a very qualified candidate with ex-
tensive industry and restructuring 
experience," wrote Annette Malm 
Justad, the board's chairwoman and 
acting director of the company, in an 
e-mail interview. "There are many 
talented people in the mines at Store 
Norske and I'm sure Wenche going 

to both listen to and utilize their ex-
perience in further working with the restructur-
ing of Store Norske."

A new leader, but of what?

Store Norske's mining crisis tops year of record heat that may permanently reshape the archipelago

NORWEGIAN ARMED FORCES
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SVALBARD'S 10 BIGGEST  STORIES OF 2014

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

It was a year of record heat that drastically 
reshaped Svalbard's environment in every sense 
of those words.

Most locals are likely to remember 2014  

as being when Store Norske entered its biggest 
economic crisis ever, possibly signaling the 
end of coal mining as Longyearbyen's biggest 
industry for the first time in the city's peace-
time history. But both people and other life 
forms encountered unprecedented hardships in 

other ways due to freakish heat waves that may 
signal the end of the Arctic's coolness factor.

Even good news was tainted. A significant 
increase in tourism overwhelmed tour-related 
businesses at times, resulting in miserable days 

New Store Norske chief without 
mining experience will take over 
after restructuring plan is drafted

WENCHE RAVLO

BJARKI FRIIS / STORE NORSKE

NORWEGIAN POLAR INSTITUTE
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Briefly

Cruising: Getting out of 
danger, but into 'death?'

Another cruise season is about to embark 
full speed ahead in Svalbard, but the smiles of 
those greeting passengers aren't being shared 
by a lot of industry executives these days.

They took a blow last month when Britain 
issued a warning telling travelers cruising here 
is too dangerous. That warning may be re-

Icesheet
Random bits of the week's weirdness:

Maybe one of the reasons outsiders aren't 
entirely in tune with the surreal sense of anxi-
ety here is because they see our island running 
amok with flesh-eating zombies, ghosts, aliens, 
maniacal killers and evil scientists. A bunch of 
new "portraits" of Svalbard appeared to-
ward the end of the year – narrating stories 
about life here with words, pictures and 
sounds – which reveal all sorts of things lo-
cals are surprisingly ignorant of. Perhaps 
nothing illustrates this better than the title 
of the just-released story "Trees." Here we 
learn "Blindhail Station is a research post on 
Svalbard, in the Arctic Ocean, where observers 
have been watching a Tree since it landed ten 
years earlier. Out here, out of sight of the 
world, something is changing. And it’s going to 
change everything." It's apparently part six in 
an adult comic series and, if the summary isn't 
befuddling enough, a review at The Fandom 
Post (tinyurl.com/o9sbbe5) talks about a fe-
male protagonist using/being used by a profes-

sor and a boyfriend "who's not exactly the 
swiftest boat in the dock," how flowers and 
troops are shaping the fate of the Trees, and 
pretty much nothing at all about that clandes-
tine station. Among the other new works is a 
novel by French author Xavier Boissel that 
translates as "Rivers of the Night" and appar-
ently has to do with the Doomsday Vault and 
how "a man is chosen to ensure monitoring 
and maintenance. Without knowing that 
this prison under ice will make him the last 
man on Earth." We have to concede a couple 
hundred local layoffs does seem a bit trivial in 
comparison … For those wondering how hu-
manity will meet its demise, an article in this 
week's Newsweek (tinyurl.com/l8go3m8) de-
tails the latest take-over-the-world plot by 
our neighbor to the east, including lots of 
nuclear missile/sub tests in nearby waters. 
And Russian President Valadimir Putin isn't 
just "engaging in nuclear brinksmanship" 
against timid Western nations, as one expert 
puts it, he's helping the terrorists win. It seems 
one consequence of his feud fetish is Norway 
is keeping its fighter jets here rather than send-
ing them to help fight ISIS.

roops here instead of  . It’s a dangerous game that the West is reluctant to get involved in, 
and he seems to be betting that that will give him the upper hand.

ISIL, Putin, Bard

The North Branch of the night with Rivers, the third novel by Xavier Boissel - we remem-
ber Paris is an illusion (2012). To escape the global cataclysm that will be soon, a foundation 
decides to build a building to the North Pole to receive samples of all existing plant species, 
which will be cryogenically it. A man is chosen to ensure monitoring and maintenance. With-
out knowing that this prison under ice will make him the last man on Earth. Here too, the novel 
draws tomorrows today and the building in 2008 of a global reserve Seeds Svalbard (Norway). 
Describing the future, these stories so comment our present. 

Mainland town claims to be top 
per-person telethon giver, a title 
held by Longyearbyen for years

RANDALL MUNROE / XKCD.COM

"You forgot the sunscreen? Oh, crap." If we 
weren't about to be crisped because volcanos 
just made the ozone vanish we'd totally own the 
polar bears 260 million years from now.

NORWEGIAN INSTITUTE FOR AIR RESEARCH

Seriously, your makeup is killing me...
…or at least the libido, as a new 
study, illustrated in the chart at left, 
suggests Svalbard is suffering a 
pollution problem due to people 
removing their makeup in Oslo. The 
Norwegian Environmental Agency 
report (tinyurl.com/k9pa4r7) shows 
levels of siloxane – which come 
from sources such as cosmetics, 
fuel additives, detergents and 
paints – and hundreds or thousands 
of times higher in Svalbard than 
classic pollutants such as PCBs. 
The airborne particles likely come 
from throughout Europe at rapid 
speeds, with the report noting a 
person removing their makeup in 
Oslo in the morning can be polluting 
Svalbard within a day. "It does not 
mean people should stop using 
makeup and cosmetics," said Ellen 
Hambro, the agency's director, in a 
prepared statement. "The findings 
show adjustments are needed so 
that manufacturers stop using 
hazardous substances in the 
products they sell."

Yeah, this is all of us each May: But we had 
no idea finally dragging out the Christmas tree 
could make such a compelling horror story.

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE

WWW.AUDUNRIKARDSEN.COM

The governor could totally kick this guy's 
ass: Seriously, the Polarsyssel would barely 
scratch its new paint crushing the Shirtless 
Tsar's mini-sub. Which might be a good idea if 
it's carrying one of those nukes he's obsessed 
with parading through our turf.

SASHA MORDOVETS / GETTY IMAGES
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Weather forecast for Longyearbyen
Wednesday

Snow. S winds to 39 km/h. 
High -2C (-8C wind chill), low 
-2C (-11C wind chill).

24-hour darkness

Thursday
Cloudy. SE winds to 45 km/h. 
High -1C (-11C wind chill), low 
-6C (-14C wind chill).

24-hour darkness

Saturday
Cloudy. E winds to 32 km/h. 
High -3C (-11C wind chill), low 
-6C (-16C wind chill).

24-hour darkness
Extended forecast: Sunday, cloudy, -6C (-16C), -7C (-17C), light 0:00h; Monday, cloudy, -7C (-17C), -7C (-17C), light 0:00h; 
Tuesday, cloudy, -7C (-17C), -7C (-17C), light 0:00h; Wednesday, cloudy, -7C (-17C), -7C (-17C), light 0:00h

Data provided by storm.no

HEADLINES STOLEN FROM

SVALBARDPOSTEN
VERDENS NORDLIGSTE AVIS

Mass layoffs at Store Norske 
spreading to subcontractors   

The large-scale downsizing at Store 
Norske is spreading to subcontractors and oth-
er local companies, as Arctic Drilling has laid 
off 12 of its 14 employees after its contract 
with the mining company was not renewed for 
the coming year. Arctic Drilling has conduct-
ed exploratory drilling for Store Norske for 
the past five years, generally from from Jan-
uary through June. Roy Anders Karlsen, the 
company's director, said he hopes to keep the 
company alive if Store Norske submits a reor-
ganization plan to the government in January 
that allows operations to continue, but other-
wise the remaining two employees will be let 
go as well. Also scaling back is the logistics 
company Pole Position Spitsbergen, which an-
nounced they will not be giving permanent 
status to probationary employees until Store 
Norske's fate is known. AF Arctic, a 50-em-
ployee company that transports coal for Store 
Norske, is also planning to downsize its staff.

Russia's navy conducting
exercises south of Svalbard

Russia's increasing military activity near 
its Arctic neighbors now includes exercises by 
its Navy in the protected fisheries zone just 
south of Svalbard, according to the Norwe-
gian Intelligence Service. "This is internation-
al waters, so they are within their rights to 
practice there, but are we following them," 
said Brynjar Stordal, a spokesman for the in-
telligence agency. He said an announcement 
by Russian authorities they would be conduct-
ing the exercises between Dec. 7 and 20 is a 
positive aspect since "we and other civilian 
mariners are aware of the rehearsal activity."  
Norwegian Coast Guard officials have report-
ed seeing both ships and planes with the Rus-
sian navy in the area. 

Woman reports her DUI crash  
A woman in her 20s who drove her car 

into a ditch near Longyearbyen School at 
about 5 p.m. Dec. 26 made a "peculiar" call to 
The Governor of Svalbard acknowledging she 
was intoxicated at the time, according to Po-
lice Chief Lieutenant Arild Lyssand. The con-
fession may result in a lighter punishment.

Friday
Cloudy. E winds to 42 km/h. 
High -1C (-11C wind chill), low 
-3C (-11C wind chill).

24-hour darkness

There's more! Visit www.icepeople.net 
for the complete story.

UNIS signs trio of research agreements

PERCEPTIONS, from page 1

SINTEF workers prepare to deploy a data-gathering buoy on the sea ice as part of their research in 
Svalbard. The company has signed an joint research agreement with The University Centre in 
Svalbard that will focus on the use of Arctic technology for business and environmental purposes.

SINTEF

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

As Svalbard struggles with questions 
about its economic future, a trio of agreements 
between research organizations may be the key 
to some of the answers.

The University Centre in Svalbard, an-
nouncing the separate agreements within an 
eight-day timespan in December, noted all 
three offer potential for bolstering Arctic de-
velopment, particularly offshore activity. 

A cooperative agreement with SINTEF, 
Norway's largest independent research organi-
zation, will expand existing work on numerous 
scientific and commercial projects that empha-
size Arctic technology. Among their projects 
to date are a carbon capture and storage facility 
in Adventdalen envisioned as a potential proto-
type for wider use, establishing a strategic are-
na for development and research related to 
petroleum activities, and a Sustainable Arctic 
Marine and Coastal Technology center.

"Our institutions share the ambition to be a 
driving force for a knowledge-based and sus-
tainable development in the high north, and 

this ambition will be the cornerstone for our 
joint activities," said UNIS Director Ole Arve 
Misund in a prepared statement

Commercial activity is also a focus of an 
agreement with several Russian research enti-
ties. Along with the Norwegian University of 
Science and Technology, the organizations  
will study drift ice, icebergs and sea ice actions 
at existing and potential offshore installations 
in the Barents Sea. 

"The outcome of the research project 
should contribute to a reduction of risks related 
to offshore activity in the high north," a state-
ment by UNIS notes. "In short, the project fo-
cuses on knowledge-building in Norway and 
Russia related to understanding the impact by 
the presence of ice on the upcoming offshore 
activity."

A third agreement with the Norwegian Po-
lar institute will also play a significant role in 
the study of Svalbard's sea ice and its future, 
according to the university. The NPI is respon-
sible for environmental monitoring in Svalbard 
and advises the governor on polar matters.

"The agreement will be especially useful 
when Norway gets its new ice-classified re-
search vessel in a few years' time," Misund 
said.

 U N I S 
Director Ole 

Collaborative projects will focus 
on increasing offshore activities 
in Svalbard, including oil studies
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Nearly a decade of dino digs are 
over, but researchers find life 
anew in basement laboratory

REVIEW, from page 1
for locals and visitors alike. The Governor of 
Svalbard got a new rescue helicopter and a fan-
cy new service vessel, but was forced to re-
spond to more incidents than usual involving 
people unprepared and unaware of the area's 
hazards.

Here, in reverse order, are Icepeople's 
picks for the 10 most significant news stories of 
2014:
10. New Lunckefjell mine opens

This is a deliberately ironic pick for the 
"bottom" of the list and appears here only be-
cause nearly everything at Svalbard's first new 
mine in 14 years after its Feb. 25 opening is at 
the other end of the list (which should hardly be 
a spoiler for anyone).

But for a handful of days, miners and oth-

ers were hopeful the 1.2-billion-kroner project 
that took two years to develop would be the 
lifeblood of the archipelago's main economic 
industry for the next five years.

There were worries somewhat low coal 
prices might make the mine no better than a 
break-even prospect. But early tests showed a 
high percentage of Lunckefjell's deposits were 
likely of a high enough quality to be suitable 
for metallurgical uses such as steel production 
and could therefore fetch higher prices than en-
ergy-grade coal.

Alas, the test results would be one of the 
last bits of good news Store Norske would get 
all year.
9. 'Nine dead after cruise ship
accident in Svalbard'

That kind of headline suggests anyone with 

a sense of reality would also have this item at 
the other end of this list. The key word in this 
case is "reality," since a torrent of news articles 
about the large-scale disaster during a two-day 
span in early November were accompanied by 
a banner reading "øvelse," the Norwegian word 
for "exercise."

The simulated accident was the largest-
ever emergency preparedness drill in Svalbard, 
with hundreds of rescue workers, military and 
police officials, hospital staff, and government 
agencies coordinating in the rescue of about 80 
students from The University Centre in Sval-
bard posing as victims. Participants said it pro-
vided a badly-needed comprehensive evalua-
tion of the resources and personnel available at 
local, national and international levels, since 
the likelihood of a major accident involving a 
large vessel such as a cruise ship is likely to in-
crease due to higher volumes of marine traffic 
in the future.

But while deficiencies were indeed re-
vealed during a generally successful exercise – 
such as struggles with previously untested 
equipment at a designated trauma center at 
Svalbard Airport – the most significant value 
may have been the interest Norwegian Prime 
Erna Solberg showed in the event.

She made her first visit to the archipelago 
since being elected the head of the new Conser-
vative-led government in 2013 to preview the 
event. Local officials took advantage of the op-
portunity to plead for help with a real-world 
emergency of a different nature, since Store 
Norske had announced only days earlier it 
would be laying off a significant percentage of 
its employees and was expecting to face finan-
cial hardships for the foreseeable future. 

8. Oil activity creeps close to – and 
sometimes over – Svalbard's borders

No matter how desperate Svalbard gets for 
alternative industries to replace coal mining as 
it diminishes, residents aren't likely to see oil 
derricks from their backyards in their lifetimes. 
But that doesn't mean some of the industry's in-
frastructure – and the oil itself – might seep in.

The world's northernmost drilling began 
this year began this year less than 200 kilome-
ters from Bjørnøya, an island industry officials 
are eying as a potential site for a helicopter 
base for search-and-rescue and other emergen-
cies. The island and its role in an emergency is 
also being eyed by environmentalists, who re-
leased studies stating a spill in the drilling area 
could pollute the waters around Bjørnøya – a 
protected nature reserve – for months.

Both Norway and Russia continued aggres-
sive pushes for oil-related activity further 
northward. The Norwegian Ministry of 
Petroleum and Energy proposed allowing 
drilling as far as 73 degrees latitude north – the 
same as Bjørnøya and Svalbard Fisheries Pro-
tection Zone – and petroleum entities for both 
countries conducted seismic tests in the area to 
scope its prospects.

But the short- and long-term outlook for 
the industry in the far north is mixed at best, as 
some promising finds were offset by costly dry 
holes, hazardous conditions and – most of all – 
a drastic drop in oil prices that has caused a 
currency crisis for both countries. 

SVALBARD'S 10 BIGGEST  STORIES OF 2014

One of two rescue helicopters belonging to The Governor of Svalbard prepares to remove members 
of a 19-person group on Akademikerbreen after an Easter storm destroyed many of their tents.

ARLID LYSSAND / SYSSELMANNEN

Norwegian Prime Minister Erna Solberg, center, gets a briefing about Longyearbyen's emergency 
rescue capabilities from City Manager Lars Ole Saugnes, right, during her first visit to the city as 
Norway's leader in November. The purpose her visit was to preview a large-scale emergency rescue 
drill, but local officials took advantage of the opportunity to plead for help with the long-term financial 
crisis Store Norske had announced it was facing only days earlier.

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE
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REVIEW, from page 4

See REVIEW, page 6

...and the 
result will 
be chaos

Passengers from a large cruise ship flood the gift shop area at Svalbard Museum in June. An 
increase in the percentage of large ships overwhelmed Longyearbyen's tour companies at times.

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE

SVALBARD'S 10 BIGGEST  STORIES OF 2014

A polar bear inspects a cabin at Revneset while spending three days in August wandering along a 
coastal area of Hiorthhamn. It broke into the cabin seeking food twice during that period.

ANDERS RINGHEIM

7. Governor gets upgraded rescue
capabilities, needs them immediately

The governor finally got a second full-size 
rescue helicopter – replacing a smaller and less 
Arctic-suited one – in early spring. The need 
for it was demonstrated almost immediately as 
26 people on three separate expeditions were  
endangered by different perils during Easter 
weekend.

The rescues included the leader of a six-
person group who fell into a glacier crevasse 
(the second such occurrence within a week), a 
19-member group trapped by storms on another 
glacier and a woman injured in a two-snowmo-
bile collision near Pyramiden. A helicopter was 
also used to retrieve an injured person at Isfjord 
Radio and a sick person on the research vessel 
Lance during the holiday weekend.

The rescue of the large group would have 
been the most problematic without the new he-
licopter since only some of the 19 people 
trapped by a storm that destroyed their camp 
could have been flown out initially and bad 
weather might have prevented a return flight. 
Instead, nobody in the expedition was injured 
or required other medical care.
6. A good year for tourism – sometimes 
too good – as dark times lie ahead

July 25 was a day that will live in infamy 
for many in Longyearbyen, as the city's popula-
tion roughly quadrupled with the arrival of a 
record 6,500 tourists, most on large cruise 
ships.

More than 11,000 cruise passengers arrived 
during a four-day stretch then, along with oth-
ers visiting on fully-booked flights. The result 
was chaos as a shortage of available tour activi-
ties had visitors and locals alike grumbling as 
the tourists wandered aimlessly around the 
packed streets, shops and other facilities.

Such days were certainly profitable for ev-
eryone with tourist-related offerings, but they 
faced the constant dilemma of having either too 
many or too few employees to handle the wide-
ly fluctuating daily traffic during the season. 
Some remedies – notably pushing for more 
people to visit during the shoulder seasons – 
proved encouraging. But other problems, such 
as Longyearbyen's campground being overrun 
with ill-equipped visitors sometimes arriving 
with no reservations or clue about local hazards 
such as polar bears, lack easy solutions.

Furthermore, while Svalbard is certain to 
set more visitor records in March of 2015 due 
to a total solar eclipse visible only here and in a 
few other Arctic areas, the cruise season may 
be a disaster due to a ban on heavy oil that will 
limit large-ship access to nearly all popular ar-
eas. Local tourism officials estimate about 
22,000 passengers will visit Svalbard in 2015, 
compared to 38,000 passengers in 2014. 
5. Increasingly aggressive polar bears 
visit settlements, refuse to leave 

Polar bears may not be taking the loss of 
their feeding area personally, but they're cer-
tainly acting like it.

Bears ransacked cabins across the bay from 
Longyearbyen, a campsite at Nordenskiöld-
breen that had to be evacuated and the newly 
reopened hotel in Pyramiden (where a beer raid 
was part of the excitement) during a year filled 

with human encounters noteworthy for the ani-
mals' refusal to be intimidated.

Longyearbyen residents had ample oppor-
tunity for bear watching as one visited a group 
of cabins at Revneset, visible to the naked eye 
from town, for three days in August. Another 
bear visit occurred when one wandered through 
the area of town near UNIS in October.

But the most dramatic encounter came 
when a group of 27 students and instructors 
were forced to abandon a glacier camp in early 
September after it was ransacked multiple times 
by a polar bear that refused to be chased off de-
spite more than 50 signal pistol shots being 
fired at it. A trawler was sent to retrieve the 

group after one of the governor's rescue heli-
copters was finally able to chase the bear away.

 The reason for the increasingly aggressive 
appears simple: with the Arctic ice sheet rapid-
ly vanishing due to climate change, bears are 
being forced forage for food on land instead of 
at sea. Polar bear scientists said they couldn't 
state for certain that was the cause of this year's 
encounters, but warned such incidents will be-
come more frequent in the future.
4. Attempted sale of large land parcel 
spooks many, but buyer remains elusive 

Leaving out a certain quirky Chinese ty-
coon who's exploits landed him on our "10 

LUNDIN PETROLEUM
Workers aboard the Transocean Spitsbergen oil rig prepare to conduct a test drill in the Barents Sea 
about 200 kilometers south of Svalbard this summer, the northernmost such tests ever.
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SVALBARD'S 10 BIGGEST  STORIES OF 2014

strangest stories" list, the announced sale of a 
large and coal-rich parcel of private land near 
Longyearbyen had a lot of local and national 
officials on edge.

The 217-square-kilometer Austre Advent-
fjord tract, representing 0.35 percent of Sval-
bard's total land area, was put on the market in 
April by a Bergen family willing to sell to the 
highest bidder – foreign or domestic. Ostensi-
bly, the main enticement for the mountainous 
land was an estimated 20 million tons of coal, 
worth nearly 10 billion kroner at that time and 
enough to sustain mining in Svalbard for 20 
years.

But as one of only two privately owned 
tracts of land in the archipelago, national secu-
rity officials and analysts said the bigger moti-
vation for a foreign buyer might be establishing 
a strategic beachhead on a key battleground in 
the Arctic cold war. China and Russia were 
seen as the most likely bidders due their aggres-
sive efforts to stake out claims to Arctic territo-
ry, but all 41 foreign countries that are signees 
of the Svalbard Treaty became potential neigh-
bors.

But Norwegian officials made their own 
aggressive play, noting the new owner, espe-
cially a foreigner, will likely face huge legal 
struggles to reap some – or any – of those rich-
es. Among the issued cited were the area's strict 
environmental laws and a 1938 "mischief" 
clause requiring the Norwegian government's 
approval if the property is sold to a foreign en-
tity. 
4. Russia's political crisis adds to 
safety, economic turmoil in Barentsburg

Barentsburg's woes during the past eight 
years – primarily a rash of deaths due to a fire 
and accidents that have kept the coal mine there 
closed most of the time – make the crisis at 
Store Norske seem like a modest blip. There 
were no deaths this year, although inspectors 
say a lax regard for worker safety continues. 
But Russia's actions on the world stage inflicted 
new forms of suffering on residents of the set-
tlement.

The country's invasion and annexation of a 
portion of the Ukraine, where a majority of 
Barentsburg's workforce comes from, meant 
many were worrying about the fate of family 
and friends (and their own status) much of the 
year. Adding to their misery was a 50 percent 
drop in the value Russia's currency due to the 
resulting sanctions and other factors such as a 
sharp reduction in oil prices.

But the hardship felt by locals went well 
beyond world events. Barentsburg's only doctor 
fled the settlement in March, claiming he and 
other health care personnel hadn't been paid in 
two months. Furthermore, he accused leaders 
there of making cost-based decisions about care 
that may have resulted in the death of at least 
one worker.

Still, Russia's aggressiveness offers 
promise for its settlements in Svalbard as the 
country doubles down on ambitions to domi-
nate the Arctic militarily and economically. It is 
likely they will stretch out the life of the coal 
mine here as long as possible no matter how 
bad prices are in order to help justify the coun-

try's presence here. Officials also announced 
plans for a major scientific research complex 
with a main facility in Barentsburg and a satel-
lite office in Pyramiden, along with intentions 
to increasingly focus on tourism offerings. 
3. Mining, rescue and other employers 
fear worker exodus due to tax increase

Technically this happens on the first day of 
2015, when many of Svalbard's workers will be 
hit with a 28 percent income tax rate instead of 
16.2 percent. But employers and employees 
spent much of the year worrying about and lob-
bying for changes to a new law imposing the 
increase, which would rank higher on this list if 
not for the subsequent coal crisis that resulting 
in more serious concerns about having a job at 
all.

The law requires workers known as "com-
muters" – who typically work 14 straight days 
here and spend 14 days off in their hometowns 
on the mainland – to pay Norway's standard tax 
rate instead of the lower one that applies to per-
manent Svalbard residents. Such shifts are 
common at Longyearbyen's biggest employers, 
including an estimated 70 percent of Store 
Norske's workers. 

It was approved by Parliament in 2010 
with a delayed enactment date so locals would 
in theory have time to prepare for it. But that 
didn't stop numerous business and political of-
ficials from requesting changes to or elimina-
tion of the law during the months leading up to 
the New Year. Emergency rescue agencies 
were particularly incensed, arguing they would 
likely lose personnel specially trained for the 
unique Arctic conditions and have trouble find-
ing replacements, but Norway's finance minis-
ter rejected all official requests for exemptions.
2. Freaky February sets tone for 
warmest year on record

Forget the whining about winter fun-time 
activities being ruined. Set aside the injury haz-
ards and annoyances of water-on-ice streets and 
runways. And even, momentarily, overlook the 
devastating consequences for starving wildlife 
unable to feed due to the conditions.

Consider, during a year when many re-
searchers said Earth passed the climate change 
"tipping point," the following arriving in the 
neighborhood soon: massive landslides, glacier 
blowouts and a 21-meter rise in sea level that 
humans may have already triggered.

Damaging as the hottest year on record was 
to everything from bones to building structures 
to businesses' bottom line in Svalbard, it may 
simply be what's about to be normal – at least 
until things get worse. A prolonged heat wave 
that begin late in 2013 reached a peak in Febru-
ary of 2014 when the average temperature was 
nearly 15 degrees Celsius above normal. That 
meant a frequent cycle of rain and snow, and 
thawing and freezing, which returned for spells 
toward the end of the year.

All that might be shrugged off as a freak of 
nature – especially by climate change skeptics 
– if not for a study released in November ana-
lyzing a remarkably similar winter in 2012 
(summary at tinyurl.com/ntx3v3d). Historically 
speaking it qualified as a "500-year-weather-
event," but the scientists said it appears Sval-
bard is heading for winters with frequent peri-

ods of mean temperatures above freezing by 
2050.

1. Record loss at Store Norske leads to 
mass layoffs, uncertain future

If there's anything offering consolation in 
the biggest story 2014, it's that the situation 
turned topsy-turvy so fast.

Store Norske began the year, if not flush, 
then at least feeling better after several crisis-
plagued years as coal shipments from Svea in-
creased 40 percent in 2013 and the first load of 
coal was extracted from the nearly completed 
Lunckefjell mine. Furthermore, the company 
won a significant legal victory in August when  
it prevailed in a lengthy dispute over the the 
coal mining rights to a large section of Operaf-
jellet, potentially paving the way for operations 
to continue beyond 2030.

Now there's no guarantee the company will 
be operating beyond the first quarter of 2015.

That's a far-fetched scenario to be sure, as 
Store Norske and local political officials say 
they're hearing at least some encouraging re-
sponses to their request for help from the Nor-
wegian government, which owns 99.9 percent 
of the company. But the restructuring plan the 
company is expected to present in January will 
have to address a number of harsh realities that 
surfaced during 2014.

The company's hopes for Lunckefjell 
quickly took a downfall when excavation to-
ward some promising deposits were halted by 
blocking stones, forcing officials to downsize 
their estimate of the mine's yield as they were 
coping with the dilemma of break-even prices.

A Norwegian Environmental Agency in-
spection in September found Store Norske in 
violation of numerous environmental laws, in-
cluding deficient control of emissions and other 
pollutants, a lack of contingency plans for acci-
dents, and using of unregistered imported 
chemicals. But the violations and orders to fix 
them by Feb. 1 of 2015 became afterthoughts 
compared to the bad news that followed.

The company announced in late October it 
would likely need to lay off as many as 100 of 
its 340 employees due to coal prices that were 
at least $10 below the $83 a ton necessary for 
break-even operations. Furthermore, the price 
slump was expected to continue indefinitely 
due to reduced demand and more competition 
from other markets. The downsizing – occur-
ring 18 months after 80 workers were let go – 
became official following a special meeting of 
the company's board of directors Nov. 24.

The crisis immediately triggered a wave of 
fear and uncertainly throughout Longyearbyen, 
with officials estimating the layoffs could result 
in 250 people leaving the city when family 
members of the workers were factored in. Other 
industries including construction, transportation 
and logistical services are also facing cuts since 
much of their work was for Store Norske.

The company's restructuring plan is ex-
pected to rely on a combination of government 
assistance, bank refinancing and employee con-
cessions. While local political and mining offi-
cials officials are expressing optimism about 
the plan's chances of approval, they agree the 
new profile of Store Norske – and Svalbard – 
will never again be the same. 

Many search and rescue personnel are among those in Svalbard facing a roughly 75 percent hike in 
their income tax rates as of Jan. 1, prompting fears some with specialized Arctic skills may quit.

EUROCOPTER

A tot in Barentsburg youth gets a raw offering during the annual Fish Day celebration in the 
settlement. The festive event offered a break from a year filled with economic and political hardships.
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The 12 Ways 
of Christmas*

Late gift, but a good excuse: An ensemble of 
visiting musicians perform a Christmas concert 
at Kulturhuset on Jan 4 after a storm forced the 
cancellation of the original show in November.

BJØRNØYA METEOROLOGICAL STATION
Bearly remarkable: Bjørnøya Meteorological 
Station staff chill during a Christmas featuring a 
visit from Santa, holiday movies on TV, a dinner 
of traditional foods and a tree (the latter of 
which, sent from Tromsø, is actually a rarity).

No need to put up the lights: Mother Nature 
takes care of the holiday glow at the Polish 
Polar Station at Hornsund. The 10 crew 
members hosted a traditional Polish Christmas 
meal and an outdoor Catholic Mass for a 
Norwegian delegation featuring Svalbard Gov. 
Odd Olsen Ingerø and other officials.

???: Russian Orthodox

Dressed for 89 degrees: Audun Tholfsen gets 
out for a bit of fresh air while spending the holiday 
one degree of latitude south of the North Pole 
during a two-person, multi-month research 
project. They bypassed a Christmas tree, but put 
up a few decorations and ate a Christmas Eve 
meal of spareribs and cloudberries.

YNGVE KRISTOFFERSEN / UNIVERSITY OF BERGEN

HELMHOLTZ GEMEINSCHAFT

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE
This is actually a relatively good seat: A 
second room behind is packed with at least as 
many people as a beyond-capacity crowd 
attends the first of two Christmas Eve Masses 
at Svalbard Church. 

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE

Saving Santa the commute: The jolly red elf 
makes one of his first Christmas Eve stops at 
the Radisson Blu Polar Hotel during an annual 
holiday dinner buffet. This year the event was 
marketed to tourists, while a second feast at 
Spitsbergen Hotel was promoted to locals.

Walking off those holiday kilos: Locals walk a 
lengthy circuit of Longyearbyen's streets during 
the traditional Dec. 26 Christmas March. Kids 
got a medal upon completion – and everyone 
got a chance to ingest more holiday treats.

Wait…where the hell is this!? Stockings 
outside a primative shelter "tell of dreams in the 
West Bank," according to Svalbard Church 
Priest Leif Magne Helgesen, who spent the last 
three months of 2014 with Norwegian Church 
Aid helping Palestinian refugees and protesting 
Israel's occupation of the area.

LEIF MAGNE HELGESEN

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE

WITEK KASZKIN / POLISH POLAR STATION

Rudolf's got a case of gas: The "steaming and 
coughing" sled guide, bearing a remarkable 
resemblance to a bulldozer from the 1960s now 
driven only once a year, stands ready for its 
annual trip around Ny-Ålesund with the 25 winter 
residents of the research settlement in tow.

Alter squall: Kids turn Svalbard Church's pulpit 
into a playground during the annual Christmas 
Tree party for local families Dec. 28. 

* These overlap the Christmas stuff, so they count: Longyearbyen residents buy fireworks 
at Svalbardbutikken, at left, on Dec. 30 and set them off, at right, as the New Year rings in.

AKTIV I FRILUFT LONGYEARBYEN

KATRINE APELAND / TELENOR

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE
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There's more! Visit www.icepeople.net 
for the complete story.

Jan. 7
6 p.m.: Movie: "Calvary – Golgata," 
Irish/British drama, ages 15 and up. 
Kulturhuset.

Jan. 10
1 p.m.: Movie: "Tinker Bell and the 
Legend of the NeverBeast" (3D), U.S. 
animated/fantasy, ages 7 and up. 
Kulturhuset.

Jan. 11
11 a.m.: Mass. Svalbard Church.
5 p.m.: Movie: "Seventh Son," U.S. 
adventure/family, no age limit specified. 
Kulturhuset.

7 p.m.: Movie: "The Imitation Game," 
U.S. drama/thriller, ages 11 and up. 
Kulturhuset.

Jan. 12
8 p.m.: Trivia quiz. Barentz Pub.
Jan. 13
7 p.m.: Evening Mass and fireplace 
social. Svalbard Church.

Jan. 14
6 p.m.: Movie: "Tinker Bell and the 
Legend of the NeverBeast," U.S. 
animated/fantasy, ages 7 and up. 
Kulturhuset.

Jan 16
7 p.m.: Irish dinner and performances 
featuring the Corner Boys band,  
Svalbard Irish Dance Ensemble and 
Tønsberg Irish Dance Ensemble. Kroa.

Jan. 17
1 p.m.: Movie: "Paddington," Canadian/
French/British adventure/family, ages 7 
and up. Kulturhuset.

Jan. 18
11 a.m.: Mass. Svalbard Church.
5 p.m.: Movie: "Paddington," Canadian/
French/British adventure/family, ages 7 
and up. Kulturhuset.

7 p.m.: Movie: "Taken 3," U.S. action, 
ages 15 and up. Kulturhuset.

Jan. 19
8 p.m.: Trivia quiz. Barentz Pub.

What's up

What's online
Icepeople.net provides daily updates of 
news about Svalbard and the world's 
polar regions, plus extras for articles from 
the print edition. Among the latest news:
● Norwegians turning ambivalent on Statoil 
● Arctic shipping drops 50 percent in 2014
● Russia building Air Force to rule Arctic
● When is it New Year's at the North Pole?

Leader new to mining, but not to crises
RAVLO, from page 1

A rescuer descends to a researcher at Hornsund who fell into a crevasse Monday. The man was not 
seriously injured, but required a few hours of heat treatment to restore his body temperature.

CHRISTIAN SVARSTAD / SYSSELMANNEN

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

A researcher at the Polish Polar Station at 
Hornsund escaped serious injury after falling  
25 meters into a nearby crevasse Monday, but 
suffered hypothermia requiring thermal 
treatment after he was rescued.

Witold Kaszkin, 42, was with a colleague 
when he fell into the crevasse on Hansbreen, 
according to a statement from The Governor of 
Svalbard, which was notified about the 
incident at 3:18 p.m.

"I was suddenly in free fall and it quickly 
became very difficult to orient myself," he told 
Svalbardposten. "I stopped after a few 

seconds, after an estimated a drop of 20 
meters, and then I didn't have a grip. It was so 
cramped that my body had gotten wedged 
between the layers of ice. I hung and could not 
move a millimeter."

Rescuers from the governor's office, 
Longyearbyen Red Cross and Longyearbyen 
Hospital arrived by helicopter at about 4:50 
p.m. A rescuer reached Kaszkin about two-
and-a-half hours after the fall and brought him 
of the crevasse at about 6:10 p.m.

"The man was conscious the whole time, 
but cold," the statement noted. The surface 
temperature during the incident was minus six 
or seven degrees Celsius.

Kaszkin's body temperature dropped to 
34.9 degrees Celsius (from the norm of 37 
degrees) and spent several hours in heated 
wraps at the station before it returned to 
normal, according to Svalbardposten.

Man rescued from Hornsund crevasse

Arild Olsen, Store Norske's union steward, 
criticized the company last year for choosing 
leaders at times that lacked mining experience 
and political acumen, saying both are essential 
during a period of transition. But he expressed 
support for Ravlo, even though her first visit 
inside a coal mine occurred in December.

"We basically wanted a person with a min-
ing or contractor background, but among can-
didates we had was she the one who emerged 
as the best," he told Svalbardposten. 

Ravlo, in a prepared statement issued by 
Store Norske, said she understands the issues 
the company is facing and is committed to pre-
serving the core of what has historically been 
the foundation of Longyearbyen's economy. 

"Together with the board, management 
and staff I will do my utmost to make Store 
Norske attractive as a cornerstone company 
and workplace in the future," she said. "At the 
same time, I am looking forward to getting to 
know and becoming a part of the local commu-
nity in Svalbard."

Store Norske is in the process of laying off 
about 100 of its 340 employees, which follows 
a downsizing of about 80 employees 18 
months ago. Company officials and local 

politicians are also lobbying Norway's central 
government in the hope of obtaining assistance 
for a restructuring plan expected to be present-
ed later this month. In addition, the company is 
expected to seek refinancing help from banks, 
concessions from employees and cease opera-
tions at its new Lunckefjell mine for a year.

An example of Ravlo's undertakings at 
Norske Skog that may directly relate to her 
work at Store Norske is summarized in a 2008 
article in Teknisk Ukeblad with the headline 
"She kicked 70 to rescue 400." A 135-year-old 
paper mill operated by Norske Skog in 
Ringerike – also considered a cornerstone 
company – was forced to shut one of its three 
manufacturing machines due to cost issues.

Echoing comments local officials have 
made about Store Norske, Ravlo expressed 
hope at the time about her company's ability to 
find new markets, create other manufacturing 
jobs and implement more cost-effective opera-
tions. But she departed her job as manager of 
the plant in 2009 to become the manager of a 
Norske Skog factory in Australia and the paper 
mill, unable to overcome its struggles, closed 
in 2012.

Researcher falls 25 meters into 
glacier, suffers hypothermia after 
being trapped for three hours


