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A 120-meter-wide balloon carrying radar and other scientific equipment lifts off July 1 from 

Longyearbyen, beginning a four-day journey across Greenland to take subsurface readings of 

Arctic terrain. Researchers with the Italian-led Sounding Radar (SoRa) project hope the data 

provides clues about the polar regions of Mars, where similar measurements have been taken. 

Photo by Andreas Umbreit.

Starting early on arts of darkness

Priest finds clinic, church missions similar

Odd Olsen Ingerø to head office 
after four-year absence; other 
new senior officials also coming

See POLLUTION, page 2

Briefly

Full information on the above items is 
available at www.icepeople.net.

The Petrozavodsk after running aground on Bear 

Island last week. Photo provided by the 

Norwegian Coastal Administration.

See INGERØ, page 4

Balloon tour of Mars?

60 percent drop in coal prices, 
reduction in demand fueled 
by global economic crisis

Planning for KunstPause 
Svalbard underway in hope 
of attracting more visitors

The captain of a Russian ship that ran 
aground in a Svalbard bird sanctuary was 
sentenced last week to 18 days in prison and 
his first mate 40 days for drinking alcohol 
and other negligence on duty.

The Petrozavodsk remains on the south 
coast of Bear Island after the May 11 colli-
sion that spilled a large amount of diesel fuel 
into the protected area. Both officers admit-
ted guilt and were sentenced in a Tromsø 
court.

"It has been 18 days since the stranding 
and the case against both has come to a ver-
dict that we are satisfied with," Lars Fause, 
Svalbard's deputy governor, told the the 
Norwegian News Agency.

The captain, 45, who admitted to drink-
ing alcohol, was released Friday after serv-
ing 15 days of his sentence and has returned 
to his home of Murmansk, according to the 
Svalbard governor's office. The first mate, 
51, also of Murmansk, remains in custody 
after being judged responsible for the inci-
dent because he fell asleep on duty. He also 
was convicted of breaching Svalbard envi-
ronmental law for guiding the vessel into the 
preserve.

Store Norske 
facing deep 
cuts, layoffs

Captain already released, first 
mate still in jail for negligence 
after oil spill in bird sanctuary

Residents and visitors gather around a bonfire in the 

center of Longyearbyen to hear an outdoor concert 

during the 2008 KunstPause Svalbard festival.

Mission from Svalbard seeks similarities of planets' polar areas

Sharply lower coal prices and demand are 
forcing Store Norske into immediate and 
longer-term layoffs and 
restructuring, with local 
officials saying they're 
uncertain of the impact 
as they reassess a poten-
tially significant blow to 
Longyearbyen's econom-
ic base.

Coal prices have fallen from $165 a ton in 
2008 to $65 this year and the global economic 
crisis also means demand from Europe is 
sharply lower as steel plants using coal are re-
ducing operations, said Store Norske CEO 
Bjørn Arnestad in an interview with Svalbard-
posten. He said the company needs to cut ex-
penses 20 percent, including a reduction from 
the current 400 employees to 360 this year and 
250 by 2015.

"We hope the dismissals all go through 
natural attrition," he said. "But with fewer 
available jobs on the mainland there are not as 
many departures as we had expected."

The announcement last week was "not a 
very big surprise" since a decline in coal pro-
duction is already projected in Norway's long-
term strategic plan for Svalbard released earlier 
this year, said Sigmund Engdahl, chief execu-
tive of the Longyearbyen Community Council.

Store Norske's 2007 annual report states 
there are "sufficient deposits in both the Svea 
and the Longyearbyen areas for approximately 

Russian agency: 

Barentsburg coal 

company's use of 

funds inefficient
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Summer school: Science rules

Don't look for balloons over Mars any-
time soon, but Svalbard is offering re-
searchers wanting to know more about the 
Red Planet the next best thing.

A 120-meter-wide balloon carrying a 
radar system to analyze Arctic terrain com-
pleted a four-day voyage from Longyearbyen 
to Baffin Island, Canada, on Saturday. Study-
ing Mars typically involves telescopes and 
rockets directed away from Earth, but those 
launching the balloon said there may be much 
to learn by looking down – way down, as 
much as three kilometers beneath the surface.

"It is a situation that could be similar to 
the Martian poles," said Enrico Flamini, head 

of universe observation for Italy's space agen-
cy, Agenzia Spaziale Italiana, which devel-
oped and coordinated the project known as 
SoRa (Sounding Radar). "We have very good 
information from the Martian poles....In sci-
ence you always need to make comparisons. 
The only thing we can do is take known 
equipment and take known measurements."

The ballon flight, delayed about a month 
due to high winds during the scheduled 
launch, coincides with the publication of 
findings from the Phoenix Mars Mission, 
which generated widespread headlines world-
wide when scientists declared the planet had 

New Svalbard projects seek discoveries from amebas to space 
Pity the teacher reading this collection of 

"how I spent my summer" papers.
Studying everything from molecules 

deep beneath the ocean to the expanse of out-
er space is again the focus of students and 
scientists from more than 20 countries spend-
ing their summer in Svalbard. Research activ-
ities have boomed in Svalbard in recent years 
and are still going strong this year despite the 
global economic crisis that has hurt coal min-
ing and tourism, the region's other major eco-
nomic activities.

A large reason is the United Nations Cli-
mate Change Conference in Copenhagen this 

December, but economic and political consid-
erations are also motivating many countries 
and organizations seeking an advantage as 
some say the Arctic is becoming the new 
global battleground for resources and knowl-
edge. Nations such as China are planning ex-
pansions of their activities here and Green-
peace, in-between hanging protest banners on 
Mt. Rushmore and occupying coal-based 
power stations in Italy while G-8 leaders 
meet there, is in the midst of a two-month 
Arctic research cruise that will end in Sval-
bard.
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A sled heads down Hiorthhamn fjord during the 
annual race at Solfestuka, this year featuring 
about 20 entrants. Photo by Roger Ødegård.

Members of Spitsbergen Revylag offer their satirical interpretation of local events during the past 
year during a performance at Huset on the final night of Solfestuka.

Record prices decimated by recession
COAL, from page 1

This chart from Store Norske's 2007 annual report shows the company's growth between 1999 and 
2007, when global prices reached record levels. A 60 percent drop in 2008 prices and a sharp 
reduction in European demand has the company looking to reduce expenses 20 percent, about 250 
million to 300 million kroner, this year.

Measurements for three types of pollutants taken in Longyearbyen and Zurich, Switzerland, 
between April and June of 2007, as published by Environmental Science and Technology.

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

15–18 years of operation at current production 
levels." But the economic situation now is 
drastically different than in the report, when 
"record coal prices on the global market and an 
increasing demand for coal (are putting) Store 
Norske in an excellent position to make ar-
rangements for the future."

An optimistic tone was also voiced less 
than a year ago in a report by the city analyz-
ing Store Norske's economic influence.

"With the high price of coal we have today 
and with the production rate the company has 
gone from being a net support recipient to be-
coming a contributor to the state, and the com-
pany is expected to be debt free in 2008," notes 
the report published in October 2008.

Engdahl said the latest developments will 
be factored into an updated economic and so-
cial analysis scheduled for release this October.

"It will have an effect on Longyearbyen," 
he said. "It will not be isolated because many 
other companies are delivering goods and ser-
vices to Store Norske."

The city's 2008 report, which analyzes a 
theoretical shutdown of Store Norske in 2012, 
states the company's activities account for 40 
percent of the man hours worked in Longyear-
byen. A shutdown would also result in the loss 
of half of the area's children, causing a signifi-
cant blow to public institutions like schools as 
well as businesses.

"We have also shown that it is difficult to 
replace the potentially vanishing mining indus-

try by increasing the activity in other basic in-
dustries," the report notes. "A simultaneous 
doubling of the number of tourists, the number 
of researchers and the number of students 
could replace the mining industry quantitative-
ly, but this would not give the same level of 
demand (secondary effects) directed towards 
private and public services, and it would have 
other impacts (i.e. a doubling of the number of 
tourists would probably be considered to have 
substantial negative impacts for the environ-
ment)."

The Norwegian government, in its long-
term policy outline, states "coal mining contin-
ues to be the mainstay of this community...
(and) should continue within the strict frame-
work set by environmental legislation and 
commercial profitability."

"At the same time, coal mining is not a 
sustainable activity," the report adds. "It is also 
vulnerable to fluctuations in the price of coal. 
Unforeseen events may have a serious impact 
on operations. In view of this the government 
believes that an effort should be made to devel-
op other activities such as knowledge, research 
and teaching, as well as tourism and other var-
ied activities."

Store Norske's coal production increased 
from 400,000 tons in 1999 to nearly 4.1 mil-
lion in 2007, according to the company's 
report. Employment rose from 226 to 396 dur-
ing that period. 

Agency: Barentsburg inefficiently using funds
The Arktikugol coal company in Barents-

burg is being criticized by a Russian watchdog 
agency for spending 2.17 billion rubles of gov-
ernment funding inefficiently.

The Russian Accounts Chamber, analyzing 
expenditures between 2006 and 2008, stated 
Monday "there was no comprehensive program 
of streamlining and improving the efficiency of 
the Russian organizations on the Svalbard 
archipelago."  

Among the problems, the agency notes, is 
an absence of coordination between agencies 
responsible for developing alternative activities 

such as fish processing and tourism.
Concern was also expressed about the cost 

of emerging maintenance issues such as "sani-
tary norms and rules (and a) lack of treatment 
facilities."

Russian authorities have repeatedly 
stressed their intention in recent years to step 
up investments in Barentsburg, according to 
the Barents Observer. There were more than 
2,400 Russians living in Svalbard in 1990, but 
mine closures and related problems have re-
duced Barentsburg's population to about 400, 
most of whom work for Arktikugol.
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Weather forecast for Longyearbyen

Wednesday

Overcast. W winds at 11 km/

h. High 6C (6C wind chill), 

low 3C (1C wind chill).

Thursday

Clouds and sunshine. WNW 

winds at 9 km/h. High 6C 

(6C wind chill), low 4C (4C 

wind chill).

Friday

Partly sunny. Light winds. 

High 6C (6C wind chill), low 

4C (4C wind chill).

Saturday

Sunny to partly cloudy. Calm 

winds. High 6C (6C wind 

chill), low 4C (4C wind chill).

Extended forecast: Sunday, clouds clearing, 6C (6C), 3C (3C); Monday, sunny, 6C (6C), 4C (4C); Tuesday, partly cloudy, 7C (7C), 

5C (5C); Wednesday, sunshine and patchy clouds, 7C (7C), 5C (4C).

Data provided by AccuWeather.com
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Ancient cultural 'treasure' in 
found in Ny-Ålesund villa 

Heritage workers were surprised to find 
wall paintings in a Ny-Ålesund villa used by 
explorer Roald Amundsen during the 1920s. 
They include depictions of the race for the 
North Pole and folklore murals. The discovery 
will alter plans to restore the villa to how it 
was during Amundsen's stay, since the 
paintings appears to be from the latter part of 
the 1930s. The hope is to complete to project 
by May 2011, the 100-year-anniversary of 
Amundsen's conquest of the South Pole.

Wrecked ship still leaking oil, 
officials seek quick removal 

A wrecked Russian ship on Bear Island has 
leaked an undetermined amount of fuel 
intermittently during the past week, according 
to the Norwegian Coast Guard, which is 
assisting a salvage company evaluate the site. 
The Petrosavodsk ran aground May 11 on the 
south side of the island, one of the world's 
most pristine bird sanctuaries, with the captain 
and first mate found guilty of negligence. "The 
situation is serious and uncertain," a 
Norwegian Polar Institute researcher said, as 
leaks have occurred for weeks and appear to 
be increasing. The coast guard official said a 
crew to clean up diesel is at the site, but not 
been used so far, and hopes equipment to 
remove the vessel will be in place shortly.

Svalbard church to be on 
television series this winter 

Four 30-minute TV programs featuring 
pastor Leif Magne Helgesen, with a focus on 
themes such as climate change and Christmas 
in the north, will be broadcast from Svalbard 
beginning Nov. 21 and ending during the 
international climate summit in Copenhagen in 
December. Planning is still underway, but 
filming may include a liturgy on the 
Nordsyssel vessel in October and a holiday 
visit to Hopen.

 

Seabed 
earthquake 
strikes   

A magnitude 5.1 
earthquake occurred 
Sunday about 280 km 

The Phoenix Mars Mission transmits images from the Arctic region of Mars during its five-month 

mission in 2008, which officials said revealed Earth-like climate patterns. Photo courtesy of NASA.

Balloon mission may clarify data from Mars
MARS, from page 1

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

photos.

Earth-like climate cycles, snow and perhaps 
life. The Phoenix lander spent five months ana-
lyzing soil samples and other data in the Mar-
tian Arctic, with 35 scientists from six coun-
tries co-authoring four papers in the journal 
Science.

Flamini said he hopes his mission can 
help provide information about the type and 
source of water bodies on Mars by comparing 
the balloon radar's readings to comparable 
Martian satellite data.

"The main payload of the SoRa mission 
consists of a very faithful reproduction of the 
SHARAD radar currently on board the Mars 
Reconnaissance Orbiter," he said. "This is a 
radar able to penetrate the underground sound. 
This way you can acquire a set of reference 
data that can compare with those obtained by 
exploring the surface of the Red Planet." 

It's unclear if the Martian radar detected 
water or ice, which SoRa data may be able to 
provide clues toward, Flamini said.

The SoRa balloon launched from 
Longyearbyen at about 2 a.m. Wednesday, 
reaching an altitude of 35 kilometers. The pri-
mary focus was radar readings taken above 
Greenland, with the unit collecting about 
90GB of data a team of Italian scientists will 
analyze now that the unit has been recovered. 
The radar lacked the bandwidth to transmit in 

real time, in part because the balloon's small 
payload capacity didn't allow for equipment 
capable of such transmissions.

A secondary mission of SoRa was mea-
suring the thickness of Greenland's ice sheets 
to study the impact of global warming. Numer-
ous similar studies have been done recently in 
the Arctic, including one published last week 
stating the sea ice between Svalbard and 
Greenland is at its lowest level in 800 years, 
but Flamini said the balloon's readings will 
help establish a more complete portrait.

"Crossing Greenland we can measure the 
entire thickness of the ice," he said.

Three minor experiments were also part of 
the flight, according to the Italian space 
agency: an instrument for capturing interplane-
tary dust in Earth’s troposphere, a prototype 
accelerometer for a mission that will study the 
planet Mercury and a sensor for detecting gam-
ma rays. 

The minor missions got a boost from 
southerly winds that convinced the SoRa team 
to extend the flight until about 12:30 p.m. Sat-
urday to the 77th parallel on Baffin Island, 
rather than the 80th parallel in Greenland, ac-
cording to a statement from the space agency. 
Officials said they were also encouraged by the 
radar readings, despite some difficulties due to 
higher than expected internal temperatures dur-
ing the flight.
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July 16

7 p.m.: Exhibit opening, watercolors of 
Arctic fossils and plants by Hedvig 
Wright Østern, Galleri Svalbard. On 
display until Aug. 31.

July 19

8 p.m.: Movie: "Terminator Salvation," 
U.S. action/adventure, ages 15 and up. 
Huset.

July 23

7 p.m.: Solo concert by free 
improvisational jazz pianist Maarten 
Regtien, Galleri Svalbard.

July 28

8 p.m.: Movie: "Star Trek," U.S. science 
fiction, ages 11 and up. Huset.

Aug. 2

8 p.m.: Movie: "Transformers," U.S. 
action/adventure, ages 11 and up. 
Huset.

Aug. 9

8 p.m.: Movie: "Knowing," U.S. action/
drama, ages 15 and up. Huset.

Aug. 16

8 p.m.: Movie: "Drag Me To Hell," U.S. 
horror/thriller, ages 15 and up. Huset.

Aug. 23

6 p.m.: Movie "Coraline And The Secret 
Door," U.S. animated fantasy, ages 11 
and up. Huset.

Aug. 27

2 p.m.: Meeting of cultural and leisure 
enterprise board. Næringsbygget 1, 
"Tundra" room.

Aug. 28

9 a.m.: Meeting of the board of 
enterprise growth. Næringsbygget 1, 
"Tundra" room.

Aug. 30

7 p.m.: Movie: "Harry And The Half-
Blood Prince," British adventure/family, 
ages 11 and up. Huset.

What's up

What's online

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

A smorgasbord of English-language Web sites and blogs provide historic, breaking and real-time 

information about science projects in Svalbard. Among the main portals with links to sites are The 

University Centre In Svalbard (www.unis.no) and the Svalbard Science Forum (www.ssf.npolar.no).  

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

Research getting easier to follow

Swarms devour soft-serve, 
slushes, burgers and other new 
offerings at expanded kiosk

Local board endorses 

lowering voting age
Longyearbyen will join other Norwe-

gian cities seeking to lower the voting age 
for local elections to 16 after the municipal 
board endorsed the proposal June 16.

"It is important to encourage young peo-
ple to more poli t ically active and 
conscious," a board declaration states. "This 
will lead to greater commitment to the polit-
ical issues that interest young people. More-
over, it is important to provide education 
about democracy and political systems in 
cooperation with the school and the local 
board. Such a scheme would create more 
politician confidence and trust, and thus also 
in the long term lead to increased new re-
cruitment in Longyearbyen government."

The test project will lower the voting 
age from 18 for council elections in 2011. 
The deadline for local governments to apply 
to Norway's Justice Department is July 1.

Austria sparked a movement among Eu-
ropean countries in 2007 by lowering the 
voting age to 16 for all elections. Germany, 
Slovenia and Switzerland have lowered the 
age on a limited basis.

Cultural center work 

now live via webcam
Construction of Longyearbyen's new 

cultural center can now be followed live via 
Web camera, according to an announcement 
today.

Still photos updated every minute offer 
a rooftop view of the city's main pedestrian 
walkway. The new center, scheduled for 
completion in October of 2010 as an addi-
tion to the current municipal building, is still 
in the excavation stage.

The camera is accessible by clicking the 
picture icon on the left side of municipality's 
home page at www.lokalstyre.no.

Briefly

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:

! Svalbard sea ice lowest in 800 years

! Norway sees a future in windmills 

! China ramps up Spitsbergen research

! G-8 drops goal of halving CO2 by 2050 '

! Climate change is shrinking sheep

SCIENCE, from page 1
Just keeping track of the comings and go-

ings is well-neigh impossible - to say nothing 
of understanding their research. But plenty of 
layman-friendly blogs, real-time visuals and 
other presentations are in the avalanche of data 
on the Web (the best starting points are The 
University Centre In Svalbard at www.unis.no 
and the Svalbard Science Forum at 
www.ssf.npolar.no). A considerable amount is 
in English and thanks the emergence of aids 
like Google Translate it's possible to get at 
least an idea of what's being written about in 
other languages – although their tendency to 
garble words can make writings look like a 
failing term paper from Bob's Internet Diploma 
Mill.

This summer's projects - and this list isn't 
close to complete - include:

!  Sixteen scientists, along with five artists 
and two journalists, just completed a two-week 
cruise aboard the Jan Mayen gathering infor-
mation about the temperature of Arctic waters 
and its effect on life beneath the surface, and 
are now spending three weeks at UNIS analyz-
ing their findings. Known as the Arctic Tipping 
Points project, the main objective is to "identi-
fy the elements of the Arctic marine ecosystem 
likely to show abrupt changes in response to 
climate change and will establish the levels of 
the corresponding climate drivers inducing 
regime shift in those tipping elements." Exten-
sive background and individual updates are at 
www.eu-atp.org.

!  Discovering a new invertebrate species 
not previously observed on Svalbard was the 
highlight of a crash course in roughing it and 
blogging it involving 24 international students 
attending the IPY Polar Field School for two 
weeks ending July 3. Participants divided their 
time between field work and lectures about 
pretty much the whole range of Arctic research 
including glaciology, land and marine biology, 
oceanography, meteorology, geology, and cli-

mate change. The students' blogs are at the 
UNIS Web site.

! A weeklong hands-on training school 
about various methods of observing Earth to 
measure climate change was completed July 4 
at UNIS by 45 international PhD students and 
post-doctoral scientists. Space and weather 
agencies collaborated on instruction related to 
climate modeling, various elements of the Arc-
tic ecosystem and astronomical observations. 
Computing exercises from the sessions, as well 
as those from the 2008 session, will be fea-
tured at the school's Web site (http://
school.nilu.no.)

! Eight Svalbard Rock Ptarmigans have 
been fitted with satellite transmitters in the 
hope of discovering their migrating routes and 
wintering grounds. They are the world's north-
ernmost resident herbivorous birds and there-
fore must cope with extreme seasonal varia-
tions, according to Norwegian Polar Institute 
and University of Tromsø researchers cooper-
ating on the project. There are claims the birds 
are capable of long-range migration to suitable 
feeding areas, but no data about their migration 
routes and habitats exists for the Arctic winter 
period from October to March. They can be 
followed at http://svalbardrype.npolar.no/en/
satellite-tracking.html.

! Avalanches and snowmobile traffic pat-
terns during the past winter are being analyzed 
by four scientists at UNIS to determine how 
climate patterns affect the buildup of cornices 
and triggering of slides. In addition, hazards 
are being examined since a majority of the 203 
avalanches recorded in the vicinity of 
Longyearbyen occurred along snowmobile 
paths. Follow-up research is planned next win-
ter by placing wind-blocking baffles on the 
edge of plateaus to see if they reduce the 
buildup of large cornices. Information about 
the project is at www.skred-svalbard.no.


