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Weather summary
Storm alert: Heavy rain, wind and 
unusually warm temps this week; 
gradual cooling through next week

See pages 3 and 9 
BREAKING: Parliament approves Store Norske bailout. Story at icepeople.net

 BREAKING: Sans shelter This is good news? Loaded for bear Red alert
Census gives 
ammo to all in 
climate debate

Page 10

Rare light show 
during full 
moon

Page 2

See BLACKNESS, page 12

Scars and recovery: Full avalanche report
Pages 3-9

Workers gaze into the abyss of the abandoned Mine 3, left, where tours are now being offered to show what Longyearbyen's coal mining industry was 
like before collapsing. At right, rescuers try to rescue people trapped in a Dec. 19 avalanche that struck 11 homes and killed two local residents.

Svalbard's lights extinguished – for better and worse – during year of historic reverence and turmoil 

Witness to a 
burial? Svea to 
open to tourists for 
first time in 
January.

Page 6

Evacuees have 
until Jan. 8 to 
find new homes
icepeople.net

5,000 tons of snow hit homes at 80 km/h; response by organizations and individuals generally praised

Slide scrutiny
See ASSESS, page 4

PRIVATE

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

It was already a shell-shocked community 
beginning to say their farewells to possibly a 
quarter of the town's residents, with those left 
behind worrying about the future of a town with 
a decimated economic foundation.

Then the avalanche struck.
Either alone ranks among the most signifi-

cant events in Longyearbyen's history. Together 
they may reshape the town more dramatically 
than at any time since it was almost entirely de-
stroyed during World War II.

Both will completely reshape the town – in 
vastly different ways during the coming year – 
although each will require a massive rebuilding 
process that will take years. New industries such 

INTO BLACKNESS

SVALBARD'S 12 BIGGEST STORIES OF 2015

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

Both the event and response were a case of 
an immensely large force meeting a seeming un-
movable object.

As what will surely be a prolonged exami-
nation begins of the causes, response to and 
long-term impacts of the Dec. 19 avalanche, the 

immediate verdict is the damage – massive as it 
was – could have been much worse and the res-
cue efforts could not have been much better.

About 5,000 tons of snow hit a total of 11 
structures at a speed as high as 80 kilometers an 

COURTESY OF BASECAMP SPITSBERGEN

PRIVATE
A solar eclipse March 20 attracted thousands.

Gov't giving 
Store Norske 
shutdown funds
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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-

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

Who's to blame and how 
to express your wrath
Editor
Mark Sabbatini

Principal of principles
Kristan Hutchison

Psychiatrist
Irene Gallion

Accomplice
Jeff Newsom

Mailing address
Icepeople
Vei 210 -2- 13
Longyearbyen, Svalbard
9170
Norway

Telephone
Norway: +47 41 51 46 38
U.S. +1 (970) 673-4472

E-mail
marksabbatini@yahoo.com

Web site
www.icepeople.net

Icepeople is published weekly (or thereabouts) 
on Tuesdays (or thereabouts), with printed 
copies available free on a limited basis in 
Longyearbyen. Additional printed copies are 
available locally and by mail upon request. 
Charges are on an "at cost" basis.

Copyright stuff
Original contents of this publication can be 
reproduced for non-commercial purposes free 
of charge if Icepeople is credited as the 
source. The original writers, photographers 
and other contributors retain their rights to all 
published works.

Corrections policy
When we screw up you'll know about it – on 
the front page. One of the big complaints 
about newspapers is they tend to bury 
corrections and clarifications deep inside 
where few people who read the original article 
see them. If we need to fix something, an alert 
box on the front page will state what story is in 
error and where the full correction is printed.

Submitting material 
Letters, columns, photos and other material 
are welcome, but we can't offer pay for 
published items since nobody here is getting 
paid at the moment. Submissions in electronic 
form (text, Word documents, JPEGs, etc.) are 
highly preferred, although typing and/or 
scanning of items will be considered on a per-
case basis. We reserve the right to edit 
submissions for length, clarity, accuracy, libel 
and other reasons, but we will also make 
every reasonable effort to contact the author 
about any changes prior to publication.
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Icesheet
Random bits of the week's weirdness:

It's still a bit too soon to talk about the ways 
the avalanche and its aftermath were weird (but 
we'll be musing about things like visiting res-
cue dogs and would-be traveling evacuees lack-
ing proper documents in the near future). But 
it's not too soon to begin finding things to laugh 
about again, so make sure you read something 
funny after enduring this constipation of words. 
First and foremost, we're utterly convinced 
out minds are in meltdown after reading 
headlines stating Svalbard's temps will be 
20C above normal this week during a freak-
ish heat wave/storm. OK, a peak temp of 7C 
means a norm of -13C, which we can kinda see, 
but for those of you in the "American" world 
that's a 68F difference – or precisely the "per-
fect" room temperature for the average not-
Svalbard resident…We've been reporting as 
fact for years that Santa lives in Longyear-
byen's abandoned Mine 2B, not the North Pole. 
Now even the rubes in places like Alabama 
(tinyurl.com/hah9ht2) might be accepting 
that reality thanks to evidence that the Jolly 
Old Elf's reindeer obviously live here. The 
local creatures are about half the size of a nor-

mal reindeer (which makes the fact one in town 
was confused for a polar bear on the day of the 
avalanche all the more weird), which for vari-
ous reasons involving the same physics that al-
lows him to visit all in a single night is impor-
tant…Finally, there was no way any disaster 
was going to stop us from reprinting this 
headline: "Toxic flame retardants turn up in 
Arctic reindeer poop." Alas, while toilet hu-
mor is always a winner here, it's because "a re-
cent study found the feces of reindeer in Arctic 
Norway are full of flame retardant residues, 
linked to liver, thyroid, reproductive and neuro-
logical damage" (tinyurl.com/grbkmqb).

dogs

few travelers

commute helicter to svalsat

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

A rare red sky illuminates the polar night in Longyearbyen this week. The phenomenon is caused 
by sunlight being reflected by stratospheric clouds in an ideal location between Svalbard and the 
mainland.  Ice crystals within the clouds split the sun’s rays and send the red part of the spectrum 
back towards the Arctic island group. The last such sighting was during the early 2000s.

The position of the clouds between Svalbard and the Scandinavian mainland is the main cause of the 
red light rays. NRK that the uncommon phenomenon is caused by sunlight being reflected by 
stratospheric clouds.

The position of the clouds between Svalbard and the Scandinavian mainland is the main cause of the 
red light rays. Ice crystals within the clouds split the sun’s rays and send the red part of the spectrum 
back towards the Arctic island group.

Red light district

Get some real dirt on icepeople!
Our global headquarters available for rent during the March 20 eclipse! Sleeps three on actual 
furnishings (double bed and sofa), plus a few can squeeze in on the floor. Washing machine, turbo 
wi-fi and about a 5-10 minute walk to most places. Plus, you'll be helping provide our pitiful little 
newspaper with desperately needed funds. Contact marksabbatini@yahoo.com for details.

NTNU

Polar Permaculture has a vision to develop a resilient and healthy 
community while reducing our impact on the environment. Our team of 

experts are creating solutions for organic food growing, transformation of 
waste streams and engaging our community. Work is commencing on our 

greenhouse project now. Could you be part of 
the solution? We would love to hear from you.

Be part of Longyearbyen's growing future!Be part of Longyearbyen's growing future!

Polar Permaculture
www.polarpermaculture.com !  4695 4875 !  info@polarpermaculture.com

Presenting…the first-ever streaming video in a 
newspaper: This may look like a snapshot, but 
it's actually a 15-minute "live from London" stage 
performance playing in real time on this page.

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE

SYSSELMANNEN

PRIVATE

OCEANWIDE EXPEDITIONS
Toxic turds: Think the toilet's a bad place after 
eating  ghost peppers? Try flame retardants.

GESA GERDING
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Weather forecast for Longyearbyen
Wednesday

Rain. NW winds winds to 18 
km/h. High 6C (1C wind chill), 
low -3C (-2C wind chill).

24-hour darkness

Thursday
Rain. Variable winds to 52 km/
h. High 6C (1C wind chill), low 
2C (-4C wind chill).

24-hour darkness

Saturday
Rain/snow. Variable winds to 
40 km/h. High 3C (-2C wind 
chill), low 0C (-5C wind chill).

24-hour darkness
Extended forecast: Sunday, cloudy, 2C (-3C), -1C (-5C), light 0:00h; Monday, rain/snow, 2C (-3C), 1C (-4C), light 0:00h; Tuesday, 
rain/snow, 1C, (-3C), -1C (-4C), light 0:00h; Wednesday,  cloudy, -1C (-4C), -5C (-9C), light 0:00h

Data provided by storm.no

Friday
Rain. Variable winds to 49 km/
h. High 3C (-2C wind chill), low 
2C (-4C wind chill).

24-hour darkness

HEADLINES STOLEN FROM

SVALBARDPOSTEN
VERDENS NORDLIGSTE AVIS

Entering closed-off areas 
now a criminal offense 

Entering areas closed due to avalanche 
risk is now a criminal offense, The Governor 
of Svalbard announced Dec. 23 after a ski 
tourist was spotted traversing the area where 
the Dec. 20 snowslide occurred. "There was a 
skier that did not get what has happened and 
who was going up to Sukkertoppen," said po-
lice Chief Lt. Arve Johnsen. "To underline the 
seriousness of that, we’ve decided to block it 
off according to the Police Act." Posters will 
be hung in hotels, and receptionists will be re-
quired to inform guests about the avalanche 
and traffic ban. The decision comes after the 
governor’s office issued reminders earlier dur-
ing the day residents of homes hit by the 
avalanche are prohibited from entering them. 
Workers began sealing the homes off from the 
weather the same day, but the governor’s of-
fice notes the work will continue through the 
Christmas season and removal of large items 
will not be permitted until it is completed.

Herleiv Alvheim, 83, former 
Svalbardposten editor, dies

Former Svalbardposten Editor Herleiv 
Alvheim died Tuesday at thre age of 83 after a 
long illness. He was the 16th editor of the 
newspaper from 1967-71 and was again ap-
pointed editor from 1973-76. The newspaper 
under his leadership was characterized by 
clean and orderly layout and quality typeset-
ting. He introduced regular columns 
including, among others, "Busen lurer 
på" ("Business musings"" and "Redaktørens 
mix" ("The editor's mix") in which he 
summed up the week's latest events through 
drawings and short texts. He was frequently a 
leader against complaining and rumor spread-
ing in Longyearbyen, and during the late 
1960s he made Svalbardposten more of a lo-
cal newspaper focusing on the fabric of the 
community. Many of his photos have ap-
peared in the historic photos section of the 
newspaper during the past two years. He told 
the newspaper about his illness a few weeks 
before Christmas.There's more! Visit www.icepeople.net 

for the complete story.

SCARS OF AN AVALANCHE: THE RECOVERY BEGINS

Sharing light, warmth
Extra holiday-season activities, 
places to seek comfort offered to 
those still feeling pain of tragedy

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE
Longyearbyen residents participate in a "football training" session, top, hosted by the Svalbard 
governor's office Monday evening at Svalbardhallen. At bottom left, a Svalbardbutikken employees 
bags fireworks for a customer Tuesday in preparation for the tradiitonal New Year's Eve celebration. 
At bottom right, a swimmer enjoys the 30-degree Celsius water in the "hot tub" at Svalbardhallen.

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

While the losses and pain from the 
avalanche will never be forgotten by many, 
many are also making extra efforts to take away 
the troubles for a bit.

In addition to the regular local holiday 
events, special recreational activities are being 
offered through New Year's weekend at Sval-
bardhallen, including heating the swimming 
pool to an extra-warm 30 degrees Celsius.

Svalbard Church – always open 24 hours a 
day – is keeping its fireplace lit and offering 
people to talk with from noon to 3 p.m. daily 
between Tuesday and Jan. 4.
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There's more! Visit www.icepeople.net 
for the complete story.

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

The University Centre in Svalbard is hop-
ing to double in size during the next several 
years – but if the head of The University of 
Tromsø gets her w

 TOPOPHOTO BY THE NORWEGIAN POLAR INSTITUTE

Turning down the thermostat 
among the simplest, most useful 
tips at conservation conference

SCARS OF AN AVALANCHE: THE RECOVERY BEGINS

'Surprised only two died'
ASSESS from page 1

PHOTO BY GEIR BARSTEIN / SVALBARDPOSTEN 

hour, knocking homes up to 80 meters from 
their foundations, said Kjetil Brattlien, an 
avalanche expert with the Norwegian Geotech-
nical Institute, in an interview with Svalbard-
posten. A 200-meter-wide wave of snow up to 
four meters high fell about 80 meters before 
striking the first residences.

"It looks almost like a chain collision of 
cars, and when talking about the houses that 
says something about the forces that were at 
work," he said.

Before and after aerial photos of the two 
rows of homes hit hardest are unrecognizable 
as the same location, with homes crushed to-
gether and partially on top of each other. But 
Brattlien, in an earlier assessment, noted 
Longyerbyen's permafrost means homes are 
built on pilings, which prevented damage to the 
homes – and those inside – from being far worse.

Although the scope of the disaster over-
whelmed Longyearbyen's available rescue ser-
vices, medical workers, and individuals who re-
sponded with shovels and other assistance, their 
efforts were generally as good as could be 
hoped, said local and regional leaders in a se-
ries of community meetings last week.

"We've heard already from experts con-
cerning the avalanche and the force that hit the 
houses," said Martin Eckhardt, an emergency 

care specialist who served as a consultant for 
Longyearbyen Hospital during the crisis. "Ev-
erybody's surprised only two died, not more, 
and that was thanks to everybody's quick effort 
and action to dig out people."

The emergency call about the avalanche 
came at 10:20 a.m., Eckhardt said. Normally 
there are at least two doctors and two nurses on 
duty at all times, "but we immediately under-
stood this was a major catastrophe."

"We have a system in the hospital where 
we press a button and call everybody," he said. 
"At same time University Hospital in Northern 
Norway in Tromsø was notified to send re-
sources with an ambulance plane. That was 
done in the first minutes."

A total of five adults and four children 
were trapped in the snow, plus "people who 
were thrown out of their houses that landed in 
the snow," Eckhardt said. One of the adults 
buried managed to dig himself out.

A total of about 200 people were involved 
in rescue efforts, including an estimated 100 at 
the avalanche site searching for and digging 
people out of the snow, said Arve Johnsen, a 
police chief lieutenant for The Governor of 
Svalbard.  

"The police matter in this case is trying to 
organize the chaos," he said.

Three search dogs were sent with the res-

cuers responding from Tromsø, who are typi-
cally involved in about 50 incidents a year, 
Johnsen said. He said locals found four people 
using little more than shovels and that the re-
gional experts "were really impressed with the 
work done locally."

There were, not unexpectedly, some mo-
ments of stress and conflict. Some rescuers, for 
instance, questioned the urgency of being asked 
to remove snow downhill from the slide area 
(to clear access and provide room for snow 
from the slide zone– and, yes, it was every bit 
as vital – they were told then and later).

"It starts out seemingly as chaos and then it 
gets more coordinated," said Victor Eklund, a 
member of the Longyearbyen Red Cross.

He also emphasized that while most of the 
discussions were in Scandinavian languages, 
Red Cross workers are able to communicate in 
English with international residents wanting in-
formation or to assist in such situations. 

A large-scale disaster rescue exercise in 
November of 2014 revealed limits in the re-
sponse capabilities of the local hospital's staff 
and its equipment to respond. When treating the 
nine people injured in the avalanche there was 
"a low threshold for sending people down" to 
Tromsø for those needing overnight care, Eck-
hardt said.

Doctors at Longyearbyen Hospital had a 
videoconference link with their colleges in 
Tromsø during the crisis "so they could see the 
patients, given us advice and ask us questions," 
he said.

"They told us they wouldn't haven't done 
anything else other than what we did," he said. 
"If this would have happened in Tromsø the 
same medical actions would have been taken. 
This is a small place, so we're thankful to get 
this feedback," Eckhardt said.

All of the injured patients were released 
from the hospitals by Wednesday of last week.

Rows of homes on Vei 230 are shown before, left, and after the Dec. 19 avalanche that hit 11 structures. The addresses of the homes are noted in yellow.
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EXCAVATE from page 1

Mixture of thankfulness, sadness 
as Longyearbyen celebrates 
Christmas after tragic avalanche

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE

Spirits of the season

JON AARS / NORWEGIAN POLAR INSTITUTE
A bowhead whale spotted recently in the Barents 
Sea is, like most of the whale species in the area, 
on Norway's red list of threatened animals.

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

Andreas Styrsell spent Christmas Eve doing 
one of the most familiar of activities – cooking a 
traditional Norwegian Christmas dinner for his 
neighbors. The difference this year is none of 
them are allowed to celebrate this holiday sea-
son at home.

Styrsell, a Longyearbyen resident since 

2012, was one of five employees at Kroa who 
offered to come to work on what was supposed 
to be a day off to cook a free holiday meal for 
about 30 residents whose homes are still con-
sidered unsafe to live in after last Saturday’s 
avalanche. The restaurant’s owners announced 
their plans to host the dinner Tuesday and the 
response was immediate and enthusiastic, in-
cluding from employees whose holiday plans 
had already been severely altered.

“They asked us if we wanted to work,” 
Styrsell said. “We said yes. There was no hesi-
tation.”

Ten homes at the base of Sukkertoppen 

were buried by a wall of snow up to four meters 
high, killing two of the nine people who were 
trapped inside. Other homes immediately out-
side the slide zone have been declared unsafe 
until further notice due to the massive amount 
of snow on the mountain following one of Sval-
bard’s worst-ever storms last Friday night and 
Saturday morning.

For Styrsell, that means the forecast of a 
white Christmas – about six millimeters of pre-
cipitation and winds gusting to 43 kilometers 
an hour Friday and Saturday – isn’t cause for 
good cheer.

SCARS OF AN AVALANCHE: THE RECOVERY BEGINS

See CHRISTMAS, page 6

About 250 people pack into Svalbard Church, left, for the first of two Christmas Eve Masses during the afternoon of Dec. 24. At right, the wire-frame 
Christmas tree outside the church stands lits again during the service after been knocked over and heavily damaged by a historic storm.

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE
Families perform a traditional song and dance around the Christmas Tree at Svalbard Church, left, during a post-holiday party Tuesday. At right, Andreas 
Styrsell, foreground, and Daniel Olsen prepare a traditional Norwegian Christmas meal at Kroa for Longyearbyen residents unable to return to their homes.
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The Mac Hack
We impishly dissect, gleefully crush and sadistically drown 
Macintoshes. But since not many people are willing to pay 
for that, we also repair, upgrade, disinfect Macs, and offer 

spare cables, batteries and other parts – cheap!
Got a truly dead machine? Let us have "fun" with it!

(Seriously, the parts can help others and keep our prices low.) 

Call Mark at 4151 4638 or e-mail marksabbatini@yahoo.com

 IMPATIENT, from page 1

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

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

Since the academic speeches, presentations and other elitist academia 
that mention Svalbard will go on in Paris for another week, let's just get to 
the juicy stuff.

The kooks as well as the knowledgeable and creative are chiming in 
about climate-related activities in the archipelago. So in addition to morti-
fying methane probes and transgender tunes about being part of the prob-
lem, seething skeptics are denouncing the 

"Senior foreign correspondent Mark Phillips (profiled) climatologists 
in Svalbard, Norway, as they chart 'a worrying trend that's happening now' 
with trapped methane gas said to be now be leaking from the world’s 
frozen tundras into the atmosphere," an article in NewsBusters ("exposing 
and combating liberal media bias") notes. "Offering no sort of opposing 
viewpoint, Phillips touted a college student studying there who ruled that 
'[w]hat the climate change debate needs, she feels, is more science' and '[a] 
solid argument' to rebut 'the uncertainties' of 'climate change deniers.'"

If the article (at tinyurl.com/oczm2nx) isn't sweet music to the ears – 
although it clearly is to the scores of skeptical commenters – there's the new 
song "4 Degrees" by Norwegian singer Anohni (previously Anthony) 
Hegarty, based on her trip to Svalbard and released in conjunction with the 
Paris climate summit.

"I'm tired of crying for humanity and seeming at the same time that I 
was not completely honest when I pretended I myself an not part of the 
problem," she wrote in a statement. "'4 Degrees' is a kind of brutal attempt 
to make myself responsible, not only evaluating my intentions, but also 
considering the real consequences of my actions."

The song, according to Dagsavisen, "is a big, dark and gloomy descrip-
tion of the impact of future climate change, from a 'rush on, there are only 
four degrees' perspective."

Also weighing in on their experience in Svalbard during the summit's 
first days – although they "did not give up the song" – were three young 

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

It's not exactly an answer, 
but anyone still clinging to the 
hope the government will help 

SCARS OF AN AVALANCHE: THE RECOVERY BEGINS
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CHRISTMAS, from page 5

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE
Longyearbyen's traditional Santa's mailbox, left, stands at its new temporary home at a memorial on Vei for those whose lost their lives in the Dec. 19 
avalanche after being buried by a storm at the base of Mine 2 in Nybyen. At right, Polargospel performs during the Christmas Eve Mass at Svalbard Church.

“I’m wondering when I’m going to be able 
to go home,” he said.

But said he still planned to celebrate with 
friends with a late-night Christmas Eve meal 
after feeding his neighbors.

A similar mix of celebration and sadness 
was evident throughout Longyearbyen during 
the day.

About 250 people attended to first of two 
afternoon Christmas Eve Masses at Svalbard 
Church, which began with the church bell ring-
ing for two minutes in remembrance of 
Longyearbyen School teacher Atle Husby and 
two-year-old Nikoline Røkenes, the two people 

killed in the avalanche. While there were smiles 
during familiar moments such as the Po-

largospel children’s choir singing Christmas 
songs, there were also many tearful moments 
among locals denied a chance to celebrate with 
loved one and close friends.

"We have known sorrow and joy at the 
same time," said Svalbard Church Priest Leif 
Magne Helgesen. "Joy for those who survived 
and grief for those we have lost. At the same 
time we have a Christmas-time holiday with a 
kind of peace here in Longyearbyen."

Even the relatively recent tradition of a 
communitywide Christmas feast saw a change 
this year – although not for avalanche-related 
reasons. Hundreds of locals and vistors packed 
into a traditional Christmas buffet at the Spits-
bergen Hotel, in contrast to the past few years 
when a buffet aimed at visitors was aimed at 
the hotel and one intended for locals was at the 
Radisson Blu Polar Hotel, which is undergoing 
a significant remodeling.

Meanwhile, those wanting to deliver last-
minute wish lists before Santa departed his 
workshop in Mine 2B were able to after Morten 
Sundby, Odd Sylte and Inge Helmersen dug out 
Santa’s mailbox at the base of the mountain, 
covered with more than a meter of snow, and 
brought it and the accompanying illuminating 
oil lamp to an outdoor memorial at Vei 230 for 
the avalanche victims.

As a precaution, Odd took the lantern in for 
thawing,” Sundby wrote in a Facebook post. “I 
welded things on a pole mount then it was set 
up the day before Christmas Eve by Inge…
hopefully its light will burn a long time.”

And while other settlements were little im-
pacted by the storm that devastated Longyear-
byen, some missed out on the annual holiday 
visits from Svalbard's governor, Helgesen and 
others. But they resumed their routine Monday, 
visiting the international research community 
of Ny-Ålesund for a Christmas feast.

BJØRNØYA METEORLOGICAL STATION
Residents at the Bjørnoya Meteorlogical Station 
gather for a traditional Christmas dinner Dec. 24.
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Surreality checkup
Expert: ‘All emotions are normal 
in such an abnormal event'; free 
help available for those in need
By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

Anna Eckhardt is a crisis intervention ex-
pert, so at least she knows why she’s having 
trouble remembering things this week.

“Memory can be affected by a crisis,” she 
said during a meeting with Longyearbyen’s En-
glish-language community at the Kulturhuset 
cafe Wednesday, where she and other officials 
discussed last Saturday’s avalanche, and its 
short- and long-term aftermath. “You may have 
super memories, exact details, remembering 20 
seconds like they’re in slow motion – or the 
contrary.”

“I’m realizing going from meeting to meet-
ing that I need to keep a log,” she added.

While some people may feel they’re experi-
encing inappropriate emotions such as “positive 
feelings” or indifference, the important thing to 
remember is “all emotions are normal in such an 
abnormal event,” said Eckhardt, a local private-
practice psychiatrist recruited by the city due to 
her previous work as a trauma specialist.

“Many are filled with grief, finding it dev-
astating beyond words,” she said. “However, we 
also know there are people in the community 
who feel emptiness, who don’t feel much in par-
ticular. That is also common after big incidents 
like this, especially in the early phase. It can be 
very hard to grasp, to take in what has 
happened.”

Formal and information counseling is being 
offered for those still struggling and – unlike 

typical therapy involving a neutral analyst – 
many local listeners are obviously able to relate 
firsthand to the struggles of their neighbors and 
friends.

Svalbard Church Priest Leif Magne Helge-
sen, among those offering words of comfort to 
others since the tragedy, sang in the Store 
Norske Men’s Choir alongside Atle Husby, 42, 
who was killed when he trapped inside his 
buried home.

“In these past days we in the choir have 
been hugging each other more than we have for 
the past 10 years,” Helgesen said.

Dozens of people, including numerous 
friends of Husby’s came to the church the day 
of the avalanche to light candles, and share 
memories and prayers. Helgesen said he ex-
pects the grieving to be prolonged – and there 
will be “a lot of uncertainty when the children 
come back” from their school holiday at the be-
ginning of January – but so will the the spirit of 
support.

“We are fragile as a small community,” he 
said. “There are small limits between life and 
death…but there’s also a strength in the com-
munity as we saw on Saturday when so many 
people acted, and tried to dig and help.”

“I’m proud of being a citizen of Longyear-
byen these days.”

Keeping an eye on each other is important 
since people may not be aware of behavior 
that’s being influenced by the crisis, Eckhardt 
said.

“In the school, for instance, it will be im-
portant to talk about the kids’ academic 
achievement and stress levels,” she said. “Aca-
demic achievement is often affected by great 
big tragedies.”

Another problem is people can become 
careless, leading to mishaps seemingly unrelat-
ed to the avalanche.

“Normal everyday security doesn’t feel 
that important anymore,” she said. “I can imag-
ine people might be driving without a seat belt 
or driving too fast because it’s not that impor-
tant, or not wearing safety reflective vests.”

Other common feelings include quick 
mood changes (especially in children), sleep-
lessness, various pain such as headaches and 
guilt.

"Very many people, I would say the major-
ity, feel guilt to some extent for some reason" 
such as surviving while a close one didn't or cel-
ebrating the holidays at such a time," she said.

People shouldn’t be overly worried about 
unusual feelings in the short term, but “if reac-
tion don’t decrease, or even increase over time, 
then it’s time to seek help,” Eckhardt said. The 
University Hospital of Northern Norway in 
Tromsø has agreed to provided financial sup-
port for people needing professional therapy, 
with the condition they consult a doctor for an 
initial assessment and referral.

Those wishing to consult a local doctor can 
call Longyearbyen Hospital at 7902 2400. A 
hotline for people seeking psychosocial support 
for themselves and/or others is available from 
noon to 3 p.m. daily at 9401 0753. People 
wanting a more informal setting to talk to 
someone can contact Svalbard Church at 7902 
5560. Further information about common reac-
tions to a crisis is available at Norway’s Center 
for Crisis Psychology website (tinyurl.com/
pf5s37z).

Victor Eklund, 
left, a member of 
the 
Longyearbyen 
Red Cross, briefs 
members of the 
town's English-
language 
community about 
rescue efforts 
during the Dec. 
19 avalanche at 
a Dec. 23 
meeting in the 
Kulturhuset cafe. 
He emphasized 
rescuers are 
fluent in English 
and, while most 
discussions 
during rescues 
are in 
Norwegian, all 
people interested 
in helping can.

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE

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

SCARS OF AN AVALANCHE: THE RECOVERY BEGINS

Barentsburg, left, is evacuated by British soldiers during World War II. At right, wreckage is found of a plane that crashed into Operafjellet, killing 141 people.

Our place in history
SYSSELMANNEN

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

There's no question Dec. 19, 2015, will be 
remembered as one of worst days in Svalbard's 
history.

The two deaths from a massive avalanche 
that morning, while devastating to many, pale 
next to the fatalities that occurred in some of 
the archipelago's biggest tragedies. But the de-
struction of 11 homes and threat to dozens of 
others – now and potentially in the future – 
have left huge physical and well as psychologi-
cal scars that are taking their toll on the com-
munity in a different way than other historic 
disasters such as mining and aircraft accidents.

Some of the tragedies share a relation to 
Svalbard's unique Arctic elements and location, 
others are tied to more global calamities. In 
chronological order, there are the most signifi-
cant leading up to the avalanche:

• While figures are inexact, there are nu-
merous instances of mass murders of Russian 
Pomors dating back to the 1700s. A mass grave 
with the bodies of 14 possible such victims was 
discovered during an excavation project this 
summer at Bjørnøya.

• A global epidemic of Spanish Flu killed 
seven coal miners and infected dozens of others 
in 1918. Seven crosses at the rear of Longyear-
byen Cemetery marks a row the graves of the 
miners.

• Settlements are evacuated, and Longyear-
byen, Barentsburg and Grumant are are bom-
barded during World War II. Only four build-
ings in Longyearbyen survived: the hospital, 
the power station, an office building and a resi-
dential building, in addition to Sverdrupbyen. 
Longyearbyen remained unsettled until the end 
of the war.

• Several accidents at Ny-Ålesund's coal 
mine kill 71 people during its operational years 
of 1945-54 and 1960-63. The three worst indi-
viduals incidents were:

- Fourteen people killed Sept. 14, 1948
- Nineteen people killed March 19, 1953.
- Twenty-one people killed Nov. 5, 1962. 

This catastrophe, known as the Kings Bay Af-
fair, brought down Norway's Labor-led govern-
ment and resulted in the closure of the mine.

• A plane crashed into Operafjellet on Aug. 
29, 1996, killed 141 people. The crash was 
blamed on a series of navigational errors that 
caused the plane to stray from its approach point.

• A explosion in a mine shaft in Barents-
burg killed 23 people on Sept. 18, 1997, the 

worst mining accident in Norway's history.
• Three of nine helicopter passengers on a 

helicopter are killed when it crashes  at Bar-
entsburg's airport during a snowstorm on  
March 20, 2008. The weather apparently 
caused the pilots to lose their visual references.

• A fire in Barentsburg's coal mine in 2009 
results in the deaths of three people and the 
shutdown of the mine for more than two years.

• Johannes Buø, 14, is one of the youngest 
of 77 people killed in Olso and at a youth camp 
on Utøya by Anders Behring Breivik on July 
23, 2011. Viljar Hanssen, then 17 also sus-
tained life-threatening injuries.

Mining, plane accidents claim 
more lives, but few tragedies 
reshape landscape so drastically

KINGS BAY AS
Miners in Ny-Ålesund drill for coal in a mine in operation from the early 1900s until it was closed in 
1963 following the deaths of 19 people, the most serious of a string of accidents that killed dozens.
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There's more! Visit www.icepeople.net 
for the complete story.

SCARS OF AN AVALANCHE: THE RECOVERY BEGINS

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

A storm expected to bring heavy rain and 
sleet, gale-force winds and temperatures up to 
seven degrees Celsius between midnight 
Wednesday and Thursday night presents a risk 
of new avalanches, according to officials who 
have extended an evacuation order for 80 resi-

dents with homes in the highest-risk area 
through Jan. 3.

The storm could bring up to 20 millimeters 
of precipitation – about the same as the snow-
fall that triggered the Dec. 19 avalanche that 
buried 11 homes and killed two people, al-
though that storm occurred over a period of 
several hours – and winds up to 50 kilometers 
per hour, according to the Norwegian Meteoro-
logical Institute. The heaviest rainfall and high-
est temperatures are expected Thursday after-
noon.

“Precipitation, rising temperatures and 

southwesterly winds present a risk of avalanch-
es,” notes an assessment posted Monday 
evening by Norwegian Geotechnical Institute 
after an expert surveyed Longyearbyen’s snow-
pack during the afternoon. “It is expected that 
locally there will continue to be persistently 
weak unstable layers in the snowpack. All traf-
fic in the terrain of the buildings affected 
should be avoided.”

The assessment notes snowpack has “de-
creased clearly from yesterday.”

 which for now is a 
stabilizing factor. But 
the approaching storm 
could trigger a slide in 
the dense layer of snow 
and ice, resulting in the 
decision to extend the 
evacuation order.

“The weather fore-
cast looks better from 
Friday, Jan. 1, January, 
but there will be a new 
thorough avalanche as-
sessment that day,” a 
statement posted Mon-
day at The Governor of 
Sva lba rd ’ s webs i t e 
notes.

New storm brings new threat

'We cry and laugh'
By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

A funeral for Atle Husby, 42, one of two 
people killed in the Dec. 19 avalanche in 
Longyearbyen, is scheduled at 1 p.m. Jan. 8 at 
Ås Church on the mainland.

Husby, a musician, Longyearbyen School 
teacher and father of three, died before rescuers 
could reach him after home was buried in the 
snowslide. Also killed was Nikoline Røkenes, 
2, who was buried with her sister, Pernille, 3, in 
a nearby house for two hours.

"We will continue to play music in 
Longyearbyen," Sveinung Lystrup Thesen, who 
performed with Husby in the Blamyra blue-
grass band and the Store Norske Men's Choir, 
in an interview with Dagbladet. "But it will 

take a long time before we get over the loss of 
Atle, both as a person and musician."

Aimeé Lind Adamiak, Husby's ex-wife and 
the mother of their three children, posted a 
Christmas message on a Longyearbyen com-
munity Facebook expressing how the family is 
coping with the loss, and thanking those who 
tried to rescue him and have expressed condo-
lences since. The message, translated from Nor-
wegian, states:

"Merry Christmas, everyone.
"Bendik, Mali and Rasmus look forward to 

Christmas, this year as well. We cry and laugh 
with each other, but we are also laughing and 
joking as always before. They wept when they 
learned that the little girl next door also died, 
and they were so relieved when they learned 
that the elder one would survive. The worst has 
all happened for my kids this Christmas, but 
they still look forward still to Christmas, a 
Christmas that will be different, but which will 
also have many nice moments.

Care for each other, rejoice in all that you 
can be glad about, laugh lots and cry when you 
need it. Continue to give us hugs, smiles to us, 
laugh with us, cry with us. It's no big deal that 
you do not have words, we don't always have 
them either have not we always either (that is 
for all except for Rasmus :))

Merry Christmas to all we know, everyone 
who helped in the rescue efforts Saturday, all 
those who have stood by our side since then, 
everybody who have thought about us since 
then and all those who have sent messages. 
Merry Christmas to all!

Extra warm thoughts to Kim Rune, Pernille 
and Pia.

Hugs and greetings from Aimeé, Bendik, 
Mali and Rasmus."

An obituary in Svalbardposten requests 
that, in lieu of flowers, donations be made to 
Longyearbyen Culture School (to account num-
ber  47501573333 with the notation "Gave kul-
turskolen."

Atle Husby, left, 
performs with 
other members of 
Blåmyra, a 
Longyearbyen 
bluegrass band. 
Husby, one of 
two people killed 
in the Dec. 19 
avalanche, was 
remembered by 
friends as a 
musician with 
diverse talents on 
instruments 
including the 
ukelele, 
mandolin, tuba, 
banjo, as well as 
a singer. He was 
also a teacher 
and active in 
labor issues.

Funeral for Atle Husby on Jan. 8 
in Ås; family says 'care for each 
other, rejoice in all that you can' 

Heavy rain, gale winds, temps to 
7C expected Wed.-Thurs.; 
evacuation extended until Jan. 3 
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Bounty of bears
One of the estimated 975 polar bears now living in Svalbard, left, is spotted by observers during this summer's polar bear census by the Norwegian 
Polar Institute. At right, an observer tracks a polar bear from one of The Governor of Svalbard's two search-and-rescue helicopters. 

JOHN AARS / NORWEGIAN POLAR INSTITUTE

By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

It's said Santa needs to travel 11 million km/
h to deliver his gifts, assuming no bathroom 

In the spirit of Christmas, some good news 
about Svalbard’s healthy and growing polar bear 
population is likely to bring joy to climate 
change alarmists and denalists alike.

A census at this summer by the Norwegian 
Polar Institute indicates there are about 975 po-
lar bears in the Norwegian region of the Barents 
Sea, up from about 685 during the last census in 
2004, despite several years with poor sea ice 
cover during the intervening period.

One reason for the census is current esti-
mates of the total Barents Sea population range 
from 1,900 and 3,600 polar bears, with numer-
ous factors during the past decade accounting 
for the large degree of uncertainty.

Numerous studies indicate the loss of the 
ice bears traditionally hunt from poses a critical 
long-term threat to the species, but the census 
also shows the bears are healthy as well as plen-
tiful.

"The bears were in good physical 
condition," said Jon Aars, a polar bear re-
searcher at the institute, in a press release Dec. 
23. "The ice conditions were good this last year 
and so the availability of food has been good. 
But should there be several years in a row with 
poor ice conditions, this may be of major conse-
quences for the polar bears."

"A rise in the population does not come as a 
big surprise, as population numbers previously 
have been low due to the fact that these bears 

were hunted until 40 years ago," he added.
This winter is a poor one so far for bears in 

the region, with temperatures in November up 
to eight degrees Celsius higher than normal. A 
lack of sea ice is inhibiting the bears' ability to 
reach traditional denning areas, which means 
there may be a low birth rate among females 
next spring.

The four-week census was supposed to tal-
ly the entire bear population in the Barents Sea 
region, but Russia backed out of a commitment 
to allow the count on its side of the border for 
reasons never made entirely clear. Aars has 
stated he hopes Russia conducts a separate 
count in the near future so a reasonably accu-
rate figure can still be reached.

The Norwegian survey was also hampered 
by bad weather which limited visibility and 
prevented scientists from reaching some areas 
by ship and helicopter, forcing the researchers 
to rely more on estimates than planned.

While the prospect of more bears is obvi-
ously reason for wildlife lovers to celebrate, 
plenty of folks who dismiss the concept of cli-
mate change as "junk scientists" are also ex-
pressing plenty of glee – in both scientific and 
scornful terms.

"So again, despite the recent declines in 
summer sea ice that polar bear specialists, in 
their expert opinions, insist spell doom for po-
lar bears, the bears are doing just fine," wrote 
Susan Crockford, a veteran zoologist, in one of 
numerous posts at her blog that claims to ex-
pose myths about the demise of polar bears due 
to global warming.

"The evidence is now very strong that re-
cent declines in summer/fall sea ice have little 
to no negative impact on polar bear 
populations: the real threat to polar bears is 
thick spring ice," she wrote. "Thick spring ice 

near shore drives seals to give birth elsewhere 
because they cannot maintain their breathing 
holes in the ice. This leaves mothers emerging 
from onshore dens with newborn cubs with 
nothing to eat at a time when they desperately 
need food: cubs die quickly, mothers more 
slowly."

Among the scorners not using the census 
results to take racist, religious and political pot-
shots was "rabbit" at wattsupwiththat.com who 
snarked "obviously climate change is devastat-
ing the polar bear population as it is leading to 
overeating, resulting in late-onset diabetes and 
heart disease. Governments should be encour-
aged to set up salad bars and treadmills for the 
bears within their traditional hunting regions."

But newly published studies elsewhere in-
dicate climate change is having an adverse im-
pact in some Arctic regions.

Bears in Alaska are having to expend extra 
energy to move around on the sea ice because it 
is drifting much faster - five kilometers a day 
now instead of three a few decades ago – most 
likely because the ice is thinner and easier for 
the winds to push.

“If the bears don’t compensate that drift, 
they would all drift to Russia," said David Dou-
glas, a biologist with the U.S. Geological Sur-
vey, in an interview with Scientific American. 
"So over the course of a year they need to walk 
back against that prevailing drift to remain in 
the Alaska territories."

Douglas and other researcher tracking the 
bears with radio collars discovered the bears 
are having to consume more food because of 
the extra exertion.

"It also comes at a time when the habitat 
that they have to hunt in is shrinking," he said.

Population in Svalbard booming 
and healthy despite lack of sea 
ice, first census in 14 years finds

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

NICK COBBING / NORWEGIAN POLAR INSTITUTE
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Store Norske gets up to 400M 
over three years to ‘pause’ 
Lunckefjell, double Mine 7 shifts
By MARK SABBATINI
Editor

The Norwegian government is recom-
mending spending up to 400 million kroner so 
Store Norske can maintain inoperative facilities 
at its largest mines during the next three years 
and employ a double shift at Mine 7.

"The purpose of the operational pause is to 
give the community a little longer time to build 
up new industries," said Norwegian Minister of 
Trade and Industry Monica Mæland in a state-
ment released Dec. 17. "At the same time we 
maintain the ability to start up again if the mar-
ket picks up."

The proposal, which must be approved by 
Parliament next spring, would provide 110 mil-
lion kroner in 2016 to maintain the mines and 
infrastructure at Svea and Lunckefjell, more 
than the 95 million kroner a year Store Norske 
requested. An additional 145 million kroner is 
projected annually in 2017 and 2018.

The double shifts at Mine 7 means the 
company will retain about 100 employees, 
down from about 400 in 2012, but well above a 
worst-case scenario of less than 30 reported 
earlier this month. Downsizing and a halt of op-
erations at Svea will continue through next 
summer, with actual production scheduled to be 
halted in April .

"It was the best we could hope for,” 
Ronald Jacobsen, the union steward at Store 
Norske, told Svalbardposten. “Not least, it is 
fantastic to get a clarification, for it has been a 
terrible time recently to live in the unknown.”

Mæland and other officials were heavily 

criticized by local leaders, Store Norske em-
ployees and others for taking too long to reach 
a decision after the company’s board of direc-
tors made its recommendation to the govern-
ment in September. Mæland told Svalbard-
posten she doesn’t consider the criticism valid.

“I do not agree that it has taken a long 
time,” she said. “We got the enquiry in Septem-
ber and we have made thorough assessments 
and had consultants who have gone through the 
board’s recommendation. This is a very large 
amount of money for an operating pause and so 
we must consider alternatives. And we have 
done that thoroughly.”

The government has already provided 550 
million kroner in emergency funds this year. A 
500-million-kroner bailout to keep Store 
Norske from going bankrupt, consisting of a 
loan and the acquisition of the company’s prop-
erty, was approved by Parliament in June. The 
trade ministry also approved an allocation of 50 
million kroner in November for “restructuring 
measures,” including 23 million kroner for job 
“innovation and development” through Innova-
tion Norway and 22 million to Longyearbyen’s 
city government for infrastructure work.

The Store Norske funding drew criticism 
from those wondering why the government was 
propping up a money-losing and environmen-
tally unfriendly industry in the country’s sup-
posedly pristine “crown jewel.” Accusations of 
hypocrisy were numerous, especially since Par-
liament voted at roughly the same time to rid 
Norway’s oil wealth fund of investments in 
companies that were largely coal dependent.

Similar, Norway got decidedly mixed re-
views for its pledges at the United Nations cli-
mate summit in Paris at the beginning of De-
cember, with many analysts noting the country 
remains committed to Arctic oil and gas activi-

ty. Furthermore, Prime Minister Erna Solberg 
said she believes coal is the real evil that needs 
to be addressed since Norwegian gas can be 
part of the solution in bringing down emissions 
from Europe ahead of 2030.

"We will change some things in all parts of 
the Norwegian economy in order to meet the 
ambitious goals that we have set in the parlia-
ment," she said during a presentation at the 
two-week summit. "But this does not mean that 
there won’t be a need for both oil and gas in the 
coming decades."

Brian Ricketts, the head of the lobbying 
group Euracoal, said the coal industry is in-
creasingly “hated like slave traders” due to 
protesters and suggested the embrace of 
petroleum by many leaders is based on UN 
“brainwashing” that’s factually inaccurate.

Øyvind Korsberg, a Progress Party leader, 
characterized Norway’s contradictory positions 
on coal mining in Svalbard and globally in an 
interview with NRK. He said  the agreement 
reached at the summit could sour some Parlia-
ment members on approving the government’s 
recommendation to provide additional funding 
to Store Norske.

"We must take into account the entire Sval-
bard community and the switchover that must 
be done there,” Korsberg said. “And the new 
climate agreement simply does not strengthen 
continued coal mining."

The larger bailout package approved earlier 
this year was supposed to allow the Store 
Norske to continue operating through 2016. But 
a continuing drop in coal prices with no expec-
tation of recovery during the next few years put 
the company in trouble again sooner than antic-
ipated.
There's more! Visit www.icepeople.net 
for the complete story.

NORWEGIAN MINISTRY OF TRADE, INDUSTRY AND FISHERIES
Norwegian Minister of Trade and Industry Monica Mæland, center, visits Store Norske's mines during one of multiple visits during the past year.
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SVALBARD'S 12 BIGGEST STORIES OF 2015
BLACKNESS, from page 1
as tourism and research will need to begin an 
era of rapid growth to replace coal mining after 
its century as the dominant industry in 
Longyearbyen. And hundreds of people in 
homes and businesses may need to begin relo-
cating if officials decide a sizable part of the 
structures near mountains are too risky to live 
in after the avalanche.

But, insignificant as some of them may 
seem at the moment, there were other huge hap-
penings in the archipelago in 2015, not to men-
tion the incredibly bizarre stuff detailed earlier 
this month in our "10 Strangest Stories of 2015" 
that makes this place so charming. Here, in re-
verse order, are Icepeople's 12 biggest stories 
affecting Svalbard during 2015 (all "strangest" 
stuff is ineligible, except a few instances where 
some weird moment played a bit part):

12. First-ever brewery in Longyearbyen 
opens to intoxicating success

No, we didn't get a product placement pay-
ment or many cases of their product for includ-
ing one of many new businesses in town during 
the past year. But they were unquestionably the 
most high-profile and an indicator of the small-
scale efforts that may be a critical part of the 
community's post-coal future.

It took six years of struggle to change a ban 
on manufacturing alcohol in Svalbard for Robert 
Johansen to realize his dream. And when he did, 
not all the reviews were raves – as it turns out 
brewing beer from local glacier water means 
accounting for certain properties he and fellow 
entrepreneur Andreas Hegermann Riis didn't 
count on. But a few startup glitches aside, the 
brewery's debut resulted in global headlines 
and requests for the local suds to be sent to ar-
eas far beyond its initial distribution points.

Other startups during the year ranged from 
a paint company with corporate titans such as 
BP among its clients to a kebab truck staffed by a 
single person with no food service experience. 
But with the community, local officials and Nor-
wegian government putting a heavy emphasis 
on small businesses as part of Longyearbyen' 
rebuilding plan, even non-drinkers ought to 
raise a toast to a prototypical example.
11. Dog flu epidemic takes massive toll 
on peak spring visitor season. And yet…

We're not dog people (or cat people, for 
that matter), but when a flu epidemic cuts 
dogsledding tours in half and threatens to infect 
the town's entire canine population even those 
of us who would dine on the species in certain 
Asian countries if offered the chance tend to sit 
up and take note.

The first-known cases of a disease known 
as respiratory infection known as kennel cough 
were detected in March and by early April had 
spread to an extent that some tour companies 
cut their offerings in half. Some dog owners 
predicted all of their animals would eventually 
be infected, but the crisis ultimately passed with-
out huge impacts to businesses or dog lovers.
10. Svalbard helps Syria from afar with 
money and historic seed 'withdrawal'

Ask a local how often they think about the 
Svalbard Global Seed Vault and the answer 

See BLACKNESS, page 13

MARK SABBATINI / ICEPEOPLE
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NORWEGIAN MINISTRY OF AGRICULTURE AND FOOD
Norwegian and European Union leaders make the first "withdrawal" of seeds from the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault in September to ensure Syria can replace essential species destroyed by war.

Two polar bears offers researchers a lighter moment during a polar bear census this summer that 
was fraught with difficulties, including poor weather and the denial of Russia to its territority.

Andreas Hegermann Riis and Robert Johansen toast each other with the beer they brewed at their 
newly opened Svalbard Bryggeri during the debut party in August at Coal Miners' Cabin.
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will probably be a shrug. Ask a visitor about 
the Doomsday Vault and the answer will likely 
involve fascination, along with possibly a rant 
about zombies or evil corporate demons plan-
ning Bond-like schemes to conquer the world.

But regardless of whether inhabitants of 
our "visitors stay away" vault has long-term 
plans of annihilation, the facility played a no-
table role in one of the biggest global stories of 
2015 as the first-ever "withdrawal" of seeds oc-
curred in September after a smaller gene bank 
was decimated in the war-torn country. The 
seeds are being stored in a neighboring country 
for the time being, but will ensure vital crops 
will be replanted when people are able to.

That wasn't the only help Longyearbyen 
gave the country whose refugees are now being 
vilified by many throughout the world. An auc-
tion and other fundraising activities in Septem-
ber raised more than 300,000 kroner.

9. This year's top ten climate change 
stories

True Believers would argue this deserves 
the top spot for…well, at least as long as this 
humble tree-killing fishwrapper is around. And 
while we can kind of understand their point – 
mass extinction of people, cities, animals, 
plants, etc. does make the avalanche seem like 
a lesser thing – the problem is more of those 
things will need to happen before it registers 
higher on the public's scale – and ours, at least 
in terms of this list.

Still, it's exasperating to see so many 
"apocalypse is inevitable" studies and headlines 
based on highly skilled research in Svalbard 
and know that it'll just be shrugged off as junk 
science by climate skeptics and the profit-mind-
ed titans who argue scientists want people to 
give up their SUVs out of meanness.

Without even reading the stories, here's a 
few examples from headlines of the past year: 
"Polar bear seen eating dolphins for first time; 
climate change blamed, skeptics still shrug"; 
"10,000-year-old ice shelf likely to vanish in a 
few years; climate skeptics shrug"; " Sea level 
to rise ‘only’ 17mm if Svalbard’s glaciers 
melt." Erosion is threatening to destroy existing 
homes as well as historic ones; the governor au-
thorized the first-ever excavation at Bjørnøya 
this summer to study and preserve numerous 
buildings, fossils and other artifacts in danger 
of being swept away forever into the seas.

8. Dmitry Rogozin's visit sparks a war of 
words with Russia and substantial 
changes in entry laws

If he was merely the Undisputed Svalbard 
Web Troll Of The Year he'd be on our strangest 
stories list. But Russian Deputy Prime Minister 
Dmitry Rogozin (one of multiple people with 
that title, by the way) managed to make his un-
wanted visit in April more than a middle-finger 
salute as outraged Norwegian officials altered 
long-term rules granting easy access for most 
people to the archipelago.

Rogozin made a brief visit to Longyear-
byen and Barentsburg before departing to 
watch a massive military training exercise near 
the North Pole, defying a ban on his entry into 

See BLACKNESS, page 14
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Russian Deputy Prime Minister Dmity Rogozin poses for a photo outside Svalbard Airport in April.

Candidates from various parties campaign before Longyearbyen's local election in September.

Scientists drill in the sea ice during the six-month expedition aboard the Lance earlier this year.
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Norway and other Western countries due to his 
role in the Ukraine crisis. His entry was legal, 
however, since Svalbard has different entry re-
quirements than the mainland. A prolific social 
media user, he further inflamed tensions by 
calling the Arctic "Russia's Mecca," and com-
paring Svalbard and other regional areas to 
Crimea, which was annexed from the Ukraine.

Norway responded by enacting a new rule 
allowing the deportation of people from the 
archipelago if they are also banned on the 
mainland due to sanctions or other restrictions. 
Airlines are also required to submit the names 
of all passengers on all scheduled and charter 
flights to Svalbard.
7. First polar bear census in 14 years, 
while incomplete, gives climate skeptics 
ammo as population booms

Since this story is on page 10 of this week's 
issue, we can be mercifully short here. Norway 
and Russian announced a year beforehand their 
plans for a joint census of the polar bears in the 
Barents Sea region, but now that it's kinda-sorta 
done there's still almost as many unanswered 
questions as the multitude there were before-
hand.
6. Tourism companies report record 
business as Longyearbyen begins
hoping the industry can double in size

A certain event a few notches higher on the 
list didn't hurt, but during a year when the 
cruise industry was sweating the effects of a 
ban on heavy oil that kept large ships away 
from many of Svalbard's most popular areas it 
turned out tour operators in Longyearbyen 
largely fared remarkably well.

Major companies like Basecamp Spitsber-
gen and Green Dog Svalbard reported sales 
reached an all-time high. While many popular 
areas were closed to the mass of summer cruise 
tourists spending a single day in Longyearbyen, 
new offerings aimed at multi-day visitors here 
the rest of the year bridged the gap and contin-
ued to expand the "busy" tourism months.

Even Store Norske, gloomy as its future 
might be, is taking advantage of the opportunity 
by opening its abandoned Mine 3 as a mining 
museum and for guided tours. It is also sched-
uled to begin tourist visits to Svea for the first 
time early in 2016.

5. Kamikaze local council election
results in largely the status quo

The unprecedented drama before and after 
the Longyearbyen Community Council election 
exceeded the actual impact, as in the end the 
Labor Party retained its leadership and ensured 
a sharp change in direction policywise is un-
likely.

Candidates representing two of Norway's 
major political parties replaced members of two 
minor parties on the ballot, but conventional 
wisdom and a Svalbardposten poll showed La-
bor was likely to retain or even expand its pres-
ence on the 15-seat council.

But when the vote counting started on 
Election Night it quickly became clear there 
was an open battle for who would rule – and 
one or both of the new parties would make an 

See BLACKNESS, page 16

Hundreds gather in Adventdalen to experience the peak 147 seconds of the total solar eclipse in March.

Coal from Mine 7 – the only local one that will be in operation a year from now – is loaded into trucks.

Two homes are pushed into each other by the avalanche that struck on the morning of Dec. 19.
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When so many have lost so 
much, it's so little to offer…

…but it's all we have, so Icepeople is indefinitely dedicating this space to those who have 
an urgent need/item, service or other help, and/or messages to/from people here and 
elsewhere related to the tragedy the community is going through. The reaction by 
individuals to those in need has been truly touching (as noted online, a desperately needed 
plea by our editor for a phone prompted numerous quick responses) and we hope others 
might find relief from their dire needs through similar acts of generosity. Send them to 
marksabbatini@yahoo.com or call 4151 4638.

And while we hate to bring it up at a tragic time like this, providing ongoing 
coverage of the situation comes at a cost beyond merely our lack of sleep. This 
week's newspaper, for example, costs 20 kroner just to print each copy, which 
we're continuing to provide free to all because we believe in the worthiness of 
sharing valuable information about this place with local residents and the world. 
But we can't keep doing this with only good intentions for long – if you find what 
we're doing valuable we hope you'll drop a donation in our coinboxes when you 
pick up the newspaper or make a contribution at our website (we'll do our best 
to detail exactly how we'll use your hard-earned money if we know who you are).

How to "pay" 
where 
Icepeople is 
available.

How to "pay" 
electronically at 

icepeople.net 
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Dec. 29
5 p.m.: Christmas tree festival. Svalbard 
Church.
Dec. 30
6 p.m.: Movie: "Solan og Ludvig - Herfra 
til Flåklypa," Norwegian animated/
children's movie, all ages. Kulturhuset.
Jan. 3
11 a.m.: Mass. Svalbard Church.
5 p.m.: Movie: "Julekongen," Norwegian 
children's film, ages 6 and up. 
Kulturhuset.
7 p.m.: Movie: "Joy," U.S. comedy/
drama/biography, no age limit specified. 
Kulturhuset.
Jan. 4
8 p.m.: Trivia quiz. Svalbar.
Jan. 6
6 p.m.: Movie: "Point Break," U.S. 
action, no age limit specified. 
Kulturhuset.
Jan. 10
5 p.m.: Movie: "The Peanuts Movie," 
U.S. animated/comedy, all ages. 
Kulturhuset.
7 p.m.: Movie: "In the Heart of the 
Sea" (3D), U.S. action/drama, ages 12 
and up. Kulturhuset.
Jan. 11
8 p.m.: Trivia quiz. Svalbar.
Jan. 13
7 p.m.: Movie: "In the Heart of the 
Sea,", U.S. action/drama, ages 12 and 
up. Kulturhuset.
Jan. 17
5 p.m.: Movie: "Daddy's Home," U.S. 
comedy, no age limit specified. 
Kulturhuset.
7 p.m.: Movie: "The Hateful Eight," U.S. 
western, no age limit specified. 
Kulturhuset.
Jan. 11
8 p.m.: Trivia quiz. Svalbar.

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:
● Putin: Terrorism coming to Arctic
● Polar regions boom as satcom markets
• Climate scientists fight denial depair
● Polar bears think firecrackers are food

"!is book does not only 
cover comprehensive 
information concerning all 
"elds of possible interest, 
but is at the same time a 
photo book containing 
many color images to 
illustrate many wildlife 
and #ower species and to 
document landscapes and 
places from all over the 
archipelago."

- Reader review

THE complete guidebook
by the complete guide

Sailing Voyages • Books • Photography • DVDs • Polar News And Information 

What's up

(we need it too much to use 
a more clever headline)

HELP!
What you spend on coffee in a week can 
provide a jolt from Icepeople for a year.

Visit icepeople.net and, while checking out the 
extra content, click the "subscribe" box to 

help with a one-time donation of any amount.

(we need it too much to use 
a more clever headline)

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

A reindeer grazes in front of The University Centre in Svalbard earlier this month. The school, 
founded in 1993, is seen as a key element of Longyearbyen's future due to the decline of coal mining.

Red light district
University of Tromsø president 
wants to 'help' UNIS by taking it 
over; others express skepticism

SVALBARD'S 12 BIGGEST STORIES

instant impact in the role of kingmaker.
The Labor and Conservative parties each 

won fives seats – a loss of two for the former 
and a gain of two for the latter. For a fleeting 
moment the votes were aligned in way where it 
looked like the Green Party might determine 
the council majority despite winning a single 
seat, but ultimate that power went to the Liberal 
Party which won three while the Greens upped 
their total to two.

The immediate assumption by nearly ev-
eryone after the election, including by top-
ranked Labor candidate Arild Olsen, was the 
Conservatives would take over by forming a 
coalition with the Liberals (while perhaps an 
odd concept to foreigners, a similar coalition 
exists in Parliament). But negotiations dragged 
on for a few weeks until literally a couple of 
days before the new council was sworn in, at 
which point Olsen announced Labor would in-
deed control an expanded majority in a coali-
tion including the Liberal and Green parties.

4. Scientists spend six months studying 
sea ice during oft-troubled expedition

There's not exactly a shortage of people 
studying the Arctic ice sheet and how climate 
change is affecting it, but researchers will be 
spend years pouring over the data collected by 
one of the most ambitious projects in the histo-
ry of the Norwegian Polar Institute. And even 
laypersons inclined to scoff will likely be ap-
preciating the images from participants and me-
dia organizations from around the word, if the 
ongoing coverage of the project that ended in 
June is any indicator. We could try to explain 
the mass of research, photos and coverage, or 
we could just send you to tinyurl.com/q72nczd.

3. Total solar eclipse totally lives up to 
years of absurd hype

Considering hotel rooms were booked 
many years in advance and desperate skywatch-
ers were paying more than 20,000 kroner a 
night to rent homes from private individuals, 
there was no way the event was going to live up 
to the anticipation…right?

During the week beforehand, it certainly 
seemed that way. The skies were cloudy and 
for the most part highly stormy, with people re-
sorting to seeking shelter in tents watching 
them blown away along with hopes of getting a 
memorable experience for the exorbitant sums 
they were paying for the privilege of being here.

But the sun rose in a suddenly clear sky on 
the morning of March 20 and what followed 
between 10:11 a.m. and 12:20 p.m. was a tale 
for the ages. While we still don't fully under-

stand lingo like "diamond ring" and "promi-
nence" – and it'll be 2061 before we need to 
again – apparently every one of those terms that 
mattered during the 147 seconds Longyearbyen 
was plunged into midday darkness during a 
time other than the polar night.

2. Store Norske crisis worsens, nearly 
everything to shut down next summer

If anyone wants to argue this is the true top 
story of the year rather than the tragedy of the 
moment, we'd be doing a lot of hemming and 
hawing coming up with a counterargument. 
The former is the near death of the century-
year-old foundation of the community, the lat-
ter a momentary tragedy that killed two people.

But signs of the end of mining as a domi-
nant local industry were evidence late last year 
when Store Norske was reporting records losses 
due to collapsing coal prices and stating the 
company would go bankrupt without a huge 
amount of government assistance. At that point, 
it was just a question of when the "head shot" 
would be fired.

A lot earlier than most thought, as it turns 
out, as a government bailout of 500 million 
kroner intended to keep the Store Norske alive 
through 2016 wasn't enough as a further drop in 
coal prices – and revised company losses for 
2014 of nearly double the already record-set-
ting levels – had the company again facing in-
solvency during the fall of 2015. The board of 
directors asked the government in September to 
approve 285 million kroner to suspend opera-
tions at its largest mine for up to three years, 
but a reply didn't come until literally days be-
fore Christmas. But the government's recom-
mendation – which must be approved by Parlia-
ment next spring – can hardly be classified as 
hostile. They're recommending up to 400 mil-
lion for the pause in operations, in addition to 
an incentive package of 50 million kroner for 
other local businesses and infrastructure.

But with Store Norske downsizing to an 
expected 98 employees by next summer – com-
pared to about 400 in 2012 – there's no denying 
the impact will be devastating since several 
hundred of Longyearbyen's 2,100 residents 
may depart when associated industries and fam-
ilies are factored in.

1. The avalanche
There are 12 pages in this issue that men-

tion it. Since our normal fishwrapper is eight, if 
we need to explain its significance here we 
need to find a new line of work.
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