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Executive summary 

Tourism is and will continue to be an important industry in the Arctic and a valuable source of 
income for local communities, but it has to be carried out in a considerate manner and bring 
local benefits. The Association of Arctic Expedition Cruise Operators (AECO), the Norwegian 
Institute of Nature Research (NINA) and Visit Svalbard organized the Optimal Tourism Balance 
workshop in Longyearbyen, Svalbard on September 11-13, 2019, to discuss knowledge-based 
tourism management in Svalbard. The workshop brought together more than 50 participants 
from key research institutions, government organizations, local businesses, and local 
community. The workshop received funding support from the Svalbard Environmental 
Protection Fund. 
 
Optimal balance must take the environment, the local community, and issues related to 
search and rescue (SAR) and safety into consideration. Therefore, the workshop participants 
were divided into thematic groups based on their professional background and interest. 
Within these themes, the workshop participants identified key challenges, research needs, 
possible solutions, and ideas for new research projects. The groups found a consensus in what 
needs to be done, and felt that this was a unique opportunity to combine the understanding 
and need of the researchers, the community, and the operators when it comes to tourism 
management in Svalbard. 
 

Environment 

The environment and wildlife in Svalbard are both robust and sensitive to the activity from 
tourism. Tourism undeniably has an impact on environment, wildlife and cultural heritage and 
tourism cannot be developed without accepting it, however it is difficult to assess what the 
cumulative impact is on the environment. There is a need to define the acceptable impact and 
acceptable change in order to set rules and regulations for knowledge-based environmental 
management in Svalbard.   
 
Challenges 

Tourism has both global and local impact on the environment. Global concern and challenges 
are connected to, for example how tourists are travelling to Svalbard, how emissions from 
cruise tourism and flying affect the climate, how waste is managed, what the regulations on 
heavy fuel oils and pollution are, and so on. Local challenges on the other hand include 
disturbance and impact on wildlife and specific Arctic species, footprint on vegetation, 
wearing and tearing, and impact on cultural remains. A re-occurring concern at the workshop 
was unorganized tour operators and that the guides might not have necessary knowledge 
and training. Lack of knowledge on sensitive land and marine areas, effects of sound, light, 
and pollution in marine life, invasive species, increasing number of visitors, and the lack of 
ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ were also mentioned as key challenges.  
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Solutions and research focus areas 

The workshop generated some solutions to the challenges mentioned above. Profiling the 
visitors and packing information in an understandable way would have an impact from 
environmental management perspective and it would be possible to target the right kind of 
tourists. Making a comprehensive area survey on what areas are sensitive around the island 
and making sensitive marine areas for go and no-go zones, were also suggested. This would 
help to relocate groups based on number of people on land during certain time. Establishing 
Svalbard Nature Rangers was proposed in order to monitor and protect the sensitive areas. 
Several suggested that there should be mandatory membership to Visit Svalbard or AECO 
and that all guides should have a training program and certification approved by the Governor 
of Svalbard.  

In a broader sense, the group agreed that it would be important to find out what the 
cumulative impact from tourism on animals and nature is in Svalbard. More specific research 
ideas were also mentioned, such as making a comparative study of GPS-tracked human traffic 
with GPS-tracked animals, incorporating citizen science in research and management, i.e. real-
time app with feedback information on rules and vulnerability, exploring actions and solutions 
to limiting the number of visitors, and examining the impact of cruise tourism in marine 
mammals. 
 
Local community 

Tourism triggers a major structural change in a community. Svalbard attracts more non-
Norwegians, the turnover is extremely high plus the numbers in the population register might 
be inaccurate, the housing situation is described as critical, and there is a clear risk of social 
dumping. In addition, the attitude towards tourism varies among people living in 
Longyearbyen. By some, the economic benefit is questioned given the social loss. 
 

Challenges 

Regarding the local community in the context of tourism, lack of knowledge and common 
strategy was repeatedly mentioned during the workshop. Unorganized tour operators and 
stakeholders exploiting the destination are seen as a risk and more knowledge is needed in 
order to develop a functional strategy. The community sees unskilled and/or uncertified 
guides as a threat also because they ŦŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ōǊŀƴŘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜΦ aƻǊŜ 
local value creation is desired, and the existing rules and regulations are perceived as 
insufficiently adapted. Another area of concern are the practical issues related to the booming 
tourism industry, such as scarcity of housing, seasonality and instability of tourism-related 
jobs, unequal employment contracts, illegal and/or morally questionable working practices, 
and growing pressure on infrastructure. 
 
Tourism can also be seen as having a polarizing effect onto the community. Some describe 
the decision to replace mining with tourism as authoritarian, without letting the community 
participate in the decision-making process. Others share their perception of uncontrolled 
growth and unorganized industry calling for regulations and limitations. The worry is risking 
ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ϦǳƴǘƻǳŎƘŜŘ ǿƛƭŘŜǊƴŜǎǎϦ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΣ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ 
tourists but also to permanent residents.  
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Solutions and research focus areas 

hǇǘƛƳŀƭ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ 
benefits and value creation. It is necessary to take into account the need of local businesses 
and focus on quality, even at the cost of lowering the quantity. Rules and regulations need to 
be locally co-decided and spatial planning must take developments in tourism into 
consideration. Marketing should be more efficient in terms of targeting the optimal client. 
This issue is related to the overall need of a well-coordinated destination management. If the 
negative impacts of tourism onto the community are to be mitigated, the industry must be 
able to offer all-year-round jobs that are based on fair and legal working conditions. The town 
needs better tourism-related infrastructure.  

Four main research focus areas were elaborated during the workshop. The first is research 
that can be used while developing a strategy for tourism based on local values. Another 
specific area is research that would provide knowledge about tour operators, visitors, and 
residents including the guides. A potentially fruitful area of research might be the sphere of 
innovations and technologies tested and/or used in the high Arctic. Given the unique political 
and diplomatic status of Svalbard, more research on the existing legal framework and future 
possibilities to adapt to the new challenges posed is also necessary.  
 
Search and rescue 

As the tourism activity in Svalbard increases, consequently the probability for accidents and 
along that the need for robust search and rescue increase as well. The conventional cruise 
vessels are increasing in size and passenger capacity and at the same time the expedition 
cruise vessels are coming up with new itineraries in the Arctic maritime region as their vessel 
technology is advancing. The authorities are concerned that in an event of mass rescue 
operation or a larger incident with a cruise vessel, the capacity of search and rescue resources 
in Svalbard would not be able to match the size of the incident. 
 
Challenges 

The SAR groups at the workshop identified that the regulations today are not in line with the 
changing realities. There has been an increasing number of unorganized tour operators and 
self-arranged tours, as was mentioned in the other groups, and the workshop raised concerns 
that the authorities and local community do not know what the tourists are doing, are they 
safe, what kind of competence they possess, and whether they have the right equipment if 
something were to happen. In addition, there are no official Svalbard specific certification 
requirements for guides and crew. This raise concerns as new operators or operators who are 
not part of Visit Svalbard or AECO might not have enough competence and experience when 
it comes to Arctic conditions and safety.  
 
The current regulations are also not realistic when it comes to technology requirements, as is 
seen in the recently adopted Polar Code. There is also a lack of effective mass rescue operation 
(MRO) equipment and communications network (satellite and radio), which is required for 
safe and efficient operations. The authorities are also concerned about new vessel technology 
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and structure, including ice breaking capability, allowing the expedition vessels to find new 
itineraries.  
 
In general, there is very limited SAR capacity in Svalbard, including SAR resources, personnel, 
infrastructure, medical facilities, and overall community capacity. There is also a lack of 
knowledge on what the local impact on Longyearbyen would be in case of a large-scale 
incident.  
 
Solutions and research focus areas 

The groups suggested enforcing official certificates and courses to guides and crew, which 
would include safety issues. More efforts could also be made to educate the tourists to be 
safe, and to make sure that they understand the safety hazards and proper code of conduct. 
For the gaps in technology, the groups suggested to map out what kind of existing equipment 
there is for MRO situations and rescue and survival, and what is possible with the current 
technology and equipment. Finding those gaps and possibilities would also give some 
indication on what kind of needs there are for further innovations. The groups were also 
unanimous that there should be more training together with the tour operators, the 
community and the responders. That would also help to identify all possible stakeholders and 
resource assets, and assess how to best utilize the volunteer and industry network. 

The groups found that there should be more research focus on the actual risks and 
consequences that a large-scale incident would have on Svalbard and the communities. In 
order to enforce new rules and regulations, the magic number on the acceptable 
number/group of tourists in certain areas based on safety considerations and capacities 
should be mapped first. This would also include examining, which ships are coming to 
Svalbard, and what their preparedness and competence is for SAR operations.  



 
 
 
 

5 
 

1 Introduction 

 
The Optimal Tourism Balance workshop was held in Longyearbyen, Svalbard on September 
11-13, 2019. The workshop was organized by the Association of Arctic Expedition Cruise 
Operators (AECO), the Norwegian Institute of Nature Research (NINA) and Visit Svalbard.  

The workshop aimed at discussing what is the optimal balance between the tourism industry, 
the local community, environmental management, and emergency preparedness. The 
workshop participants were divided into groups based on their professional background and 
knowledge to discuss the three themes dedicated to the workshop: 

1) Environment 
2) Local community 
3) Search and rescue 

 
Within these themes, the workshop participants discussed various topics including legal 
framework, infrastructure, resources, environmental footprint, business and economy, new 
technology, preparedness, and education. The workshop was facilitated by professional 
moderators from Teambyggerne AS. The moderators led the participants through a three-day 
workshop of presentations, brainstorming, breakout sessions, and discussions. This report 
summarizes the activities, discussions, and findings from the Optimal Tourism Balance 
workshop. The organizers would like to thank the participants and Svalbard Environmental 
Protection Fund (SEPF) for making this workshop possible, and hope that SEPF are happy with 
the outcome of the workshop and the report.  

Picture 1. Trine Krystad welcoming participants to the Optimal Balance workshop 
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1.1 Background 

There has been a tremendous increase in tour operators and tourists wanting to explore 
Svalbard. Tourism is an important industry in the Arctic however it should be carried out in a 
considerate manner and bring local benefits. The development has raised questions on what 
kind of data we already have available on these issues, what do we need to know more about 
when it comes to, for example emergency preparedness, the tourists themselves, their 
environmental footprint, the education of guides, the community development, and so on.  
 
The initiative for the Optimal Tourism Balance workshop started when Visit Svalbard, AECO 
and the tour operators found that research institutions continuously approached them to 
participate in already planned research projects as end-users and project partners. The end-
users however felt the need and willingness to take part in the project idea development from 
the beginning and therefore started to discuss ideas on research projects connected to 
tourism in Svalbard. This led to an idea to arrange a workshop where Visit Svalbard, AECO and 
NINA would together invite research institutions, government agencies, local businesses, and 
community representatives to discuss the knowledge gaps, actual needs for more information 
and data, which could eventually lead to new local knowledge-based project ideas and 
initiatives.  
 

1.2 Workshop method and structure 

The workshop comprised from a series of factual and expert presentations, brainstorming, 
group work, ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ǿŀǎ άŀƭƭ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻƴ ŘŜŎƪέΣ 
and participants were expected to contribute to the conversations, ideas and the end result.  
 
The first day of the workshop was dedicated to understanding what tourism in Svalbard is and 
making sure that all participants are on the same page. Presentations were held by Visit 
Svalbard, AECO, and NINA. The presentations are summarized in chapter 2. There were also 
three expert presentations during the second day of the workshop on challenges and 
knowledge gaps connected to each of the topical themes. This gave the participants a chance 
to get more familiar with each topic and find a common approach for the next group 
discussions. The expert presentations are summarized in chapter 3 under each theme.  
 
The group work was structured in three group work sessions in order to facilitate the desired 
outcome: 

1) Defining the problems and challenges related to tourism in Svalbard within each topic, 
2) Understanding the challenge and finding the knowledge and research gaps,  
3) Exploring possibilities, and coming up with solutions and research project ideas.  

 
In each session, the facilitators gave the group a problem statement that the sub-groups had 
to discuss and find the most important points to present at the end. In this way, the whole 
group got an idea on what the current knowledge gaps are and what could be done in order 
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to fill those gaps. Finally, on the last day of the workshop, each group pitched their best ideas 
for new research projects.  
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2 Summary of presentations 

 

"Svalbard tourism ς state of affairs and latest numbers" by Ronny Strømnes, Chairman of the 
Board, on behalf of Visit Svalbard 

 
There are 77 members of Visit 
Svalbard, out of which 30 are tour 
operators. It was pointed out that 
about 130 tour operators in 2018 and 
159 in 2019 operated on Svalbard. In 
September 2019, there were 14 hotels 
and guesthouses with 457 rooms, able 
to accommodate 951 people at once. 
In 2018, there were over 156,000 
overnight stays at hotels and 
guesthouses, which means growth by 
7,5% from 2017 and by almost 90% 
from 2009, and over 72,500 guest 
arrivals to hotels and guesthouses 
(+7% from 2017). Over 5,000 people 
stayed at Airbnb, and an average stay 
at hotels and guesthouses was 2,4 days.  
 
The top 5 visiting nationalities are Norwegian (over 90,000 visitors in 2018), Swedish (9,000 
visitors in 2018), followed by German, British, and French. When it comes to Visit Svalbard 
digital channels, visitsvalbard.com has 2,5 million side views per year and an annual activity 
sales equal to 105 million NOK. About 110,000 people follow Visit Svalbard on social media, 
with the Chinese and Americans growing fast in numbers. 
 
There were 30% less conventional cruise passengers in summer 2019 compared to 2018. An 
average ship size carries 1,708 passengers, but the size varies from 340 to 4,030 passengers 
per ship. Among other target groups for tourism in Longyearbyen, Strømnes mentioned soft 
adventure seekers, expedition tourists, day tourists (cruise), festival tourists, tour operators, 
cruise lines and press/media. 
 

  

Picture 2. Ronny Strømnes giving insight to the latest figures in 
Svalbard tourism 
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"Arctic cruise tourism and industry efforts to ensure sustainability: Economic value from cruise 
tourism in Svalbard" by Frigg Jørgensen, AECO 

 
Frigg Jørgensen, the executive 
director of the Association of Arctic 
Expedition Cruise Operators, gave a 
presentation about cruise tourism 
in the Arctic and also presented the 
results from the economic impact 
study, which was published during 
the workshop. In 2009, there were 
17.8 million cruise passengers 
worldwide. For 2017, the projected 
number was 25.3 million. The 
industry is witnessing a steady rise 
and the trend is likely to continue. 
The AECO members had over 
25,000 expedition cruise 

passengers in the Arctic in 2018.  
 
The polar expedition cruise industry is awaiting 30 new vessels within the next 5 years with 
advanced vessel structure and technology, new operators, and new itineraries. Among the 
Arctic expedition cruise destinations, the most visited destination among AECO members is 
Svalbard, but AECO sees a lot of potential in Canada and Franz Josef Land, although the 
development is slow. Destinations such as Alaska and Iceland are already seeing a large 
number of expedition and conventional cruise passengers.  
 
The AECO network currently includes 76 members, 40 passenger vessels and 10 yachts. 
AECO´s members must adhere to the network´s guidelines that are site and community 
specific. Since 2019, a field staff online assessment is mandatory for all members (1150 field 
staff were tested). AECO is developing measures to enhance safety in terms of SAR, uses 
various tools and applications (e.g. O-VRAT mobile app), and collaborates on several research 
projects.  
 
AECO and Visit Svalbard recently carried out a survey of the economic impact of cruise 
tourism in Svalbard focusing on cruise passengers´ spending in Longyearbyen. The results 
show that the economic contribution generated by cruise tourism in Svalbard in 2018 is 
estimated to be 110 million NOK. Two thirds are spent by expedition cruise passengers and 
operators (NOK 73,1 mill ς average 4,235 NOK per passenger), one third is spent by 
conventional cruise operators and passengers (NOK 36,4 mill ς average 810 NOK per 
passenger). The spending includes ashore activities and goods and services purchased both by 
tour operators and directly by passengers.  
 
 

Picture 3. Frigg Jørgensen talking about cruise tourism in Svalbard 

https://www.aeco.no/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/2019-Epinion-Cruise-Study-AECO-and-VisitSvalbard-Final-report.pdf
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"Effects of tourism in the Arctic and Svalbard" by Bjørn P. Kaltenborn and Hogne Øian, NINA 

 
Bjørn Kaltenborn from NINA 
presented results from a 
desktop study on the effects of 
tourism, which NINA carried out 
prior to the Optimal Balance 
workshop. According to the 
study, the most urgent issues to 
discuss are the environmental 
effects of tourism, the growing 
cruise industry, the gap in 
knowledge when it comes to 
other forms of tourism, 
challenges for SAR, and 
institutional aspects of tourism. 
The Arctic region has been 
changing rapidly and now has a 

high geopolitical and economic 
importance. Therefore, it is important to think long term when it comes to tourism and 
environmental management.   
 
Kaltenborn pointed out that there are global and local environmental impacts of tourism, and 
we need more local specific knowledge and data on the cumulative impacts of tourism on 
the environment in Svalbard. The cruise industry is the best-covered form of tourism when it 
comes to data and impact studies for the environment. Looking at air emissions from Arctic 
shipping, it was pointed out that marine traffic is only responsible for 2% of all CO2 emissions, 
with the cruise industry responsible for 5% of that amount. There is an expected increase by 
50% in black carbon if the Arctic becomes ice-free. Kaltenborn noted that there should also 
be energy budgets from other types of Arctic tourism where we have little knowledge and 
studies on.  
 
Human traffic presents a challenge to the environment when it comes to disturbance to 
wildlife and vulnerability in Svalbard, but there is a great gap in knowledge when it comes to 
human behavior. We also have somewhat limited knowledge about human disturbance on 
Arctic species, such as Arctic foxes, walruses, seals and whales. However, there are many 
studies done on reindeer and polar bears. On general level, there is enough data to make 
sensible guidelines and it is possible to draw good examples and general principles from sub-
Arctic regions, but when prioritizing research needs, they need to be Svalbard specific. 
Kaltenborn mentioned that in some ways the Arctic is highly resilient, but it is affected by the 
type of activity, season, intensity of use, and landscape types.  

Picture 4. Bjørn P. Kaltenborn presenting a desktop study made by NINA 



 
 
 
 

11 
 

3 Main themes and discussions  

This chapter summarizes the main points from the group work and presents the research 
project ideas that were generated by all the groups.  
 

3.1 Environment 

Concerns were raised during the workshop on the impact that tourism has on the 
environment, wildlife and cultural heritage in Svalbard however it is difficult to assess the 
magnitude as there is limited knowledge on all pressuring factors and their collective impact 
on the environment. Some groups found that in Svalbard there is a need to limit the number 
of visitors and set rules and regulations for the tour operators and sites. In order to find the 
limit of acceptable change and enforce new rules, the workshop participants recognized that 
there is a need for more research conducted on sensitive areas, knowledge and training, affect 
and disturbance on specific species, and areas that are popular with tourists.  
 
The workshop formed two groups for the environmental topic. Both groups had scientists and 
researchers, local tour companies, and authorities to discuss possible solutions and best 
practices on environmental management in the light of growing tourism in Svalbard.  
 

3.1.1 Main challenges and concerns within environmental management and tourism in 
Svalbard 

Expert perspective 
"Tourism in Svalbard from an Environmental perspective", by Nina Eide, Norwegian Institute 
of Nature Research (NINA) 
 
Nina Eide from the Norwegian Institute of Nature Research gave a presentation on 
environmental impact of tourism looking into footprints from global and local perspectives, 
and giving suggestions on how to minimize the impact. She pointed out that ecological 
footprint is a term that is used all over the world and the ultimate goal is to make it small. 
When looking closer into the environmental footprints for Svalbard, one needs to approach it 
from several stages:  

1) how do tourists get to Svalbard (for example by cruise ships, smaller vessels, planes, 
etc.), which is a global concern and has impacts related to i.e. pollution, CO2 and other 
emissions, weather, heavy fuel oil (HFO), waste, etc., and 

2) being in Svalbard, which is more of a local concern as tourists visit the towns, go on 
coastal cruises, walk further on land with rubber boots, hike, go dog sledging, snow 
scootering, skiing, approach wildlife, and so on.  

Eide pointed out that we have good knowledge about how tourists travel to Svalbard and what 
kind of impact that has on the environment, but there is a knowledge gap when it comes to 
their activities, who they are, what their knowledge about environment and wildlife is, and 
what is the impact of their actions locally. She divided the local impact into three categories: 
impact on wildlife, vegetation, and cultural remains.  
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Wildlife in Svalbard is both robust and 
sensitive to the activity of tourists. We 
know in general how wildlife responds to 
tourism, however lack data on specific 
species. Some species, for example are 
vulnerable for disturbance on individual 
level but robust when they are in groups. 
There is limited knowledge on the 
cumulative impact of disturbance to 
Arctic species and what are the 
immediate and long-term effects of 
tourism. There is also an impact on 
vegetation, for example with wearing 
and tearing and leaving footprints on 
steep, wet and coarse ground, however 

these are easy to observe and see. Something that can be difficult to observe and understand, 
is the impact on cultural remains. Cultural remains are often accessible but sometimes we do 
not have the knowledge to distinguish, what or which objects belong to cultural heritage or 
are part of cultural remains, for example rocks and bones. Unlike wildlife and vegetation that 
can return to their natural state, cultural remains are not resilient.  
 
As most people come to Svalbard to experience the wilderness and silence, the environment 
and experiences in return are the most vulnerable in the light of increasing tourism. Therefore, 
it is important to consider the environmental impact when it comes to specific sites in 
Svalbard. Eide highlighted that in order to minimize the impact, actions are needed. She 
mentioned that there should be a  limit to  the number of visitors a site can take during certain 
times, activities need to be more coordinated, and sensitive areas need to be avoided. In 
order to map the sensitive areas and their carrying capacity, there needs to be vulnerability 
assessments for sites and site specific guidelines available to the wider industry. Nowadays, 
it is getting easier to spot sensitive sites with satellite pictures. She also mentioned that more 
dramatic actions to minimize impacts such as fencing, dedicated paths and info signs might 
not be popular in Svalbard, as the tourists come there to experience the wilderness.   
 
Group discussions 
 
One of the main challenges identified during the group discussions was the difficulty in 
defining the acceptable impact and acceptable change in order to set environmental laws 
and wilderness acts. Any tourism has impact and tourism cannot be developed without 
accepting it, but institutions need to lead a dialogue and agree on the management together 
with the industry. The baseline is, that there should be a balance between the possibility of 
keeping Svalbard as a tourist destination of wilderness and wildlife, but also if the volume goes 
up there is a risk that the market and environment will be destroyed as a consequence. The 
challenge is finding the balance point and a way to regulate the visitor experiences without 
limiting the local economic stability too much. 
 

Picture 5. Nina Eide illustrating challenges of tourism to the 
environment 
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In relation to this, the groups were concerned about unorganized tour operators and the fact 
that all operators are not required to be members of Visit Svalbard or AECO, and that the 
guides might not have necessary knowledge in order to minimize the impact on the 
environment. There is also a lack of consolidation for courses and education.     
 
One group mentioned that invasive species are starting to become a challenge in Svalbard 
due to shipping and their dispersal from ballast water. They identified the lack of rules and 
measures when it comes to invasive species. HFO and other pollution from marine traffic is 
also a concern that should be assessed by proper risk assessments.  
 
One group mentioned that the discussion on Svalbard tourism tends to circle around cruise 
industry, however it is also important to discuss land based operations and their impact on 
the environment. A huge challenge is also unmonitored private sail boats and vessels that 
come to Svalbard, as there is no knowledge on where the boats go, where they land and what 
they do at the landing sites.  
 
One group mentioned that there is a research gap in the marine environment when it comes 
to the effects of sound, light, and pollution in marine life, i.e. what kind of noise disturbance 
do motorized vessels pose to whales and seals.  
 

3.1.2 What are the possible solutions? 

The groups agreed that the optimal tourism balance should promote economic stability in the 
local community but also keep the ecological footprint as low as possible. This acceptable level 
should be decided by the local community and it should be driven by the consideration for the 
nature and the environment. Ideally, LYB and Svalbard should also attract educated tourists 
and avoid the bucket list visitors.  
 
The groups came up with possible solutions to the challenges mentioned above; 

- Mapping who the tourists are, their attitudes, expectations etc. 
- Packing information in an understandable way that has an impact from the 

environmental management perspective 
- Making a comprehensive area survey on what areas are sensitive around the island, 

making sensitive marine areas for go and no-go zones 
- Relocating groups based on number of people on land during certain time 
- Setting a capacity number for how many tourists there should be at one site at a time 
- Making prepared access points to watch wildlife from the distance 
- GPS tracking tourist activity in relation to wildlife activity 
- Limitation on different groups or number of ships, for example conventional cruise ships 

vs. expedition vessels  
- More control and monitoring of private sail boats and ships 
- Introduce Svalbard Nature Rangers 
- Mandatory membership to visit Svalbard and AECO 
- All guides should have a training program and certification 
- Using drones for mapping vegetation impact 
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¶ Differentiate between the use of drones for tourist and for research 
- Using remote sensing and satellite images 
- Develop citizen science  

- Looking at best practices from the other parts of the world  

¶ There are a lot of regulations in Antarctica, maybe some of them can apply 

to Svalbard 

In addition to profiling the visitors, the groups thought that perhaps it would be useful to use 
economy and marketing as a tool to set a limit on what kind of tourists we want to see and 
how expensive some activities are. Some thought that if citizen science is utilized, i.e. in a 
reporting application format, it could have positive effects from environmental management 
perspective. This would allow the tourists to feel like they are part of the management process 
and reporting system, and have a simple way of communicating and receiving feedback from 
the authorities. Citizen science in this regard could also contribute to mapping where tourists 
go and how they affect wildlife by installing GPS trackers on, for example boats and 
snowmobiles. This could give some indication on where the tourists are going, how many 
hours they use in specific areas, whether they are in the same area all the time, and so on.  
 
When it comes to monitoring, one group suggested establishing Svalbard Nature Rangers to 
protect and supervise the designated sites and areas. The Svalbard Nature Rangers would 
patrol the grounds and make sure that the tourists and visitors are following the rules. Several 
participants also suggested enforcing a mandatory membership to Visit Svalbard and AECO, 
but also to have training programs and certifications approved by The Governor in order to 
make sure that the guides are well educated. 
  

 

Picture 6. Environment groups pitching ideas on possible solutions 



 
 
 
 

15 
 

3.1.3 Research needs and suggested research projects 

Based on the identified challenges and possible solutions, the groups pinpointed areas where 
there is more need for research and also generated some possible research project ideas. The 
pitched ideas are summarized in the table below: 
 

Table 1. Suggested research project ideas for the environment 

Research project ideas Why and how? 

1. What is the cumulative impact from 
tourism on animals and nature in 
Svalbard? 

Need to understand the sum of all pressuring 
factors. 

- There is a tendency to look at all impact 
factors separately 

- We must try to find the cumulative impact 
as a whole 

2. Comparative study of GPS-tracked 
human traffic with GPS-tracked animals 

Will give knowledge on impact on animals 
(feeding time, area of use etc.) from traffic 
(snowmobiles, dog teams, skiers etc.) 

- GPS-trackers on visitors and animals 
(polar bears and reindeers) 

- Give info to government bodies about 
how traffic might be directed away 
from/into special areas 

- Purpose: reduce impact on animals 

3. Profiling visitors to Svalbard Social science on who the tourists are, their 
attitudes, expectations etc. 

- Which tourists do we want to come to 
Svalbard? 

- Standards research, easy to make and 
structure 

- Knowledge for operators, segmented 
marketing and campaigns 

- How to pack information in an 
understandable way that has impact from 
environmental management perspective 

- Purpose: shaping information to influence 
tourist behavior in favorable manner for 
animals and environment 

4. Citizen science: real-time app with 
feedback information on rules and 
vulnerability  

Tourists/users reporting real-time in an app and 
getting feedback and information on rules and 
vulnerability in the area they are in 

- More real-time info for the management 
- Visitors/users will be included in the 

dialogue about environmental 
management 

- Give visitors better understanding of the 
reasons behind rules and regulations 

5. Sensitive areas surveys to inform 
allowable tourist activity and impacts 

Making a comprehensive area survey on which 
areas are sensitive around the island 
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- Sensitive marine areas for go and no-go 
- Landscape parameters that come from 

satellite monitoring  
- Make good knowledge-based choices on 

landing sites  
- Purpose: Limit the impact on animals and 

nature 

6. Exploring actions and solutions to 
limiting number of visitors 

Research project on what the action and 
solutions on limiting number or visitors would 
look like. 

- How to arrange it? 
- How to coordinate it with operators? 

o Relocating groups based on number 
of people on land during certain 
time and day 

- Qualified Svalbard guides on board  
o What would the qualification be 

and how to implement it? 
- Purpose: Reduce impact on the 

environment 

7. Current status of existing research on 
impacts of vessels on marine life 

What is the impact of cruise tourism on marine 
mammals?  

- Identifying knowledge gaps 
- What impact does i.e. noise, light and 

pollution from ships have on these 
organisms  

- Purpose: Developing regulations based on 
the impact 
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3.2 Local community 

Unlike in other places in the Arctic where the rights and needs of Indigenous populations have 
to be taken into consideration, there are no native local communities in Svalbard. Both the 
Norwegian settlement of Longyearbyen, the Russian settlement of Barentsburg and the 
international community of Ny Ålesund are rather "synthetic" and strongly influenced by the 
character of prevalent economic activities. This being said, the term "local community" used 
further in the report needs to be read with caution.  
 
During the workshop, most of the attention was paid to Longyearbyen, while specific issues 
relevant in the other settlements were discussed only marginally. In Longyearbyen, tourism is 
a decisive factor because it has become the economic backbone that keeps the town running, 
and at the same time triggers a significant and fast structural change. Growth in tourism 
correlates, for example with the growing number of non-Norwegian inhabitants and 
challenges related to the housing crisis and social dumping. People living in town perceive 
tourism as a double-edged sword, feelings are mixed about the economic benefit versus social 
loss, and the path to the optimal balance is yet to be walked. As said during one of the 
workshop discussions around Group 5: "It is difficult to have a balance between tourism and 
local community if the local community is unbalanced itself." 
 

3.2.1 Main challenges and concerns within local community and tourism in Svalbard 

Expert perspective 
Ϧ¢ƻǳǊƛǎƳ ƛƴ {ǾŀƭōŀǊŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜϦ ōȅ {ƻƭǾŜƛƎ hŦǘŜŘŀƭΣ {ǾŀƭōŀǊŘ ǘŀȄ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ 

 
The goal to be achieved, as presented by a 
representative of the Svalbard tax office, includes a 
viable local society attractive to families where tourism 
belongs to priority areas, together with science and 
possibly also other industries. Specific goals for the tax 
office are a compliance of rules and fighting against 
workplace misconduct. Optimal would be equal terms 
and safe and inclusive working life. The case of Svalbard 
is unique because there is no residence permit or work 
permit necessary, no tax treaties are signed with other 
countries, membership in the National Health Insurance 
Scheme is based on citizenship or employment, and the 
so-called Allmenngjøringsloven,1 a law that guarantees 
fixed wage tariffs, is not valid here.  
 

 
1 A new business strategy for Svalbard was presented on 3 October 2019 in Longyearbyen by a Norwegian 
government representative. It was announced that Allmenngjøringsloven will be valid on Svalbard within several 
ƳƻƴǘƘǎΣ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴ ŀ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǘƛƳŜΦ  

Picture 7. Solveig Oftedal giving an expert 
perspective for  the local community topic 
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Oftedal presented important figures regarding the population of LYB. On 9 September 2019, 
2399 people were registered in the so-called befolkningsregistret (population register). Out of 
those 846 are non-Norwegians of 52 nations, which makes the figure equal to 36% of the total 
population. The turnover is about 20-25% every year. In 2018, 44 new people received a D-
number (which is a temporary identity number a foreigner gets if they have the intention to 
stay in Norway for longer than 6 months). The interesting issue in Svalbard is, that there is a 
segment of population that keeps living with a D-number for a long time, which is impossible 
on mainland Norway, and it has significant consequences in terms of rights and services 
available. Who are these people, how do they live and work, and what does it feel like to have 
a temporary status for many years?  
 
There are also question marks hanging above the issue of enterprises and work contracts 
registered in Svalbard. There are 390 enterprises registered in Svalbard, out of which 296 had 
reported salary payment. There is a big variation in extent, profitability and compliance. Out 
of 65 randomly selected work contracts, 22 were for full-time employment, 12 were 
exclusively for seasonal employment and 31 were for short-time employment with huge 
diversity in hours, duration and payment. A better overview over these and related issues 
would be useful. 
 
Have the authorities been unable to foresee what was going to happen when significant 
structural changes were triggered? It seems that more people live in LYB than the register can 
tell, and also that living and working conditions are growing profoundly unequal. More 
research on issues that lie in the knowledge gaps would be most welcome by the tax office.  
 
Group discussions 
 
Among the main challenges within this area, several points, which can be divided into three  
categories, were mentioned during the workshop. Some of the issues listed could certainly be 
included in more than one category. 
 
Lack of knowledge and common strategy 
- Risk of a growing number of unorganised tour operators (not part of Visit Svalbard and/or 

AECO network) 
- Little knowledge about stakeholders that exploit the destination and have no positive local 

impact 
- Unskilled and/or uncertified guides (a system of quality evaluation missing), insufficient 

quality guaranty ǊƛǎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ōǊŀƴŘ 
- Insufficient integration of common and clearly defined values and goals (little local value 

creation) 
- Lack of locally adapted rules and regulations (risk of uninformed or disrespectful tourists) 
- Viewing tourism as isolated from other synergic activities (e.g. Polar Permaculture) 
- Lack of strategy towards the rising Chinese and American market 
- Climate change impact on product development (adaptive capacity) 
 

It was repeatedly mentioned that the growing number of unorganized (and thus unknown 

and uncontrolled) tour operators that often employ unskilled and uncertified guides is a big 
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concern for all stakeholders. What is at stake is the ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ōǊŀƴŘ, which is crucial in 

order to guarantee the economic viability and overall sustainability of the business in the 

future. The question of local value creation (e.g. strengthening the link to local grassroot 

initiatives) is also important in the debate about a common strategy that fosters local 

sustainability. A common strategy includes rules and regulations safeguarding basic needs 

and rights of people who permanently live in LYB. Such guidelines need to be widely spread 

and also respected, which again is difficult to achieve as long as more and more tours are 

organized without being part of established networks.2 In addition, if the trend of the growing 

numbers of Chinese and American tourists is to proceed, a strategy for accommodating them 

ought to be discussed. The same goes for the ongoing change in terms of climate. 

 

Practical issues 

- Scarcity of housing available for people working in tourism, especially guides 
- Ripple effect of Airbnb 
- Seasonality and instability of tourism-related jobs 
- Risk of even more seasonal growth meaning a challenge for labour supply 
- Social dumping, unequal working contracts, illegal and/or morally questionable working 

practices 
- Policies and regulations that are at odds with Svalbard Environmental Protection Act and 

white paper on tourism 
- Lack of balance between small and larger business actors 

- Missing infrastructure that would make the meetings of tourists and local inhabitants less 
painful 

- Not enough areas dedicated to tourist activities in MA10 
- Insufficient strategy for waste management (could be an opportunity for circular 

economy) 
- Growth in expedition cruise ships and charter flights3 
 
Practical issues related to challenges posed by tourism do not necessarily belong to those that 
can be solved easily. A tricky issue seems to be the one with housing, where many people 
working in the tourist and service industry struggle immensely with finding a stable, decent 
and economically reasonable place to live. It has not been clarified where the responsibility of 
the employer begins and ends, and the issue is being discussed heavily on the local level. The 
unfortunate phenomenon of Airbnb, which can have detrimental effects in places such as LYB 
where housing is scarce also because of other issues such as thawing permafrost and 
avalanche danger, seems to be diminishing at the moment thanks to the initiative of 
Longyearbyen Lokalstyre (LL), but is still present. The housing problem is related to the high 

 
2 Research on to which extent the existing rules and regulations are respected by the organized businesses would 
also be useful. It would support the argument of good practice and prove that organized tourist industry is more 
sustainable than the unorganised one.  
3 Nevertheless, more connections by plane have a local value for people living in LYB since they are more mobile 
and flexible thanks to more frequent flights.  
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rate of seasonal jobs available, 
which can hardly create jobs 
attractive to ς possibly 
Norwegian ς families. Also the 
issue of unequal working 
conditions and unfair, in some 
cases probably illegal work 
contracts, stirs a lot of 
emotions in the local debate. 
The market is perceived as 
unbalanced since there are 
some major players, which 
smaller actors can hardly 
compete with. Infrastructure 
such as sideways, information 
signs or restrooms is of practical 
importance (LL is currently 
working on improvements).    
 
Polarizing effect 
- Perception of tourism as something that had been decided without including the 

community in the decision-making process (insufficient participatory decision-making) 
- Perception of uncontrolled growth and unorganized industry 
- Discrepancy between the strategic objective of 250,000 guest nights in 2025 (almost twice 

as many as in 2019) and the local perception of the current situation as unsustainable4 in 
terms of quantity 

- Growth affecting the Arctic "untouched wilderness", which belongs to the reasons for 
ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ 

- Is LYB becoming an unattractive place to stay and visit? 
- Clash between economic gain and social loss 
 
The polarizing effect that tourism has had so far on the local community is a broad and 
complex issue. In general, there is evidence for stating that people living in LYB have sharply 
polarized opinions on what the impacts of tourism have proven to be like. There is a gap in 
terms of power distribution ς some feel that tourism as a path for the future has been 
imposed without taking the view of the "locals" into consideration.  
 

3.2.2 What are the possible solutions? 

Seeing tourism as an opportunity is a must in case the optimal balance is to be achieved. In 
group discussions and plenary sessions, the workshop participants addressed mostly the 
issues of local benefits and value creation, and how the business needs could match the 
needs of the people of LYB. Quality is the desired value communicated both to tourists and 
locals.  

 
4 In academic literature, the term overtourism is used in similar contexts. 

Picture 8. Local community groups during group work 








































