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Abstract. Spitsbergen is distinct compared with other Arctic
archipelagos, especially regarding its the political and socio-
economic status. Despite the Spitsbergen Treaty1, which was
signed 100 years ago, the territory is commonly perceived
as part of Norway. All the more, the Russian settlements
have a particular position on Spitsbergen. The article is in-
troduced by a short historical review, drawing attention also
to the different opinions related to the discovery history. In
the following, this paper strives to present a deeper dive into
the current socio-economic status of today’s Russian com-
munity on Spitsbergen. The analysis was created from ques-
tionnaires worked out by the inhabitants of the two Russian
settlements Barentsburg and Pyramiden as well as from inter-
views with executives of different sectors. Derived from this,
factors which could influence the upcoming development of
the settlements were formulated.

Kurzfassung. Spitzbergen unterscheidet sich von an-
deren arktischen Inselgruppen insbesondere was den poli-
tischen und sozio-ökonomischen Status betrifft. Trotz des
Spitzbergenvertrages, der vor hundert Jahren unterzeich-
net wurde, wird das Territorium allgemein als Teil Nor-
wegens wahrgenommen. Umso mehr haben die russischen
Siedlungen auf Spitzbergen eine spezifische Stellung. Der
Beitrag leitet ein mit einem kurzen historischen Rückblick,
in dem auch die unterschiedlichen Ansichten zur Entdeck-
ungsgeschichte angesprochen werden. Im Folgenden soll ein

1This is related to the archipelago of Spitsbergen as formulated
in article 1 of the treaty. Today, often the Norwegian term Svalbard
is used to avoid confusion related to the western island of Spitsber-
gen and the archipelago of Spitsbergen. In Russian, the term Spits-
bergen is commonly used for the archipelago.

tieferer Einblick gegeben werden in den derzeitigen sozio-
ökonomischen Status des heutigen russischen Gemeinwe-
sens auf Spitzbergen. Die Analyse wurde auf der Basis
von Fragebögen erstellt, die Einwohner der zwei russischen
Siedlungen Barentsburg und Pyramiden erarbeitet haben als
auch mit Hilfe von Interviews, die mit Führungskräften ver-
schiedener Bereiche geführt wurden. Davon abgeleitet, wer-
den Faktoren formuliert, die die kommende Entwicklung der
Siedlungen beeinflussen können.

1 A look back: Spitsbergen – Grumant – Svalbard

Due to its geographical location, extending from 74 to 81◦ N,
Spitsbergen belongs to the northernmost inhabited areas in
the world. However, the archipelago, which is covered by
glaciers by two-thirds, has never been settled by the indige-
nous population. In spite of this, currently such settlements
such as Longyearbyen, Barentsburg and Ny-Ålesund have
infrastructure that could be compared to Middle European
standards. However, these are not ordinary settlements: even
though they are permanently inhabited, nobody spends their
entire life there. According to the current regulations there is
not a single person who was both born and buried on Spits-
bergen.

Spitsbergen officially appeared on world maps after
Willem Barents’ third expedition in an attempt to find
the Northeast Passage in 1596–1597. The name of the
archipelago, which is commonly used today, was given by its
discoverer. The story of Barents’ expedition is widely known
and accepted. Nevertheless, it is disputable up to the present
day which country the actual discovery should be attributed
to – the Netherlands, Norway, England or Russia. The ar-
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10 B. Schennerlein: The Russian settlements on Spitsbergen

guments provided by the English side used to refer to Hugh
Willoughby’s expedition, who set sail on the Bona Esperanza
as captain of the fleet with two other vessels in 1553 to find
a sea route to China. What can be considered certain today is
that the land he discovered and described rather imprecisely
was Novaya Zemlya (Asher, 1860; Hayes, 2003).

Norway often refers to the mention of Svalbard in the Ice-
landic Annals of the second half of the 16th century (Is-
landske Annaler indtil). It is stated that in 1194 “Svalbardi
fundinn”: Svalbard was discovered (Hantschel, 1964). How-
ever, this extremely briefly described geographic discovery
made without any further explanations could never be clari-
fied completely. Which island was in fact meant in this entry
– Northeast Greenland? Jan Mayen? Even Franz Josef Land
was taken into consideration in different theories.

Russian sources repeatedly quote the letter by the Ger-
man humanist and geographer Hieronymus Münzer ad-
dressed to King John II of Portugal from 14 July 1493
(Obruchev, 1964), in which he proposes organizing a west-
ward voyage to reach China. This letter, which was com-
piled by the physician Hartmann Schedel from Nuremberg,
mentions the Grand Duke of Moscow and the discovery
of a gigantic island of Grulanda, with a coastline of 300
miles (483 km) length, populated by a large settlement un-
der his rule (Grauert, 1908). The Pomors had hunted on the
archipelago for many centuries and were the first regular win-
terers here (Wiese, 1935). The Grumanlanen, as they were
called in their native land, when they went hunting on the
archipelago Grumant, apparently Greenland (on early maps
also called Gruntland, Engroneland), had a lot of experience
with coastal exploration in the Arctic Ocean. According to
the Soviet archeological excavations since the end of the
1970s, between the 16th and 18th centuries it was possible
to find Russian settlements almost on the entire archipelago
(Starkov, 1998). Some of these results are represented in the
Barentsburg Pomor Museum. The oldest artifacts date back
to the year 1548 due to laboratory studies (Starkov, 1998).

The history of the archipelago discovery has not been com-
pletely clear until now. The main question is whether, and if
so when, people were on Spitsbergen before Barents’ expe-
dition, and, above all, which country the discovery can at-
tributed to. Arlov (2005) considers this question from differ-
ent perspectives and comes to the following conclusion: “It
would appear that national sentiments remain an influence
that cannot be ignored.” This becomes obvious when visiting
two museums on Spitsbergen. The historical exhibition in the
Barentsburg Pomor Museum reports about the Pomors’ ways
from the coasts of the White Sea to the north and to Scandi-
navia. In addition, it documents the excavations on Spitsber-
gen with objects from the 16th century (Fig. 1). On the other
hand, in Svalbard Museum on one of the boards one can read
the following:

Russian hunting in Svalbard began early in the
18th century . . . . English and Dutch businessmen

Figure 1. Objects of the 16th century found during an excavation
of a Russian house in the region of Stabbelva river (west coast of
Nordenskiöld Land), presented in the Barentsburg Pomor Museum
(photo: B. Schennerlein).

had traded in the White Sea from the end of the
16th century. We believe that they gave the Rus-
sian merchants in Archangel knowledge of whal-
ing near Svalbard.

Even though for centuries Spitsbergen remained a so-
called “no man’s land”, by no means did it mean that in this
high-latitude area there were no political discussions about
the use of this land.

Initially the claim of the Danish Kingdom was recognized,
as for a long time the prevailing opinion was that the land-
mass was a western part of Greenland; the first confrontation
started with the beginning of the first economic activities in
the whaling period. In the 17th century these were, in partic-
ular, the English and the Dutch, but also the Spaniards and
the Danes who competed for the rich yields on Spitsbergen.
The division of the territory into allocated fishing zones en-
abled them ultimately to resolve the disputes, which at times
were fought with armed vessels (Hantschel, 1964).

After the whales were almost completely exterminated,
the economic importance of Spitsbergen declined for most
nations. Only Russian Pomors continued hunting on the
archipelago. The next phase of economic exploitation of re-
sources started with the extensive coal mining activities since
the end of the 19th century. This time was characterized by
a number of activities – at first without any consequences –
to clarify the status of Spitsbergen, starting with a Swedish
initiative in 1870–1871. Subsequently, the USA, the UK, the
Netherlands, Russia, Sweden, Norway and Denmark were in-
volved. There were two main camps to differentiate: those
who wanted to put Spitsbergen under the full sovereignty of
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a state and others who wanted to maintain the status quo:
terra nullius (Hantschel, 1964). With the permanent settle-
ment of miners and the connected conflicts, it became ur-
gently necessary to create regulations. After numerous pre-
liminary conferences, bilateral agreements and the interrup-
tion of the process by World War I, the Spitsbergen Treaty
was finally signed in 1920. It has been signed by more than
50 states to date. In Norwegian parlance, the archipelago is
now called Svalbard. The key points of the 10 articles of the
treaty (Treaty concerning Spitsbergen, 1920) include the fol-
lowing:

– Full and absolute sovereignty of Norway over the
archipelago of Spitsbergen is recognized, under the con-
ditions set out in the following articles.

– All citizens and all companies of every nation under the
treaty are guaranteed to have free access to ports and
their territorial waters.

– Everyone has the right to fish or undertake any kind of
trade, mining or industrial activity without impediment.

– Norway is responsible for the preservation of flora and
fauna and, if necessary, can take appropriate measures.

– Spitsbergen remains demilitarized.

The expedition of the Arctic explorer Vladimir Rusanov
(1875–1913?) in 1912 marked the beginning of the Russian
mining activities on Spitsbergen. He secured a number of
coalfields for Russia in the area that would later become Gru-
mant and the little harbor Colesbay. In 1913 Russian em-
igrants established the company Grumant A. G. Agafeloff
& Co, which in return founded the mining settlement Gru-
mant. In 1920 the Anglo Russian Grumant Company Ltd.
was established with the goal of operating the mine in Gru-
mant. The economic development of the Northeast Passage
caused an increased demand for coal, beginning in the 1920s.
At that time, Russian ships sailing east from Murmansk or
Archangelsk used as a rule coal from Donbass – a disadvan-
tage due to the large distance from the northern ports. Apart
from that, with the country’s rapid industrialization, these
coal reserves were required for major industrial projects in
the country. Spitsbergen became the most important source
for the ports in the western sector of the Northeast Passage
(Armstrong, 1952). In 1931 the Soviet company Sojuslje-
sprom started operation in Grumant, a successor to the Gru-
mant A. G. Agafeloff & Co. In the same year, with a decree
of the Council of People’s Commissars of the Soviet Union,
Trust Arktikugol was established, and all the property rights
for the exploration of the acquired land and all rights and
obligations of the Soviet Union on Spitsbergen were trans-
ferred to it (Arktikugol, 2020). In 1932 the Soviet company
took over the mine in Grumant, as did the mine in the Bar-
entsburg area previously operated by the Dutch company Ne-
spico. In 1961 Grumant was closed due to unprofitable min-
ing conditions, including the difficult conditions endured to

export coal from the mine. In the 30 years of its existence,
the mine produced over 2 million metric tons of coal (Ark-
tikugol, 2020).

The company Arktikugol took over the land rights at Pyra-
miden already in 1927 from Sweden. The active development
of the area started only after World War II. Before its closure
in 1998, it was the world’s northernmost coal mine.

Among the nations which signed the Spitsbergen Treaty,
only Norway and Russia are still conducting economic ac-
tivities on Spitsbergen today. Both countries subsidize their
coal mining industry. Coal mining in Ny-Ålesund, Norway,
was finally stopped after a serious mine accident in 1963, and
Sveagruva was closed in 2016. Today the mine in Longyear-
byen produces coal only for the needs of the place. The coal
mining industry in Barentsburg guarantees supply for the
town itself and exports to Europe. Over the past few years,
in addition to coal mining, there has been a significant shift
to other economic sectors, including tourism and research.

The situation that exists on this northern archipelago to-
day is unique in the world: the areas of one state – Russia
– exist on the sovereign territory of another state – Norway,
mutually influenced by their own state sovereign regulations,
but, on the other hand, limited by a contract that has re-
mained unchanged for a hundred years. During this time, the
whole century was marked by the devastation from World
War II and, subsequently, from global economic and social
upheavals. Both countries are currently regarded to belong
to opposing political camps. According to the perception in
Central Europe, Spitsbergen is a part of Norway. Russia on
Spitsbergen is perceived, if at all, only from two perspec-
tives. Political headlines such as “Norway and Russia: Bat-
tle over the Arctic Ocean”, “Spitsbergen divides Norway and
Russia” and “Russian Power Games on Spitsbergen” report
about the archipelago. And for the few tourists who reach
Barentsburg or the abandoned settlement Pyramiden, their
stay is connected with a picturesque experience, a journey
into the Russian past.

This article intends to attempt to take a look behind the
mostly media-generated image. What influence have the pro-
cesses of the past had on the Russian settlements? How is the
life organized for their residents today? And what develop-
ment opportunities does the Russian community have in the
future?

Much of the work was done during Arctic Floating Univer-
sity 2019, a multidisciplinary international research and edu-
cational expedition project, organized by the Northern Arctic
Federal University Arkhangelsk and the Russian Federal Ser-
vice for Hydrometeorology and Environmental Monitoring.
Offshore and onshore research was carried out by six groups
aboard research vessel Professor Molchanov.
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Figure 2. Barentsburg, view from the Grønfjorden (photo: B.
Schennerlein).

2 Today’s Russia on Spitsbergen

Currently, Barentsburg is the only “living” Russian place.
Located in a terraced shape on the shore of Grønfjor-
den, it has a complete infrastructure system to remain self-
sufficient: power station, school and kindergarten, wastewa-
ter treatment plant, hospital, supply facilities, harbor facili-
ties, culture center and gym (Fig. 2).

Only a few remains of the old houses are left from Gru-
mant. Pyramiden, located on the Billefjord about 120 km
away from Barentsburg, is a place “frozen in time”. All build-
ings still exist – swimming pool, dining room, mechanical
workshops – but nobody uses them or lives in the well-
preserved apartment blocks (Fig. 3). There is only one hotel,
which is operated temporarily for tourist purposes. Around
1000 people lived and worked here at peak times.

I would say that in the Soviet times Barentsburg
and Pyramiden were the closest to communism.
The principle of communism was implemented
here: from each according to his ability, to each
according to his needs. The food was free, i.e.,
one could eat in a canteen for free. I mean there
were some luxuries for money, but the rest was free
. . . there was a farm here; there were cows, goats,
pigs – we had our own meat. There were green-
houses in Pyramiden, it was virtually possible to
grow bananas. The swimming pool, again – very
important, with sea water, very healthy. [...] And
the paradox is that communism was built on the
Norwegian territory. (Gushchin, 2019).

In the 1990s there was a start of the recession process,
which finally led to the decision in 1998 to stop the coal min-
ing industry in Pyramiden. People gave up everything and
had to rush out of the place: “it was like Chernobyl, a ghost
town. Looters immediately began to rob it [...] they even took

Figure 3. A part of the settlement of Pyramiden, in the background
the Nordenskiöld glacier (photo: B. Schennerlein).

the piano and loaded it onto the yacht in Pyramiden from
some house. Everything was stolen.” (Gushchin, 2019).

Since 2008, only after the decisions made by the govern-
ment commission for Spitsbergen the development has re-
gained positive momentum – the reconstruction of the place
began.

In contrast to Norwegian coal settlements, all Russian set-
tlements had been inhabited by families since their founda-
tion. In 1932, five children overwintered in Barentsburg; in
the following year there were already 22 children, and in
1934 there were 45 children between the ages of 2 months
and 14 years (Stavnitser, 1948). In the 1990s, Spitsbergen
was predominantly populated by Russians from Barentsburg
and Pyramiden (1990: 2407 Russian, 1125 Norwegian res-
idents) (Statistics Norway, 2020). Today, Barentsburg still
has around 450 inhabitants. The Russian territories are rep-
resented by the consulate general located in the town.

Below, insight is provided into the current economic and
social situation in the Russian settlements. For this purpose,
during a two-time stay in 2019, some interviews were con-
ducted and questionnaires were distributed to the residents.
The interviewees were representatives who had a compre-
hensive view of the economic, social and political situation.
These were as follows:

– consul general of the consulate general in Barentsburg
on Spitsbergen;

– the head of the Arctic Travel Company Grumant, part
of Trust Arktikugol, which has been responsible for all
essential issues in the Russian settlements since it was
founded;

– a miner (participant 18 out of 28 respondents) who has
been working in the coal mine in Barentsburg since the
Soviet era and, therefore, was able to assess the changes
which occurred over the past decades very well.

Polarforschung, 89, 9–23, 2021 https://doi.org/10.5194/polf-89-9-2021
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The interviews are available in transcribed written form in
Russian language. The original Russian citations were trans-
lated into English for use in this paper.

The questionnaire was filled out by 28 people, which
amounts to 6 % of the current population. Besides statistical
information, the questionnaire included four large areas.

Questions about the economic situation

– significance of Russian coal production at different
times/for different locations/for different objectives;

– tasks of Trust Arktikugol;

– economic development in the main areas of coal min-
ing/tourism/research – today and in the future;

– factors that have an influence on the situation in Bar-
entsburg;

– cooperation with the Norwegian settlements;

– future viability of the place.

Questions about general living conditions

For this purpose, the Arctic Social Indicators were used,
a project of the Nordic cooperation, which is aimed at re-
searching and tracking of the changes in human development
in the Arctic (Larsen et al., 2010, 2014). These indicators
have been adapted for the purpose of this study and concern
the following areas:

– municipal administration;

– satisfaction with material living conditions/educational
opportunities/cultural environment/health care.

Questions about tourism

– special features of offers in the tourism industry;

– strategy for tourism development;

– target groups/statistical information;

– cooperation between Norwegian and Russian travel
agencies.

Questions about science and research

– importance of scientific research in Barentsburg for
Russia;

– cooperation with research institutions in and outside
Spitsbergen.

Figure 4. Nationality of the interviewees in Barentsburg and Pyra-
miden (data on the nationality of 1 of the 28 interviewees are miss-
ing).

The results of the study refer mainly to Barentsburg with
its coal mining industry, developing tourism and the impor-
tant Kola Scientific Center of the Russian Academy of Sci-
ences. Some of the people operating in the tourism industry
work both in Barentsburg and in Pyramiden.

In total, 20 of the respondents were male, and 8 were fe-
male. The average age of the respondents was 35 (male: 38;
female: 30). The nationality of all 28 respondents was dis-
tributed almost equally across Ukraine and Russia (Fig. 4).
What is striking in this context is the division into profes-
sions. While the tourism industry is almost completely oc-
cupied by Russians (including guides, managers, bartenders,
catering workers), the situation with around 280 miners is
exactly the opposite (and such professional groups as elec-
trical engineers, locksmiths, power plant workers). The pres-
ence of Ukrainians in the coal mines has a long tradition. At
the beginning of the 1930s the vast majority of the miners
came from Donbass (Stavnitser, 1936). The respondents in
the administration/service sectors are the embassy personnel
or sales staff and cooks.

2.1 Economic situation

Regarding the questions about Russian coal production in
different time periods (Fig. 5), it was recognized across all
professional groups that its importance has been steadily de-
creasing since the post-war years (describing the situation in
1950–1990 75 % of the respondents said it was “rather high”;
regarding the years 1990–2010 the answer “rather high” was
given by only 25 % of the respondents; as far as the current
situation is concerned, the answer was given by 28 % of the
respondents). It is interesting to note that in relation to the
current time there is no significant difference between em-
ployees in tourism/service and the mining industry. This dif-
ference, however, can still be seen in the past, when min-
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ers, as expected, assess the importance of mining noticeably
higher (“rather high”: 1950–1990 – 80 %/1990–2010 – 30 %
versus 71 %/21 % of those employed in tourism).

Looking at the information regarding the purpose of us-
ing coal (Fig. 6), one can make a very clear statement: coal
production does not have any economic weight; the vast ma-
jority of the respondents (almost 80 %) put emphasis on the
strategic importance. It could also be seen in the statements
of Trust Arktikugol, which defines a production plan of ap-
proximately 120 000 t a year based on the remaining coal re-
serves. This is intended to ensure the operation of the mine
until 2024 (Arktikugol, 2020). A total of 30 000 t is used for
the power plant in Barentsburg, and 90 000 t is exported to
Europe. Around 40 years ago, an average of 250 000 t was
mined per year and up to 450 000 t at peak times. However,
today, production is no longer profitable – which also con-
cerns the Norwegian mine – the subsidies amount to around
50 % (Rogozhin, 2019).

In the mid-term, it is expected that together with a further
reduction in Norwegian coal production, the efforts to invest
in renewable sources of energy and the expansion of natural
conservation areas, corresponding requirements will be also
imposed on the Russian mines. Thus, the request of Trust
Arktikugol to take over the Svea mine, which was closed by
Norway, was rejected since the area was designated as a na-
ture reserve immediately after its closure (Gushchin, 2019).

At this point there is a conflict with the Spitsbergen Treaty:
on the one hand, everyone is free to conduct their economic
activities on Spitsbergen; on the other hand, Norway has to
take care of the nature protection. In order to protect na-
ture, helicopter flights are also very restrictively permitted
by the Norwegian side. Russian workers performing trans-
port flights between Longyearbyen and Barentsburg were
granted a special permit, but only if these are directly re-
lated to the operation of the mine. Transportation of scientists
or tourists is prohibited. Arguments that it would also serve
the economic purposes are not accepted (Gushchin, 2019).
However, helicopter flights are now also restricted for other
tourist agencies (Rogozhin, 2019). The issue is, therefore,
very important for the Russian settlements, as they depend
on Longyearbyen in terms of transport logistics. The airport
is located there, and Barentsburg can only be reached from
Longyearbyen by ship in summer or by snowmobile in win-
ter.

With the realization that, on the one hand, coal reserves
are running out, but, on the other hand, in order to protect
the environment, emissions have to be reduced, both Nor-
way and Russia are confronted with this issue and develop
corresponding strategies. A noticeable change in the infras-
tructure can already be seen today in Longyearbyen, where
there is a variety of tourist offers, the UNIS (University Cen-
tre in Svalbard) as well as Ny-Ålesund, which was devel-
oped for international polar research beginning in 1968. In
the Russian settlements this process started only in the last
decade. Since 2013, the strategy for developing tourism has

been intensively implemented parallel to coal mining. For in-
stance, the Arctic Travel Company Grumant, which belongs
to Trust Arktikugol, offers tours that cannot be found at other
agencies on Spitsbergen, such as visiting an active coal mine,
which is a worldwide unique opportunity.

What do the residents think of the move towards tourism?
The outstanding message in Fig. 7 represents the impor-
tance that tourism is already accorded today, by all profes-
sion groups (“rather high”: 88.9 % of all respondents; 81.8 %
of miners; 93.8 % of employees in tourism sector). These fig-
ures are about twice as high as the importance of coal produc-
tion (“rather high” 41.7 % of all respondents; 40 % of miners;
42.7 % of employees in tourism sector). As far as the future
development is concerned, the difference will be even larger
– only 30 % of miners estimate the importance of coal min-
ing as rather high; however, this figure amounts to 42.9 % in
the tourism industry. It should be noted that the miners rate
their own work both now and in the future as less important
compared to those who do not work in the mining industry.

In the future, tourism will become more important (92.3 %
of all respondents; the same 81.8 % of miners; but 100 %
of employees in the tourism sector). This positive dynamic
could also be noticed in discussions with the residents: in
recent years the development of the place was distinctively
financed by tourism.

In 2018, Spitsbergen was visited by around 70 000–80 000
tourists. Around 36 000 of them visited the Russian settle-
ments; however, only 600–700 people were from Russia.
Norwegian tourists make up around 65 %–72 % (Rogozhin,
2019).

The reason for such a small number of Russian tourists
is twofold. First of all, Russian tourists are more focused on
southern countries; the other reason is economic. Although
the Arctic Travel Company Grumant offers the same tours
on Spitsbergen at significantly lower prices compared with
Norwegian agencies, these tours in the Arctic are still ex-
pensive regarding the average income in Russia. Apart from
that, there is no culture of traveling to the Arctic; very little
is known about these areas – this applies, however, to other
countries as well. Nevertheless, the few Russians who come
to the Arctic stay significantly longer (on average 5–8 d) and,
therefore, generate about 20 %–25 % of the total turnover in
tourism (2018: EUR 2.4 million) (Rogozhin, 2019). Other
tourists are often brought to Russian settlements via Norwe-
gian tour operators or are passengers on cruise ships and usu-
ally spend a few hours in Barentsburg or Pyramiden for a
short sightseeing tour. The tours here are conducted by Rus-
sian tour guides. The doubled number of Russian tourists is
expected in the following years; however, the process should
be generally moderate – the goal is not to have a large num-
ber of tourists but to attract those tourists who want to stay
longer and to familiarize themselves with history and nature.
There are different strategies for the two Russian locations:
Barentsburg is seen

Polarforschung, 89, 9–23, 2021 https://doi.org/10.5194/polf-89-9-2021



B. Schennerlein: The Russian settlements on Spitsbergen 15

Figure 5. Significance of Russian coal mining on Spitsbergen in different time periods and from the perspective of different job groups.

Figure 6. Significance of Russian coal mining today related to the
purpose.

as a modern Russian village in the Arctic, where
tourists can learn a lot of different stories because
Barentsburg and its surroundings are the intersec-
tion points of different nationalities, absolutely dif-
ferent activities in different periods of time. The
Americans began to coal mine here . . . Barents-
burg itself was founded by the Dutch. Now it is
a Russian village, where a lot of Ukrainians live
and work. Near the village there is Finniset Cape,
where there was the last whaling factory on Spits-
bergen, a place where whales were caught. Next to
it, there was the first radio station on Spitsbergen;
Pomors lived also here . . . There are a lot of na-

tionalities here as well as famous people. Nansen
was here, Rusanov was here. (Rogozhin, 2019).

For Pyramiden, a place which was abandoned in 1998, a
different path was chosen:

Pyramiden, on the other hand, is a time machine,
it is a monument to the history of the exploration
of the Arctic in the era of socialism. We want to
leave Pyramiden as it was in the period of 1950–
1980s. As an example that socialism existed . . .
Perhaps in 10 years we will decide to take a com-
pletely different strategy for positioning of Pyra-
miden. But in the near future, we would like to
maintain Pyramiden as a monument, because, on
the one hand, we keep an interesting past, on the
other hand, this interesting past gives us opportu-
nity to develop tourism, as we earn a lot of money
there. (Rogozhin, 2019).

In recent years, the Kola Scientific Center’s research sta-
tion in Barentsburg has been greatly expanded. The regular
shipping traffic between Murmansk and the Russian settle-
ments, which started in 1933, required reliable weather and
ice conditions forecasts (Wiese, 1935). Therefore, a polar sta-
tion was first founded in Grumant in 1931, which was relo-
cated to Barentsburg in 1933. In that year, the station was a
part of the research program within the Second International
Polar Year (Romanenko et al., 2019). The residents of Bar-
entsburg are rather indifferent regarding the importance of
the research (Fig. 7). The response “rather high” increases
from 36 % to 54.5 %, but the evaluation of the correspond-
ing part of the questionnaire shows that there is rather little
knowledge about this area. Between 56 % and 75 % of the
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Figure 7. Activities in Barentsburg today and in the future.

respondents stated that they knew nothing about the research
results of the Kola Scientific Center polar station in Barents-
burg or about economic or strategic importance of the re-
search. Almost none of the respondents knows whether there
are collaborations with other research stations on Spitsber-
gen, in Russia or worldwide (87 % to 100 %).

2.2 Social life

Barentsburg is a city which was founded to mine coal, the
same way as Longyearbyen, Grumant and Pyramiden. There-
fore, it is not surprising that a company – Trust Arktiku-
gol – has been responsible for all the needs of the place
besides the actual mining industry, such as supply, hous-
ing construction and administration, infrastructure develop-
ment, transport system, education and health care. A simi-
lar situation can be observed in Longyearbyen (Store Norske
Kulkompani), in Ny-Ålesund with Kings Bay Company, and
in Kiruna, Sweden, with the mining company LKAB. In re-
cent years, Longyearbyen has seen a local democratization
process due to diversification of the working process. Since
2002, there has been a community council that has a say in
local issues. As far as can be seen from the questionnaires
and interviews, the comprehensive responsibility of Trust
Arktikugol is hardly questioned.

The analysis of the social situation comprised four focal
points: satisfaction with material living conditions (Fig. 8),
satisfaction with cultural and social life (Fig. 9), satisfaction
with available educational offers (Fig. 10) and satisfaction
with health care (Fig. 11).

One of the factors which received the lowest approval rat-
ings is salary for the employees (Fig. 8). If only miners are
taken into account, it is possible to state that only 18.2 %

of the respondents are satisfied with their salary (72.7 %
medium). Although the payment is fairly poor (between
RUB 40 000 and 60 000), miners from the war zones in Don-
bass keep coming here because it is peaceful and they have
a secure income for their families (Gushchin, 2019). The
satisfaction with salary for tourism employees is somewhat
higher (36.4 % rather high). However, due to daily contact
with Norwegian tour guides they have comparison with Nor-
wegian salary structures. Thus, it becomes more common for
employees to switch to Norwegian agencies.

Most of the respondents are satisfied with the provision
(rather high: more than 65 %). In particular, today, people
value the possibility of being able to buy fresh fruit and
vegetables in contrast to the past, when almost exclusively
canned goods were available (Miner, 2019). Most people
(almost 77 %) are satisfied with the living conditions. The
townscape is dominated by two multi-story colored apart-
ment blocks, in which small but modern apartments can be
used by miners and their families: great progress compared
to the living conditions at the end of 1980s. At that time, two
workers used to share a small room with a sink; when they
had to work different shifts, the life process became very hard
(Miner, 2019). Today, the town is equipped with internet con-
nection, mobile communication and digital television. Even
the abandoned settlement Pyramiden can now be reached via
mobile phones (which, by the way, is not something every-
one approves of). It is reported how a letter transport by ship
could still take 6 months during the Soviet era (Miner, 2019).
In general, government support for the development of the lo-
cation is seen as in need of improvement (30 % rather poor).

Satisfaction with cultural and social life is consistently
high (Fig. 9). What should be particularly emphasized is the
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Figure 8. Satisfaction with material well-being.

work of the various music and dance groups of the local cul-
tural center, which perform regularly for both residents and
guests. People can also enjoy a wide range of sport activi-
ties. All respondents are aware of or even take part in regular
cultural exchange programs or sports competitions with the
residents of Longyearbyen. It is a central part of residents’
everyday life that has a long tradition.

Already in the 1930s, the opera Rusalka was performed
in the town’s cultural center with its own scenery. The resi-
dents of Longyearbyen also took part in some performances
(Stavnitser, 1948). This exchange exists at the local politi-
cal level as well. The consul general emphasized that their
cooperation with the governor of Spitsbergen has always
been based on mutual trust, no matter which consul repre-
sented Russia on Spitsbergen. However, some issues cannot
be solved by the governor; they must be solved in Oslo. Apart
from cultural and sports exchange between the residents of
Barentsburg and Longyearbyen, there are common official
protocol events. For example, the governor takes part in the
celebrations on 9 May and 12 June in Barentsburg dedicated
to Victory Day and Russia Day, respectively. There is also a
common wreath-laying ceremony at the monument to com-
memorate the fallen Norwegian soldiers during World War
II.

Approximately every 2 months there are working meetings
between the Russian and Norwegian sides, the governor of
Spitsbergen, Trust Arktikugol, the Consul General of Russia
on Spitsbergen, at which all problems are openly discussed
and – as far as it is within his power – can be solved by the
governor (Gushchin, 2019).

While 59 % agree that participation opportunities in local
issues are relatively high, almost 23 % of those questioned
say that the opportunities for participation are insufficient.

This indicator is one of the highest in the category “rather
low”.

There is a large building in Barentsburg, also recognizable
by the beautiful exterior design, which houses a kindergarten
and school (Fig. 10).

Most of the respondents are satisfied with the offers for
about 60 children in the town (Fig. 11), which in particu-
lar concerns pre-school education, additional offers of the
school for children, and the cooperation between teachers
and parents (all positions are rated with “rather high” – be-
tween 65 % and 71 %). What is especially noticeable is that
there is lack of further-education opportunities for young
people (64 % “rather low”) – children have to go back to the
mainland.

One of the modern buildings in Barentsburg is the local
hospital. This is where the entire basic medical care for the
location takes place – all in all, the respondents are satis-
fied with it (Fig. 12). With regard to the quality of the infras-
tructure (44 % “medium” and “rather low”) and the number
of doctors (total 76 % “medium” and “rather low”), there is
still development potential. One of the questions asked in this
area concerned the population growth in the town: half of the
respondents recognized this as insufficient (“rather low”). In
this context, the report on the times at the beginning of the
1990s can be mentioned, when Barentsburg had more than 3
times as many inhabitants.

It was a completely different time. First of all, a lot
of polar explorers lived here, somewhere around
1500 people. They worked somehow, everyone
liked it, people were young and healthy [. . . ] It was
a little bit easier to work, it was easier to work, be-
cause so many people worked, and the work was in
full swing (Miner, 2019).
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Figure 9. Satisfaction with cultural–social conditions.

Figure 10. School building of Barentsburg (photo: B. Schenner-
lein).

All in all, 50 % of those surveyed stated that they were
very satisfied with the changes in Barentsburg in the past 5
years, 40 % were satisfied, and only 10 % rated their satis-
faction with the changes as “rather low”. The improvement
of the living conditions and the renovation of the housing
stock were always mentioned as positive changes. Among
other positive changes the respondents also mentioned the
improvement of the road conditions, the fact that Pyramiden
was revived, more tourists visiting the place (and, as a result,
more events), positive impact of tourism on the attractiveness

of the place, the improvement of the infrastructure and the
food supply, and the opening of a new restaurant and cafe.

3 And the future? Impact factors and scenarios

What predictions about the Russian settlements on Spitsber-
gen can now be made based on the previous development
processes? With regard to future development, the residents
themselves should first have their say. When asked about
their expectations for the future, the respondents mentioned
some specific requests: conversion of the power plant to re-
newable energy sources, the approval of the development
plan for Barentsburg, increased funding of the cultural cen-
ter, but also the improved supply and further development
of tourism, further development of coal deposits, providing
jobs and high salaries, the improvement of social relation-
ships, and the desire to have personal experiences with life
in the Arctic. Some people answered they liked the place the
way it is. They would like to have peace and harmony and
want to see Barentsburg as a modern place, with fewer old
buildings and full of tourists. They want to be satisfied with
their work and their lives.

On the basis of the available questionnaires, transcribed
interviews and research on geopolitical activities, especially
of Norway and Russia in relation to Spitsbergen, some fac-
tors can be named that can influence the life of the Russian
settlements in the future.

Geopolitical factors. Due to the special legal status of
Spitsbergen, geopolitical issues are as important for the set-
tlements as local decisions. The direction in which Norwe-
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Figure 11. Satisfaction with educational offers.

Figure 12. Satisfaction with health care.

gian Arctic policy will develop in the future will play an im-
portant role. The same way as Russia, Norway clearly de-
fines its presence on Spitsbergen as a strategically important
goal (Svalbard, 2016). In the past, the fairly open wording
of the articles in the Spitsbergen Treaty has repeatedly led

to differences in their interpretation. In general, there is a
tendency towards the implementation of the law in the in-
terests of Norway (Grydehøj et al., 2012). An example of
this is the establishment of a fishery protection zone in 1977,
which de facto corresponds to an exclusive economic zone
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of 200 nautical miles in accordance with the UN Convention
on the Law of the Sea. The fact whether Norway is entitled
to do so and who is allowed to fish in this area is assessed
not only by Russia but also by countries such as the United
Kingdom, Spain and Iceland in a completely different way
as Norway. Recently, as a similar case, courts started to deal
with the catching of snow crab off the coast of Spitsbergen.
The EU is also involved in this dispute (Doyle et al., 2019).
Norway clearly attests their rights based on the Spitsbergen
Treaty (Svalbard, 2016). So far, the conflicts have largely
been resolved through bilateral agreements. In the past, there
were further points of friction regarding the interpretation of
the demilitarized status of Spitsbergen. Besides that, since
2014, geopolitical activities are often influenced by the con-
flict with Ukraine. The Consul General of Russia on Spits-
bergen who worked at the Russian Embassy in Oslo in 2010–
2015 reports that before 2014 there were very close relations
between Norway and Russia, also in the military area. There
was collaboration between the two countries in the area of
naval forces exercises, and there was a plan to hold ground
forces maneuvers together with Norway. At conferences with
the participation of other NATO member states, there was
often a question asked regarding the key to such a success-
ful cooperation. Today, the situation has changed completely;
there is great mistrust at the central political level (Gushchin,
2019).

Another area of conflict arises from the way taxes paid
by Trust Arktikugol are used. According to the Spitsber-
gen Treaty, taxes and duties levied on Spitsbergen may only
be used to develop the settlement structure on Spitsbergen.
Arktikugol initially pays the taxes to the Norwegian state,
which then determines for which purposes the money will be
used. If a large part is then invested into the development of
the Longyearbyen Airport, this could lead to disagreements
about the interpretation of the Spitsbergen Treaty (Gushchin,
2019).

However, a possible solution regarding environmental
fund for Spitsbergen, a Norwegian foundation, has been
found. Applications for projects can be submitted twice a
year; Trust Arktikugol has already received NOK 1.5 million
for reconstruction work. Currently, funds are being requested
for the reconstruction of the port facilities in Pyramiden, and
the Russian side is optimistic that funds will be made avail-
able for the renovation of further buildings in Pyramiden
(Gushchin, 2019).

Essentially, it is estimated that only the stabilization of the
relationship between the USA and Russia will result in an
improvement of the relationship between Norway and Rus-
sia, and in this case, it will be possible to resolve conflict
areas with regard to Spitsbergen (Gushchin, 2019).

So far, the Russian side has repeatedly complained that
proposals for negotiations and diplomatic correspondence
are not supported (Grønning, 2018).

Russia is usually perceived as an opponent of Norway
when it comes to dealing with conflicts, but “Russia’s role

Figure 13. Well-preparedness for the future.

in the archipelago is one that suits the interests of many other
signatory states, which in a sense depend on Russia’s resis-
tance to Norwegian sovereignty in order to retain their own
rights. [. . . ] These signatories are willing to leave the fight-
ing of such battles to Russia so they need not get their own
diplomatic hands dirty.” (Grydehøj et al., 2012).

Economic and socio-political factors. In addition to the
global political factors, which play a greater role in local
development than elsewhere due to the special status of
Spitsbergen, other circumstances that influence the future of
Russian settlements can also be named. An important point
seems to be the perception by the Russian authorities. There
has been quite a positive development of Barentsburg re-
cently, and half of those surveyed stated that the place was
well prepared for the future (Fig. 13). However, more than
70 % of the respondents do not know anything about the de-
velopment plan for the town (Fig. 14).

There is a strategy plan regarding the Russian presence on
Spitsbergen with goals for 2012–2020. The key points in-
clude the development of the Barentsburg social infrastruc-
ture and the development of Pyramiden. Many goals have
been achieved (Gushchin, 2019). The development of the
strategy until 2032 started about 5 years ago. However, due
to a number of changes taking place at the moment, it is
currently being revised and is expected to contain specifi-
cations by 2040 (Rogozhin, 2019). Various institutions in-
cluding the Russian Embassy in Oslo, the consulate general
in Barentsburg, Trust Arktikugol, the AARI, the ministry of
energy and others have been asked to provide input for the
new strategy. It is going to be developed by the government
commission for the Russian presence on Spitsbergen, led by
Deputy Prime Minister Yury Trutnev, who is also responsi-
ble for the work of the State Commission for Arctic Devel-
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Figure 14. Knowledge of the inhabitants about a development plan
for Barentsburg.

opment (Gushchin, 2019). However, at the time of the inter-
views, none of the input providers knew whether and to what
extent the work would be taken into account at all. A more
regular interaction between those affected and those respon-
sible for decision-making could, on the one hand, have a pos-
itive impact on the strategy to be developed, and it could also
increase understanding and identification with it.

However, it was clearly expressed that coal will still be
mined in 5 to 10 years, not because it is needed, but be-
cause the miners form the backbone of the society in Barents-
burg (Rogozhin, 2019). The question of coal extraction and,
therefore, the presence of miners – mostly from Donbass –
is one of the essential ones for the direction in which Bar-
entsburg will develop. Provided that possible demands from
the Norwegian side to reduce coal production can be nego-
tiated, similar to the conflict of fishery rights around Spits-
bergen (as long as Norway is producing coal, Russia will do
the same), there is also the question of development in east-
ern Ukraine. In the event that peaceful conditions are restored
and comparable work opportunities are available, a large pro-
portion of the miners would leave Spitsbergen to return home
(Miner, 2019). Then the following question will be raised:
what makes this place exceptional? The second pillar which
is being developed – tourism – will not be a complete sub-
stitute. A place – only for and with tourists? It would be the
second Pyramiden, a museum site. A lively city needs per-
manent, committed residents.

The questionnaires provide information regarding the di-
rection in which life in the Russian settlements on Spitsber-
gen should develop. The residents answer as follows:

– Better payment for miners is a strong incentive to work
in the Arctic.

– More participation in the decision-making process re-
garding the development of the place increases identifi-
cation with the living environment.

– More government support for the projects is seen by the
residents as a priority.

– There need to be offers for further education and high
school in the town. Longyearbyen has demonstrated
this, especially with the establishment of the UNIS.

– A closer cooperation with the research station “Barents-
burg” – apart from its research function – could also
make a contribution to new educational opportunities.
Today, the work of the research station appears to be a
completely separate part of the life of Barentsburg.

– Measures to increase the population again are also
closely related to the offer of new educational oppor-
tunities.

– Tourism is an opportunity for the Russian settlements
– not only economically. However, it cannot exist with-
out the mine. In the meantime, the balance between coal
production and tourism has been successfully achieved,
and the earnings are reinvested into the development
that benefit the location, so both industries can benefit
from each other (Rogozhin, 2019). Discussions with the
government have now dispelled earlier intentions of us-
ing tourism earnings in favor of subsidized mining (Ro-
gozhin, 2019).

The further development in this direction will make the
places more international. New ideas, offers and job oppor-
tunities will emerge, not only for Russian and Ukrainian citi-
zens. This way, Barentsburg (and partly Pyramiden) will ini-
tially only catch up with what has already been achieved in
terms of education, tourism and social investment in the Nor-
wegian settlements. However, the Russian settlements can
also use other potential that derives from many years of their
diverse experience on Spitsbergen. The key can be found
in the Spitsbergen Treaty itself: the model of Russian set-
tlements on the Norwegian territory as a blueprint for inter-
national normality on the archipelago in the future. What is
meant by that? Russia is – as mentioned before – the only
foreign economically active nation on the Norwegian terri-
tory today. Nevertheless, the Spitsbergen Treaty allows all
signatory states to have equal rights to access the archipelago
and to conduct their economic activities there. In this respect,
Russia is only a real example of possible future scenarios. In
the scientific field, the growing number of research stations
in Ny-Ålesund shows that interest in the Arctic and espe-
cially in Spitsbergen is increasing. The growing economic
interest in the Northeast Passage due to climate change is
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well known. Non-Arctic neighbor states such as South Korea
and China operate research stations in Ny-Ålesund and par-
ticipate in Russian expeditions to Spitsbergen (such as the
AFU expedition in 2019 mentioned above). Research is not
an end in itself, as it will be followed by further activities,
including economic ones, which have to be negotiated with
Norway based on the framework of the Spitsbergen Treaty,
i.e., also with the other signatory states. Russia, and, above
all, its local representatives, can make a contribution as a con-
sultant and mediator in the further internationalization of the
archipelago due to their many years of experience on Spits-
bergen in politics as well as practical matters, thus promoting
the spirit of the Spitsbergen Treaty for the 21st century.

4 Conclusions

After having the status of terra nullius for centuries, in the
past 100 years Spitsbergen has been shaped by the Spitsber-
gen Treaty politically and legally and mainly by coal min-
ing economically. The two active nations on the archipelago,
Norway and Russia, have since been linked to their settle-
ments in a kind of cooperative rivalry. The inhabitants of the
Russian settlements have lived through different systems dur-
ing this time – socialism peak with all the privileges for those
working in the Arctic, decline in the 1990s and realignment
in the past 10 years. Although the local situation has always
been shaped by the “big politics”, it has been possible to
maintain a close and trusting relationship with the Norwe-
gian neighbors at a local level and to resolve controversial
issues over the years. It would be desirable for the trust and
close cooperation that works so well between the local bodies
to serve as an example of cooperation at the central level.

In particular, the changes in the social and cultural area
of the past 5 to 10 years described above are largely viewed
as positive by the residents of Barentsburg. Especially the
strong focus on tourism in both settlements, which accord-
ing to those responsible is profitable, has been widely ac-
cepted. It aims at opening up new economic sources, but at
the same time it has a noticeably positive effect on the local
social climate, as the surveys show. The effort to change Bar-
entsburg and to establish it as a modern Russian place with
comfortable living conditions and to preserve its rich history
is clearly recognizable. It remains to be seen whether this
exclusive focus (in addition to the unprofitable coal mining)
will support the future. The expectations of the residents re-
sult in concrete possible fields of action for the future, such
as the creation of financial incentives, educational offers and
participation opportunities.

Turning the view from the inside of the situation in the
Russian settlements to the outside, the experiences of the
local institutions in the way of repeatedly renegotiating the
existence of Spitsbergen within the framework of the Spits-
bergen Treaty can be groundbreaking and helpful for future
activities of other signatory states in the archipelago.

Data availability. Data collection was carried out by means of
questionnaires (paper-and-pencil method due to the circumstances
– miners during work breaks) and electronically recorded inter-
views. For evaluation purposes, the questionnaires were subse-
quently recorded electronically. The data are not publicly available
and can be requested from the author if necessary.
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