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ABOUT SSSI
The Svalbard Social Science Initiative

The Svalbard Social Science Initiative was launched in 2018 as a bottom-up
initiative by several researchers studying the human dimensions of the dynamic
changes currently underway in Svalbard. The aim of the network is to create
linkages among social scientists working with issues related to Svalbard, establish
a platform for coordinating research activities, and to facilitate the communication
with local communities and other scientists.
We heartily invite other social scientists as well as humanities and arts scholars
with relevant past, present or future research interests to get in touch with us and
join the initiative.
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2019 ACTIVITIES
SSSI made important links with the Scott Polar Research Institute
On May 9, Dina Brode-Roger and Samantha Saville were guest speakers at the
Scott Polar Research Institute’s (SPRI) Polar Humanities and Social Sciences
(PHaSS) meeting in Cambridge, UK. After presenting their individual research
projects, they introduced the newly created Svalbard Social Science Initiative
(SSSI). They received a warm welcome and a range of questions indicating a high
level of interest in how the project progresses. These kinds of exchanges are
essential to developing a strong collaborative network amongst researchers in the
polar regions because they create awareness of current research projects and
research issues, facilitate communication, and pave the way for future collaboration.
Indeed, Samantha is now stationed at SPRI and can actively maintain this link with a
key polar research organisation.

Presentation at Lokalstyret
Members of the SSSI were invited to present their research at a meeting by
Lokalstyret (the political Local Board) in September. The four SSSI-members who
were present in Longyearbyen at the time (Alexandra Meyer, Zdenka Sokolickova,
Lisbeth Iversen, and Cecilie Vindal Ødegaard) accepted this opportunity to make the
initiative known to the town’s political representatives. The presentations addressed
the SSSI’s motivation to contribute with social science and humanities research to
understand and address ongoing changes in Svalbard, including brief introductions
to SSSI members’ specific research projects. The presentations were met with
interest and were followed up by an article in the local newspaper, Svalbardposten,
on October 1, with the title Mange forsker på byen vår.
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Public consultation on the new management plan for central
Spitsbergen
In September, SSSI members Laura Ferguson, Samantha Saville and Zdenka
Sokolickova conducted a public consultation on views towards management of
Central Spitsbergen. This area is popular for leisure purposes and frequently
accessed by both residents and visitors. A survey was conducted to gather public
views towards key aspects of the use and management of the landscape. Their
findings indicated polarised views towards the New Management Plan for Central
Spitsbergen, with opposition primarily driven by fear of strict controls, in particular
access restrictions. Despite a significant minority opposed to any controls, there
was recognition from the majority of respondents that there was a need for some
form of management, with the strongest support for ‘soft’ management.

SSSI side-meeting and workshop on November 4, in connection
with the Svalbard Science Conference 2019

There were various presentations both by SSSI members and invited speakers,
including the head of the planning unit of Longyearbyen Lokalstyre, on the past,
present and future of living on Svalbard, as well as presentations of current
research projects. Through group discussions, we aimed to strengthen the ways in
which social science and humanities research can work with and for the local
community, as well as to consolidate the research network and plan future
activities. The side-meeting addressed important emerging topics to be investigated
to meet Svalbard’s communities’ challenges, identified research gaps, priorities,
and recommendations for future work.
The outcome of the side-meeting was summarised in a report that can be found on
the SSSI website: https://svalbardsocialscience.com/report-from-the-sssi-workshopat-the-svalbard-science-conference-2019-in-oslo/.

5|

2019

Together with the Nansen Environmental and Remote Sensing Center (NERSC) the
SSSI received funding from the Svalbard Science Forum (SSF) to host a sidemeeting and workshop on November 4, in connection with the Svalbard Science
Conference. This was initiated to bring together and stimulate increased scientific
cooperation and coordination between researchers from the social sciences and
humanities focusing on Svalbard, and between researchers and local communities
and stakeholders. The side-meeting was led by Lisbeth Iversen (NERSC) and each
workshop session was led by different members of the SSSI.
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A poster exhibition by SSSI for the SSC 2019

2019

For the Svalbard Science Conference in November, the SSSI proposed a jointly
organized poster exhibition. In addition to posters communicating SSSI members’
individual research projects, two common posters framed the composition within a
social science and humanities research perspective. Moreover, all posters were
designed in accordance with a color scheme that provided a visual coherence. The
joint effort was important as the Svalbard Science Conference is predominantly a
gathering of natural science presentations and poster exhibitions. The intention was
to emphasize the importance of addressing the ongoing changes on Svalbard from
a social science perspective and introduce SSSI in that regard.

Common posters presented during the SSC 2019 poster exhibition

Ethical guidelines for Social Science, Humanities & Arts Research
in Svalbard
At the SSSI side-meeting to the SSC in Oslo in November, the network decided to
start working on a set of Ethical Guidelines for Social Science, Humanities & Arts
Research in Svalbard. The aim of this document, which is inspired by IASSA’s
Principles and Guidelines for Conducting Ethical Research in the Arctic, is to
provide researchers with guidelines to consult before starting their projects in
Svalbard communities. A draft version of the document, accompanied by an
instructive complementary Practical Guide to Research in Svalbard, has been
submitted to the SSF. A revised version will be submitted to other relevant
stakeholders and institutions for their feedback.

2020 ACTIVITIES
Presenting preliminary outcomes to the community
On February 6, the initiative organized a public presentation of ongoing social
science projects. The event was held in English and hosted by the Public Library in
Longyearbyen. The program consisted of the presentations by Dina Brode-Roger
and Zdenka Sokolickova. About 60 people attended the event, confirming the
substantial interest from people who live in Longyearbyen in taking part and learning
about the results of research that focuses on humans.

Creation of the association
During the SSSI side-meeting at the Svalbard Science Conference in Oslo in
November 2019 it was decided that the SSSI should become an association. Until
then, the SSSI had been a rather loosely organized network. Creating an association
(forening) would formalize the SSSI as a legal entity, and allow it to apply for
funding and have its own bank account for collecting membership fees. The
association was founded and its statutes were formulated on February 24, during a
Skype meeting with eleven of the SSSI members present. On June 26, the SSSI was
formally registered as an association in the Central Coordinating Register for Legal
Entities (Enhetsregisteret) in Norway.

SSSI presented to the Norwegian Research Council
On March 10, Zdenka Sokolickova presented the initiative and its activities, and
argued for the importance of social science, humanities and arts research in the
Arctic. The event, organized by the Svalbard Science Forum and hosted by UNIS in
Longyearbyen, was attended by interested scientists, managers of science, and
representatives of the Norwegian Research Council.
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Collaboration with LPO Arkitekter:
Folk om Longyearbyen som fysisk ramme
In early spring 2020, the initiative, represented by Dina Brode-Roger, Alexandra
Meyer, and Zdenka Sokolickova, started a fruitful collaboration with LPO Arkitekter,
a local private architecture studio that takes social responsibility and community
work seriously. In May and June, nine focus groups were organised with
Longyearbyen residents where their views, concerns, and wishes related to urban
development and the current and future identity of the town were discussed. The
focus groups were part of LPO’s project Rett Plass Rett Form, funded by DOGA
(Design og arkitektur Norge), and the outcomes will be further disseminated and
used by relevant stakeholders when deciding on community needs. In October, the
outcomes were presented to the planning unit in Longyearbyen (Lokalstyre and
Sysselmannen), online during the Arctic Innovation Week 2020, and to Visit
Svalbard. An online webinar was arranged during the Arctic Innovation Week 2020,
on October 21, together with LPO architects in Longyearbyen. The findings from our
collaborative
focus
group
project
were
presented.
Lisbeth
Iversen
(NERSC/INTAROS) gave an introduction where she emphasized the importance of
participation in innovative and sustainable place development. Further
presentations are planned for 2021.

The SSSI initiative, in collaboration with LPO Arkitekter and Store Norske,
developed the idea of a series of community dialogues, held in Norwegian and
English, where residents of Longyearbyen can discuss burning issues for the
community. Each dialogue addresses a topic—such as housing, use of nature, or
tourism—and is streamed live.
On May 27, the first dialogue, Longyearbyen: What Next Post Corona? focused on
the Corona situation, its impacts on the community, and what the future might look
like. The event aimed to create an arena where people could speak freely about the
urgent problems they are facing and look together for constructive solutions. Due to
the pandemic, the three hour long event had no physical audience, but was
streamed live and was followed by about 60 people online.
On September 17, the SSSI, together with LPO Arkitekter, continued with the
series. The second Community Dialogue was called Longyearbyen as a community,
not (just) a destination: What kind of tourism do we want on Svalbard in the future,
and how do we get there? The one and a half hour livestream was followed by
about 45 viewers live with numerous comments and input. The video has been
viewed by almost 300 Facebook users within 1 week.
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2020

Longyearbyen community dialogues

IN JUNE 2020, THE SSSI LAUNCHED A NEW WEBSITE:
WWW.SVALBARDSOCIALSCIENCE.COM

On December 9, the third dialogue, Use and Protection of Nature, presented the
current protection and management plan process and engaged different members of
the community in discussions about the meaning/value of nature as well as how to
balance protection and use. In spite of technical difficulties with the sound, ca. 280
people have watched the video.
These dialogues have proved to be of interest to the community and will continue in
2021 as a collaborative effort between SSSI and LPO Arkitekter.

2020

Introducing SSSI to the new UNIS director
On June 26, Dina Brode-Roger, Alexandra Meyer, and Zdenka Sokolickova
presented the initiative to the new director of UNIS, Jøran Moen. He expressed
interest in our work and the mission of the initiative, and we hope for further
development of the cooperation.

SSSI representative part of SSC scientific committee
Zdenka Sokolickova has become part of the scientific committee of the Svalbard
Science Conference 2021. She will represent the initiative and make sure that
social science, humanities, and arts have their place in the mosaic of disciplines
helping us to better understand the changing Arctic archipelago.

Presentation about Chinese tourism
On September 2, Zdenka Sokolickova presented and discussed her results of a
study conducted on the topic of Chinese tourism in Svalbard. Feedback was
incorporated in the manuscript of a chapter submitted to the volume Asian
Mobilities Consumption in a Changing Arctic, edited by Young-Sook Lee and to be
published in 2021 by Routledge. The main points were also presented in a chronicle
in Svalbardposten Turisme, Svalbard og Kina (September 6) and at a meeting for
local tourism marketers organized by Visit Svalbard (September 30).
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Presentation at the local office of Ministry of Trade, Industry and
Fisheries
On September 9, Alexandra Meyer and Zdenka Sokolickova presented about
Longyearbyen in change and how the changes are interpreted and framed in current
SSSI research projects. The audience was the representatives of the newly
established Ministry of Trade, Industry and Fisheries local office.

Collaboration with SVALUR
The project SVALUR–Understanding Resilience and Long-Term Environmental
Change in the High Arctic: Narrative-Based Analyses from Svalbard will combine
environmental monitoring and people’s knowledge on environmental change on
Svalbard. On September 22, the project team and SSSI members met online to get
to know each other and to discuss future collaborations and knowledge-exchange
between SVALUR and already ongoing research on people’s experiences of
environmental change on Svalbard.

Collection of articles in Polar Record
As a response to the increasing interest of the social sciences and humanities in
Svalbard which led to the foundation of the SSSI, Zdenka Sokolickova and
Alexandra Meyer initiated and will be guest editors of a collection of articles in the
peer-reviewed journal Polar Record entitled Changing Svalbard. The Svalbard
social science community has been invited to submit articles in which they present
and discuss their research findings. The collection of articles is expected to be
published in 2021.

2020
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FUTURE
ACTIVITIES
SSSI Workshop
A central activity planned for SSSI in
2020—and the first official event for
SSSI after becoming an association—
was a major workshop scheduled to
take place in December 2020 in
Longyearbyen. The workshop, funded
by a grant from SSF, was to consist of
a mix of plenary events and specific
working group sessions for SSSI
members, with a limited number of
external participants. NERSC is the
hosting organisation for the application,
and Lisbeth Iversen, NERSC is the
project leader for this application.
Public events were planned for the local
public and stakeholders during the
event.
Because of the Corona situation, the
event was postponed to 2021. To avoid
unnecessary travel from abroad, it is
now provisionally scheduled either
immediately before, or immediately
after, the 2021 Svalbard Science
Conference in Oslo.
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As part of the preparation process for
the physical workshop, SSSI ran an
online seminar December 10–11, 2020
for members to better understand each
other’s work and to begin to discuss
potential future collaborations.

Panel at ICASS X
The International Congress of Arctic
Social Sciences (ICASS) organized by
the International Arctic Social Sciences
Association (IASSA), supposed to take
place in Arkhangelsk in June 2020, has
been postponed to June 2021. Andrian
Vlakhov, Zdenka Sokolickova, and
Alexandra Meyer are organizing a panel
entitled Social sciences, humanities
and arts (in) changing Svalbard, and
hope to foster a lively debate around
the multilayered change that Svalbard—
as part of the Arctic and the globalised
world—is undergoing.
We will continue with our monthly
online meetings, and are preparing a
strategic online workshop for February
2021. Several collaborations that have
sprung out of the SSSI are underway.

CONTACT US:
Website:
Twitter:
Facebook:

www.svalbardsocialscience.com
@SocialSvalbard
www.facebook.com/svalbardsocialscience/

