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Project Isfjorden

Marine debris on Svalbard

Project no. 17SDF8DF

Kapp Linné, Randvika. Photo: Aktiv i friluft (AiF).
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Introduction

Svalbard has an Arctic climate where tundra vegetation and flowers struggle to survive in the poor
soil. Where one man& loss is another man® gain. As it should be in nature. Seven national parks
and 23 nature reserves cover two thirds of the archipelago, giving a high degree of protection to
the untouched and extremely fragile natural environment on Svalbard.

National parks and nature reserves play an important role, but their coasts are still exposed to the
plastic, nets and other waste filling the world& oceans. That rubbish comes floating on the ocean
currents that pass Svalbard and too much of it finds its final resting place here, where it takes a
very long time to break down, and ends up as microplastics.

People have been harvesting the natural resources of Svalbard since the whale hunting of the 17
and 18™ centuries. Then the mines opened at the start of the 20" century, and for over a century
they have been the dominant force in the constantly changing landscape. Now research and
tourism are becoming increasingly important. Tundra and melting glaciers; seals, polar bears,
reindeer and whales: they can all be studied, observed and experienced.

Longyearbyen currently has 2,100 permanent residents. In addition there are research stations,
the Ny-Alesund research community, and the mining settlements at Barentsburg and Svea. The
whole archipelago is administrated by the Governor of Svalbard, and is subject to Norwegian law.

Figures 2 and 3. The colourful, blue oyster plant (Mertensia maritima ssp. tenella) and the sea sandwort
(Honckenya peploides ssp. diffusa) grow along parts of Spitsbergen& coast. They can be hard to spot, and
the sea sandwort is on the red list of threatened plants on Svalbard, albeit at the lowest threat level (NT)
for the moment, at least. We did manage to find them, alongside Q-tips and a plastic bottle. Photo: AiF

Post on the Facebook page of Aktiv i friluft (AiF), an organisation in Svalbard that promotes
sustainable outdoor pursuits:

Do you want the countryside to be littered with plastic?
Do you appreciate the joys of nature?
Then you have the chance to give something back now. Sign up to one or more of Project
Isfiorden® beach clean-ups and help to reduce the amount of marine debris in the natural
environment.
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Project Isfjorden is a collaboration between various important entities in Longyearbyen, including
the Governor of Svalbard, Svalbard® Environmental Protection Fund, Longyearbyen®& municipal
government, Store Norske Spitsbergen coalmining company (local mining company), Visit
Svalbard, Longyearbyen School and the Longyearbyen association of field biologists (LoFF). The
aims are to work together and to encourage local people to take greater responsibility for their own
town, to show what is actually happening, to give people a great outdoor experience and to
promote the battle against marine debris.

Sjgomradet, in the north of Longyearbyen, is home to a wonderful recreation area. Here people
can have a BBQ, light a bonfire and socialise with their friends while enjoying the town& best view
of Adventfjorden, Isfjorden, Hiorthfjellet and Adventdalen. The area is a favourite nesting place for
the Arctic tern, and in the right season the purple sandpiper can be seen down by the shore every
day. Large herds of beluga whales pass by here hunting for food, and it is also a great place to
soak up the rays of the midnight sun or admire the dancing Northern Lights. Nature offers us these
unique experiences completely free of charge, but they appear to come at a price.

Figures 4 and 5. When the bin was full, some fgeniusesodecided that the nearest boat would do the job.
The possibility of taking their rubbish with them to somewhere more suitable clearly never entered their
minds. Photo: AiF

We always want to do what& good for ourselves. So why is it so hard to prevent rubbish from
ending up in the natural environment? If even individuals who actually live on Svalbard and make
use of the countryside donda care what happens to their rubbish, then it seems that people really
are living by the saying fout of sight, out of minda
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Marine debris owned by no-one. That® what we want to tackle. Taking ownership of rubbish is
important, and it& something wede raised in Project Isfjorden. But above all wede tidied up i our
own rubbish and other people®.

Tackling the marine debris on Svalbard isnd a new idea. Since 2000, the Governor has been
organising annual beach clean-ups. Residents can apply to go on one of these expeditions, and
24 people are randomly selected. They sail to remote locations on the Polarsyssel, and collect
large quantities of marine debris. The tourist industry also contributes through Clean Up Svalbard.
Most of the waste comes from the fishery industry, and the clean-up expeditions uncover evidence
of tragedies involving animals, such as reindeer getting their antlers caught up in ropes, nets and
metal wires.

Figures 6 and 7. The antlers of several reindeer are tangled up in a single wire rope. Found during Project
Isfiorden® first beach clean-up at Anservika. We carried the wire rope and antlers approximately 1.2 km
back to the boat. Photo: AiF

The situation along the coast of Isfjorden& many small branch fjords, particularly on the southern
side, often generates surprise, shock and anger. Ironically, the worst-affected beach is the one
closest to where we live. Perhaps it& too hard for people to accept the reality. Is it ignorance, or
the deep-seated belief that Svalbard® nature is untouched, which is shared by many residents
and visitors alike?

As users of the countryside, it& about time we woke up and started giving something back, in a big
way. Perhaps the fact is that more people need to come face to face and experience the reality
that exists on their doorsteps. In terms of preventive action, we should probably focus on the role
of plastic manufacturers, as well as on changing people® habits and attitudes. But it& too late to
just do that.

We know that for the moment the most effective way to remove marine debris is to pick it up, so
we have gone out into the countryside to do precisely that.
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Expedition 1 Gipshuksletta and Anservika

Figures 8 and 9. Expedition 1. Looking out over Billefjorden, the group gathers for the day® final shift.
Although we also did a clean-up at Anservika in 2011, everyone in the photo returned to the boat loaded
with plastic, glass and nets/strapping. Photo: AiF

Participants: 46
Coordinators: 3
Polar bear guards: 6

Length of beach: approx. 4 km
Weight: 800 kg

Weather: Sun, wind picking up over
the course of the day.

Coordinates:
33X E529549 N8709079
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There® always a certain amount of excitement when you embark on a new project. Transport and
security are the key challenges here in the Arctic. You have to deal with long distances,
treacherous waters, polar bears, the need to carry weapons and rapidly changing weather.
Consequently, beach clean-ups on Svalbard require a lot of preparation. A health and safety plan,
risk analyses and written instructions. Meetings, phone calls and questions. Giving information to
participants, buying equipment, preparing equipment and chartering a boat. Using a helicopter
requires planning and special permission.

Project Isfjorden first clean-up expedition took place on Sunday, 30 July. We were unsure how
much rubbish we would find, but once the first group of people had been landed, we were told
over the VHF radio: iBring three bulk bags 7 there® loads of rubbish here!olt was sad to hear, but
all the more reason to get on with our job.

By the end of the day, we had collected two bulk bags of plastic and metal on the beach. We also
found an old, rusty barrel containing oil that had to be lifted out by helicopter. We took the bags
with us on the boat and delivered them safely to the guys at the waste disposal facility.

Figure 10. One of the polar bear guards from Longyearbyen dog club stands on a small ridge overlooking
Anservika and Billefjorden. The beach is checked for polar bears before anyone is allowed onto it. There
are also polar bear guards down at the shore, because the bears are just as likely to arrive by water. Photo:
AiF





































































