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 Written exam SH-201 The History of Svalbard 
The University Centre in Svalbard, Monday 4 February 2013 

 

The exam is a 3 hour written test. It consists of two parts: Part I is a multiple choice test of 

factual knowledge. Note: This sheet with answers to part I shall be handed in. Part II (see 

below) is an essay part where you write extensively about one of two alternative subjects. No 

aids except dictionary are permitted. You may answer in English, Norwegian, Swedish or 

Danish. 

   Part I counts approximately 
1
/3 and part II counts 

2
/3 of the grade at the evaluation, but 

adjustment may take place. Both parts must be passed in order to pass the whole exam. 

Part I: Multiple choice test. Make only one cross for each question. 

1. The «Viking»-hypothesis claims that 

Svalbard was discovered – when? 
 ca. 890  1194  1349 

2. Which species was the most important in 

17
th
 century whaling on Svalbard? 

 Finner   Minke  Bowhead  

3. When did the Russian winter hunting and 

trapping activity stop? 
 ca. 1790  ca. 1820  ca. 1850 

4. How many of the wintering hunters in the 

period 1900–40 were women? 
 ca. 6 %  ca. 9 %  ca. 12 % 

5. When was the settlement in 

Longyearbyen established? 
 1899  1906   1916 

6. When was the Svalbard Treaty signed?  1916  1920  1925 

7. One of these polar explorers probably did 

not reach the North Pole in an aircraft. 

Which one? 

 U. Nobile  R. Amundsen  R.E. Byrd 

8. When did the first Sysselmann 

(Governor) arrive on Svalbard? 
 1920  1925  1927 

9. In the Polar Year 1932–33 a wintering 

station was built. Where? 
 Hornsund  Kinnvika  Longyearbyen 

10. When were the five big environment 

protection areas on Svalbard established? 
 1963  1973  1983 

11. In 1998 one of these mining settlements 

was closed down. Which one? 
 Kings Bay  Grumant  Pyramiden 

12. When was Longyearbyen lokalstyre 

(community council) established? 
 1976  1989  2002 
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Part II: Choose and answer one of the following questions: 

A. Hot war, cold war 

Describe the consequences of the Second World War (1939–45) for Svalbard and its 

population. How was Svalbard affected by the Cold War that followed (1945–91)? Illustrate 

by examples. 

 

When World War 2 broke out in 1939 Svalbard was not directly nor immediately affected. From 

the early 1930s only Soviet and Norwegian mines were in production. In this period Svalbard 

had virtually no strategic importance and very little economic significance. This might have 

changed in 1940 when Norway was occupied by German forces, but coal mining continued on 

Svalbard, in Longyearbyen as well as in the Soviet settlements Barentsburg and Grumant. 

During the winter 1940/41 there were also a few people in Ny-Ålesund, on the weather stations 

Isfjord Radio and Bjørnøya as well as a dozen trappers. 

  The settlements were evacuated in August-September 1941, and during World War II there 

were only a handful of German weather stations on Svalbard, and from 1942 also a small 

Norwegian garrison. In September 1943 German warships attacked the main settlements and 

destroyed them. Svalbard was important in the “weather war”; meteorological data were vital for 

both sides’ war operations in the Northern Atlantic and the Barents Sea. 

   In November 1944 the Soviet foreign minister Molotov demanded an annulment of the 

Svalbard Treaty and expressed that the responsibility for the archipelago should be shared 

between Norway and the Soviet Union. The Norwegian government started a process to prepare 

a renegotiation of the treaty, but this was called off by the Storting in 1947. In 1949 Norway 

joined NATO, and Svalbard was included in the NATO defence area in 1951. 

   Svalbard was in the periphery of the Cold War. The Arctic in general was strategically very 

important, particularly as an operation area for nuclear submarines of the Soviet North Fleet and 

for military intelligence. Svalbard, however, was largely spared by military activity. This was in 

the interest of both Norway/NATO and the Soviet Union. Norway kept a low profile – the so 

called “low tension policy” was intended not to provoke negative reactions from the Soviets and 

was quite successful. There were only a handful of issues that represented a real strain on the 

relations: e.g. the airport matter (1960s), the petroleum exploration (1960s), the ESRO radars 

(1967–74) and the Hopen airplane accident (1978). 

   It could be argued that Svalbard’s greatest significance for Norway since the 1970s is 

connected to the sovereignty over and management of natural resources in the sea. Due to 

developments in the Law of the Sea Norway has been able to expand its sea territory greatly, and 

in 1977 also declared a 200 NM fishery protection zone around Svalbard. Norway claims full 

sovereignty over sea and continental shelf in this area, but this is disputed by other states. 

Considering also the potential petroleum development in Arctic areas, and in view of climate 

changes, this explains why the High North has become top priority of Norwegian policy.  

 

 

 

 

B. Settlements on Svalbard 
Give a brief historical overview of the development of the settlements on Svalbard. What was 

the basis for establishing the settlements, and in what way do they differ from local 

communities on the mainland? 

 

There are many short-lived settlements on Svalbard, with a varying degree of community 

features, such as Advent City (1905-08), Hiorthamn (1917-26) or Tunheim on Bjørnøya (1915-

25). These are examples of mining camps that hardly had the potential or ambition to become 

permanent communities. The American Arctic Coal Co. probably never intended to develop their 
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“camp” Longyear City (1906-15) into a full-fledged local community, and little changed when 

Store Norske took over in 1916. The same seems to be true for the first phases of mining 

settlements like the Dutch Barentsburg (1920-26), the Swedish Sveagruvan (1917-25) and 

Norwegian Ny-Ålesund (1917-29). 

   Ny-Ålesund closed mining in 1929, but functioned as a fishery station in the 1930s. Coal 

mining was reopened in 1945 and continued until 1963. In this period there were families living 

in the town too. Thereafter, Ny-Ålesund has been a research station. 

   The Soviet Trust Arktikugol started coal mining in Grumant and Barentsburg in 1931-32, 

expanding rapidly. There were a few women and small children, but nothing like a family 

community. From 1949 Pyramiden was built up. Grumant closed in 1962, Pyramiden in 1998. 

From the 1960s the Russian settlements had a well-developed welfare infrastructure, including 

cultural centres, schools and kindergartens – on par with or better than Longyearbyen at that 

time. All the same, none of these towns were comparable to ordinary local communities. For 

example, there was a large majority of males, there was only one employer in each settlement, 

housing and catering was organized by the company and so on. There was even a local monetary 

system, both in the Russian and Norwegian towns. 

   Longyearbyen was such a “company town” for a very long time, existing and functioning for 

the sole purpose of producing coal for Store Norske. Changes started in the mid-1970s, when 

Store Norske was nationalized and the Norwegian state started modernizing the community – or 

“normalizing” Longyearbyen, as it was expressed. Family housing was provided, welfare 

improved. The opening of the airport in 1975 broke the isolation, as did the improvement of 

telecommunications. The number of state employees rose, creating a more varied demographic 

and social structure. In the 1980s this development sped up, and the first private enterprises 

appeared. In 1989 Store Norske was reorganized, and the community oriented services were 

taken over by a separate, state-owned company. 

   The really modern phase starts in the early 1990s. The Government supported the development 

of new, private and (hopefully) profitable businesses in Longyearbyen as an alternative to the 

troubled coal company. Tourism, service industries and scientific activity expanded greatly. 

Almost against all odds even Store Norske revived, opening profitable mining in Svea Nord. 

Longyearbyen has doubled its number of inhabitants since 1990 and has become an advanced, 

varied and high-quality family community with a functional local democracy (since 2002). 

However, the demography is still unusual compared to mainland Norway, with a male surplus 

and a very young population.  

 


