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The University Centre in Svalbard 
Written exam SH-201 The History of Svalbard 

Monday 5th of February 2018, hours: 14.00-17.00 
 
Permitted aids: none, except dictionary between English and mother tongue  

 
The exam is a 3-hour written test. It consists of two parts: Part I is a multiple choice test of factual 
knowledge. 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. 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 
will 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. One of these persons took part in the 
discovery of Svalbard in 1596 – who? o H. Gerritsz ý G. de Veer o P. Plancius 

2. Which was the first species to be hunted 
by the British in the 17th century? o Harp seal ý Walrus o Bowhead whale 

3. When did Tromsø become the leading 
Norwegian port for Arctic hunting? o Ca. 1790 o Ca. 1820 ý Ca. 1860 

4. The Swedes had a station during the first 
Polar Year 1882–83 – where? ý Kapp Thordsen o Sorgfjorden o Mosselbukta 

5. Who was the first to fly an airplane from 
Svalbard towards the North Pole? o Wellman ý Amundsen o Byrd 

6. Which of these mines was the first to 
produce coal on a year-round basis? ý Longyearbyen o Ny-Ålesund o Barentsburg 

7. The Mining Code (Bergverksordningen) 
entered into force – when? o 1920 ý 1925 o 1927 

8. A Norwegian garrison was established on 
Svalbard during the war – when? o 1940 o 1941 ý 1942 

9. In 1964-65 there was a diplomatic 
conflict between Norway and the Soviet 
Union concerning Svalbard – about what? 

o Norwegian 
     airport plans 

ý The ESRO 
     station 

o A Soviet 
    helicopter base 

10. When was Svalbard Airport opened? ý 1975 o 1985 o 1995 
11. When were the first regulations on 

cultural heritage introduced? ý 1974 o 1991 o 2001 

12. Today – which sector provides the highest 
number of jobs in Longyearbyen? 

o Coal mining 
 

ý Tourism and  
     culture 

o Public services 
     incl. science 

 

Part II: Choose and answer one of the following questions: 

A. No Man’s Land 
Explain what is meant by the term ‘no man’s land’ and why it is relevant with regard to Svalbard. 
Describe the main lines in the development of Svalbard’s legal and political status. Discuss when, 
how and why this status changed in the 20th century. 
 

B. Sustainable exploitation of Svalbard? 
Describe the main phases of resource exploitation at Svalbard. To what extent were or are the 
different activities sustainable? Discuss how to define sustainability in this context and use your 
definition to evaluate the activities you describe. 
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A. No Man’s Land 
 
‘No man’s land’ is a translation of the latin legal term terra nullius, which in international 
law means a territory that does not belong to a state or nation. Typically, it denotes land 
areas that have been discovered but not (yet) been occupied and claimed by anyone. 
Consequently, there is no local government or administration and no exclusive rights for 
particular actors. 
 
Svalbard is an example of such a terra nullius in parts of its history. When the Dutch 
discovered the archipelago in 1596 they did not put forward an exclusive claim to the area 
– not at the time and not later. They rather considered it as a part of the free oceans, mare 
liberum, that were open to all. When the British started whaling at Spitsbergen in the early 
17th century they claimed sovereignty in the name of the English king James I and hence 
called it “King James His new Land”. Also Denmark-Norway presented a claim of 
sovereignty based on the notion that Spitsbergen was part of Greenland, which used to be 
under Norwegian rule. These claims were rejected by the Dutch and in practice put aside. 
By 1630, at least, Svalbard was visited and exploited by many nations on equal footing 
and for all practical purposes regarded as a no man’s land. 
 
It may be argued that Svalbard became a sort of international commons – it belonged to 
everyone rather than no one. This has induced some to use the term terra communis 
(common land) rather than terra nullius with regard to Svalbard. The difference in 
international law is that a common land cannot legally be occupied by a single state, 
whereas a no man’s land in principle can be. Either way, the situation for almost 300 
years was that Svalbard was not effectively claimed by any one state. 

 
Svalbard was not a legal or political issue on the international agenda until the late 19th 
century. It was the Scandinavian countries that brought up the question about the status of 
the archipelago. From 1814 to 1905 Norway and Sweden were unified under the Swedish 
king. Based on the initiative of A.E. Nordenskiöld, who sought the protection of the king 
for his planned colony at Kapp Thordsen, the Swedish government in 1871 inquired 
European states whether they would object to an annexation of Spitsbergen to Norway. 
Only Russia protested, but that was enough for the initiative to be abandoned. During the 
1890s public opinion in Norway leaned more towards an annexation, partly inspired by 
the polar expeditions of Nansen and partly by national sentiments. The Swedish 
government, however, was not interested in bringing up the question again at this point.  
 
When the union with Sweden was dissolved in 1905, annexation or at least greater 
influence on Svalbard became a part of the foreign policy program of the young, 
independent Norwegian government. It proposed an international conference to discuss 
the question of administration now that acute problems had appeared as a result of mineral 
exploration and exploitation on Svalbard. Sweden protested against this unilateral action, 
and preparatory conferences were held in Kristiania (Oslo) in 1910 and 1912 among 
Norway, Sweden and Russia to propose a treaty or agreement. Finally, the international 
conference was called in 1914 to discuss the “Spitsbergen issue”, but no agreement was 
reached.  
 
During World War I Norwegian economic interests on Svalbard grew, and the question of 
sovereignty was raised at the peace conference in Paris in 1919 on the initiative of 
Norway. A particular Spitsbergen Commission of the great powers was established to 
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discuss a treaty. On 9 February 1920 the Spitsbergen Treaty was signed, giving Norway 
“full and absolute sovereignty” over the archipelago, but granting excessive equal rights 
to citizens of the signatory states. Norway formally assumed sovereignty on 14 August 
1925 and the treaty was put in force. This formally and finally ended Svalbard’s previous 
status as a no man’s land – it became a part of the Kingdom of Norway. 
 
It is a matter of debate why Norway finally got sovereignty over the archipelago, since it 
was not realistic before the war. There are a number of factors that help explain this. First, 
Norway was the only state that actually put forward a claim to the islands at the peace 
conference in Paris. There were no immediate contesters at the time and based on her 
geographical proximity to Svalbard and traditions of exploitation, Norway was a logical 
choice. Second, a number of states were against giving Norway exclusive rights in the 
area, but the treaty secured equal rights and opportunities also for other nationalities and 
therefore it was acceptable. Third, Norway enjoyed political good-will among the 
victorious great powers for her efforts during the war. As a small, neutral country Norway 
seemed a good candidate for being an impartial sovereign, and the treaty has prohibitions 
against the archipelago being used for military purposes. Fourth, neither Germany nor 
Russia took part in the negotiations. That was probably helpful since both had been 
previous rivals of Norway at Svalbard. Finally, there was a general will at the peace 
conference to find good and practical solution to territorial issues. The Svalbard Treaty is 
but one example of arrangements made at the conference to secure a peaceful 
development – and it has worked quite well. 
 
 
B. A sustainable development? 
 
‘Sustainability’ can be defined in different ways depending on the context. When it comes 
to resource exploitation on Svalbard it is reasonable to include at least two aspects: 
economic and ecological sustainability. Economic sustainability means that the 
exploitation can be maintained and be viable over time, because the resources are 
available and the activity yields a (more or less) stable economic return. Ecological 
sustainability, on the other hand, points in particular to the state of the biological 
resources and to which degree the different stocks and species tolerate exploitation by 
humans in the long run. More generally, one can also speak about the ecosystem as a 
whole and whether resource exploitation impacts negatively and imposes lasting or 
permanent damages to the environment. Based on this definition, resource exploitation 
may be economically sustainable without being ecologically sustainable – at least for a 
period of time. If and when the resources are depleted, of course no exploitation can take 
place. 
 
Svalbard has a long history of resource exploitation. In fact, this has been the primary 
motivation for human presence in the area. It all started with walrus hunting and whaling 
in the beginning of the 17th century. While readily available stocks of walrus were soon 
depleted, whaling for Bowhead whales in Svalbard waters continued for some 250 years 
until it came at an end around 1850. At that point Bowheads were probably more or less 
extinct and at least could not support continued commercial whaling. During this whole 
period whaling was obviously economically viable, albeit for a varying number of actors, 
and in that sense sustainable. Whether the industry ever was ecologically sustainable, is 
dubious and also depends on the initial stock of whales, which we do not know the size of. 
It is possible that the North Atlantic Bowhead population could sustain a limited yearly 
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catch, but when the whaling industry expanded after ca. 1640, it was no longer 
sustainable. 
 
Hunting and trapping by Russian Pomors probably started in the early 18th century and 
lasted to around 1850. The Pomors harvested various bio-resources that had not been 
over-taxed before. This also included walrus, which means that the initial catches by the 
British in the 17th century had not depleted the stocks. Apart from walrus, the Pomors 
caught polar foxes and bears for fur, reindeer, geese and seabirds, seals and (some) 
belugas – in short, a variety of game. They also utilized large parts of coastal Svalbard, 
which meant they could change between hunting and trapping areas and thus allow the 
local stocks of game to replenish. In principle, this may have made the resource 
exploitation ecologically sustainable. However, there are indications that for periods of 
time between 1700 and 1850 the number of hunters, and hence the pressure on stocks, was 
too high. Economically speaking, the activity proved not sustainable. Indeed, falling 
returns was one of the reasons why the activity came to a halt in 1852. 
 
The Pomors cannot have depleted all resources by 1850. Otherwise Norwegian and 
Scandinavian hunters and trappers would not have been able to continue their business, 
exploiting the same areas and stocks of game. They did, however, especially during the 
period from about 1820 to 1940. They probably numbered less than the Pomors, thus the 
environmental impacts might have been smaller. In the latter half of the period the 
wintering hunters experienced growing competition from summer expeditions, tourists 
and eventually the mining companies. Put together, the pressure on game became too high 
and around 1900 there were signs that particularly reindeer, polar bear, walrus and eider 
duck were threatened. The situation worsened because of a complete lack of regulation 
until 1925. In that year, reindeer were protected. Walrus was protected in 1952, geese in 
1955 and eider duck in 1963, polar bears not until 1972. Obviously, the exploitation of 
these species was not sustainable from an ecological point of view, and hardly from an 
economic perspective – the returns were generally meagre. After the second world war 
there were only a small handful of hunters and trappers on Svalbard, and since the polar 
bear protection in 1972 even fewer.  
 
In the 20th century the exploitation of minerals, first and foremost coal, was the 
dominating economic activity. Starting at the turn of the century, initial production was 
low. The total deposits of coal on Svalbard might sustain an industry for a long time, but 
the practical availability is limited an in principle the resources are non-renewable. World 
War I lead to an increase in coal prices, which made mining potentially profitable and a 
handful of new companies were formed.  However, during the economic crisis in the 
1920s and 1930s most of these companies and their mines were laid down. In the 1930s 
there was production only in Barentsburg, Grumant and Longyearbyen. On might argue 
that the mineral extracting industry on Svalbard in this period was only sustainable 
because of state subsidies and a political will to keep up presence on Svalbard. 
 
Svalbard was evacuated in 1941–45 due to the war. In 1945–46, coal mining was 
restarted, also in Ny-Ålesund, Sveagruva and Pyramiden.  
 
 


