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Town of Barentsburg at Svalbard: once 
valuable coal mine, now in steady decline 

The Russian town of Barentsburg in Svalbard archipelago that was built in 
the mid-20th century had been serving two major aims — to sustain 
Soviet and then Russian strategic presence in the Arctic and to supply 
Northern Russian regions with coal. After the end of the Cold War the 
political reasons were diminished, and the coal has also lost its 
significance as a fuel. Russia still maintains Barentsburg, the only one of three its towns 

in Svalbard, but the coal produced by its mine is mainly used at 
the local power and heating plant. There are plans and attempts to 
convert Barentsburg to a tourist and/or research town, but they 
have so far been unsuccessful. 
The local community is fully dependent on the mine operation 
since there are no other major workplaces in the town. There is, 
however, a discussion on whether the mine should continue 
working; the main reasons for its closure are the environmental 
unfriendliness and coalfields depletion.  

Anthropological field study of 2014 
Period 
July–October 2014 
Barentsburg, Svalbard 
 
Objectives 
Study the community structure, its 
functioning and ways of achieving 
sustainability by the mining company 
 

Materials and methods 
Field in-depth interviews, participant 
observation, visual data recording 
Respondents: Trust Arktikugol employees 
 
Field restrictions 
Need to conform with the everyday life of the 
town and to observe ethic guidelines; need to 
maintain the participant observation legend 

Town information 
ca. 500 inhabitants, mostly Russian and 
Ukrainian (85% men of age 25–40) 
Town is run by state-owned mining 
company Trust Arktikugol subsidized by 
Russian government. The coal mine has 
been functioning since 1930s. 
Other activities include marine tourism 
and various kinds of biological, marine 
and terrestrial research. 
 

Field study outcomes: town burdensome 
for authorities, life-forming for locals 

The field study suggests that such perspectives are of great concern for 
local residents: the mine closure means that they would lose their 
workplaces and have to relocate; there is a considerable grass-roots 
opposition to the closure plans.  
Despite that, the steps taken by the authorities are the gradual reduction 
of coal mining and the depopulation of Barentsburg, because ‘coal 
mining is outdated and has no global perspectives’.  
We can see that the economic and environmental reasons outweigh the 
community needs and leave little space for its sustainable future.  

Possible solutions of the problem and 
achieving sustainable development 

The first and the most obvious solution is the continued 
development of research and tourism, a path that was taken by the 
authorities several years ago. The coal mining could be then 
converted to a service facility for a multifunctional settlement. 
The same path was taken by Norwegian authorities in 
Longyearbyen and Ny-Ålesund in the early 1990s. However, this 
path is long and would require much effort from many 
stakeholders. 

An alternative strategy is to include Svalbard mining fully 
to the major Russian energetic strategies, which would 
allow the settlement to serve larger goals than the local 
heating and to be included in the national – if not global – 
Arctic energy market. However, due to the recent events in 
the energy market this strategy might be considered 
doubtful. 
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As a part of a larger MISTRA project, this study analyzes the role 
of large-scale resource extraction in northern communities, and 
the planning and decision-making strategies those communities 
employ to seek new development paths once extraction has 
ended.  
The overall project aim is to highlight potential similarities and 
differences between these sites in how different groups of actors 
interpret and use physical remains of abandoned resource 
extraction operations,  
to assess the extent to which industrial remains been reinterpreted 
as heritage sites or reused for new productive purposes,  
and to determine which policies are needed to turn abandoned 
resource extraction sites into resources for constructing desirable 
Arctic futures, including impacts on biodiversity.  
 
 


