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Home to polar bears, the midnight
sun and the northern lights, a
Norwegian archipelago perched

high in the Arctic is trying to find a way to
profit from its pristine wilderness without
ruining it. The Svalbard archipelago,
located 1,300 kilometers (800 miles) from
the North Pole and reachable by com-
mercial airline flights, offers visitors vast
expanses of untouched nature, with
majestic mountains, glaciers and frozen
fjords. Or, the fjords used to be frozen.
Svalbard is now on the frontline of climate
change, with the Arctic warming three
times faster than the planet.

The local coal mines-the original rea-
son for human settlements here-have
closed one after the other over the years,
and tourism has become one of the main
pillars of the local economy, along with
scientific research. “Itʼs always hard to
defend because we know that tourism
worldwide creates challenges to all the
places people visit, but also in the bigger
climate change perspective,” acknowl-
edged Ronny Brunvoll, the head of
tourism board Visit Svalbard.

“But we canʼt stop people from travel-
ling. We canʼt stop people from visiting
each other, so we have to find solutions,”
he said. Around 140,000 people visit
these latitudes each year, according to
pre-pandemic data, where 65 percent of
the land is protected. Like the 3,000 local
residents, visitors must follow strict rules
that bar them from disturbing the ani-
mals-tracking a polar bear can lead to a
big fine-or picking flowers in an ecosys-
tem almost devoid of vegetation.

“You are really confronted with nature.

There are not a lot of places like this left,”
said Frederique Barraja, a French pho-
tographer on one of her frequent trips to
the region. “It attracts people, like all rare
places. But these places remain fragile,
so you have to be respectful when you
visit them.”

Ultra-polluting heavy fuel, commonly
used by large cruise ships, has been
banned in the archipelago since the start
of the year, ahead of a ban to be progres-
sively implemented across the Arctic as

of 2024. The ban may be another nail in
the coffin for the controversial cruise
ships that sail into the region. The biggest
of the behemoths can drop off up to
5,000 passengers in Longyearbyen, the
archipelagoʼs modest main town whose
infrastructure, such as roads and toilets,
is not designed to accommodate such
large crowds.

Electric wave 
With tourism here already attracting a

rather exclusive clientele, some operators
are going further than regulations require,
such as Norwegian cruise line
Hurtigruten which aims to become “the
most environmental tour operator in the
world”. Sustainability “shouldnʼt be a com-
petitive advantage”, said a senior execu-
tive with the group, Henrik Lund. “It
should just give a right to play.” The com-
pany banned single-use plastics back in
2018, and now offers outings on electric
snowmobiles.

It also recently launched excursions
on board a small cutting-edge hybrid ves-
sel, the Kvitbjorn (Polar Bear, in
Norwegian), combining a diesel motor
and electric batteries. “In the idyllic explo-
ration areas, we go full electric. We go
silent and we donʼt have any combustion
fumes,” said Johan Inden, head of marine
engine maker Volvo Penta. But electrifi-
cation efforts in the archipelago are cur-
rently hobbled by the fact that electricity
comes from a coal plant-a fossil energy
source that contributes to global warm-
ing. “Electrification makes sense, regard-
less of the energy source,” insisted
Christian Eriksen of the Norwegian envi-
ronmental group Bellona. Regardless of
whether it comes from “dirty” or “clean”
sources, electricity “makes it possible
either way to reduce emissions,” Eriksen
said, citing a study on electric cars that
came to the same conclusion.

Longyearbyen plans to close the plant
by the autumn of 2023, invest in renew-
able energies and reduce its emissions
by 80 percent by 2030. But Brunvoll, the
head of the tourism board, noted the
main problem is travel. “Even when
addressing the things we can do locally,
like the emissions from snowmobiles or
cars, we must still acknowledge that the
really big problem is the transport to and
from Svalbard, both in tourism but also
for us locals,” he said. “We have a cli-
mate footprint per capita in Longyearbyen
that is insane.” — AFP

The Real Housewives reality televi-
sion franchise is landing in Dubai,
to mixed reactions among resi-

dents of the emirate long known as a
playground for the rich. Six women, only
one of whom is Emirati, star in Bravo
TVʼs “The Real Housewives of Dubai”,
which premieres on Wednesday, amid
criticism that the show does not reflect
reality on the ground in the emirate.

Much like the Real Housewives
series filmed in Beverly Hills, Atlanta
and New Jersey, the show will follow the
lives of affluent women in Dubai, offer-
ing an inside look into their glamorous-
and often dramatic-world. A three-
minute trailer reveals that themes like
sex, money and fashion will continue on
in the seriesʼ new iteration in Dubai,
where foreigners make up the vast
majority of the approximately three-mil-
lion strong population.

And while the franchise has had a
number of spinoffs outside the United
States, “The Real Housewives of Dubai”
will be Bravoʼs first original production in
a non-US city. Executive producer Andy
Cohen vowed that the show would bring
“conversations that we havenʼt heard
before in the Housewives universe”,
according to a Bravo TV statement earli-
er this month. “The rules of Dubai are
different than the rules of Beverly Hills or

Salt Lake City, and youʼre gonna be fas-
cinated to hear how people live there,”
he continued.

“There are goats, there are fashion
shoots in the desert, thereʼs plenty of
shade, and thereʼs a lot of money.” While
many have welcomed the new series,
others in the emirate-where the majority
of the native population is Muslim-took
to social media to express their discon-
tent. “The housewives of my country are
our mothers, our sisters, our daughters.
They are the backbone in helping giving
our children the proper upbringing,”
tweeted Emirati social media influencer

Majid Alamry.
“Yes, we are a tolerant country, but

that does not mean that others can walk
all over our morals and values. And that
series does not represent the real
housewives of Dubai.” The wealthy
United Arab Emirates-made up of seven
emirates including Dubai-has undertak-
en ambitious steps to boost its position
as a trade, entertainment and tourism
hub and to diversify its economy away
from oil.—AFP

A warning sign depicting a polar bear and the distances to different cities around the
globe at the side of a road outside Longyearbyen airport.

The Gruve 7, the last coal mine still in operation in Norway, is pictured near Longyearbyen.A reindeer is pictured in Longyearbyen.

This tribute to Queen Elizabeth II
really rocks. The 96-year-old British
monarch was honored with portraits

of her projected onto Stonehenge, as
part of the annual Platinum Jubilee, cele-
brating her 70 years on the throne. The
stones feature eight portraits, including a
photo from the queenʼs coronation in
1953, a picture of her riding a horse in
the 1960s, an appearance at the Royal
Windsor Horse Show in 2017 and more.

It is managed by English Heritage but
the monument itself is owned by the
Crown. The prehistoric site has roots
archaeologists believe date back to 3000
BC - although many questions about its
history remain unanswered - and it holds
spiritual significance for many Pagans
and Druids. — www.bristolpost.co.uk

The sun appears behind the clouds 7 minutes after midnight, in Longyearbyen. Tourists come back to Longyearbyen after a tour on snow mobiles.

This file photo shows a general view of Longyearbyen, located on Spitsbergen island, Svalbard Archipelago, northern Norway. — AFP photos

Tourists visiting an ice cave inside Larsbreen Glacier, near
Longyearbyen, on Spitsbergen Island.


