RESEARCH FOCUSING ON PEOPLE, COMMUNITIES
AND INSTITUTIONS IN THE ARCTIC REGION

Introduction to
Arctic research at
Aalborg University

AAU Arctic is Aalborg University’s platform for cross-faculty
and interdisciplinary research in the Arctic region. Our aim
is to strengthen collaboration in arctic research among AAU
researchers internally as well as between AAU researches
and external partners.
This booklet provides information on Arctic research
activities at Aalborg University which includes a wide
range of topics and disciplines.

team

AAU Arctic boasts nearly 50 researchers from all faculties at Aalborg University. Its activities are managed by
a secretariat in close collaboration with a coordinating
committee of affiliated researchers from all faculties.
The committee serves to ensure interdisciplinarity and
relevance of all AAU Arctic activities. AAU Arctic’s steering
committee includes members from both the public sector
and the business community.

collaboration
and knowledge
transfer

Aalborg University is recognised internationally for its
model of problem-based learning, Aalborg University’s
PBL model, which focuses on enabling students and
researchers to relate to practical issues through collaboration with external partners. This model is an inherent
part of the research tradition at AAU and also of research
conducted under the auspices of AAU Arctic. Based on
this problem-oriented approach to research, AAU Arctic
is committed to working with the challenges of the Arctic

ty

2

region from the viewpoint of those directly affected by
these challenges. Thus, collaborating with public authorities and politicians in the Arctic region and involving the
local population is essential to AAU Arctic both in terms of
project design, data production and interpretation. Moreover, in collaborating with Arctic research institutions as
well as other international and Danish research institutions,
AAU Arctic researchers aim to place the Arctic region at
the top of the research agenda.
This approach in which academia, government, industry
and civil society collaborate on research projects is called
the Quadruple Helix approach; it is acknowledged as the
best process for transferring knowledge because the
researchers enter into dialogue with all parties involved
during their research process.
AAU Arctic researchers publish their research results in
both scientific journals and popular science magazines
and contribute to the public debate as well as conferences, workshops and seminars.
In AAU Arctic, we believe that Arctic issues will become
prominent on the research agenda, and we are excited to
contribute to this important area.
Anne Merrild Hansen, head of AAU Arctic, and Lill Rastad
Bjørst, AAU Arctic platform coordinator.
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Research facilitating
business development in
Nuuk and Semersooq

AAU Arctic conducts research in collaboration with local
partners. The research project ‘Growth drivers, opportunities and barriers for business development in Nuuk
and Sermersooq’ was carried out in close cooperation
between the municipality of Semersooq and researchers
Ina Drejer and Allan Næs Gjerding, associate professors
at the Department of Business and Management, Aalborg
University. Central to this project were dialogue meetings
with 14 local partners from both the business community
and the educational sector in Sermersooq and Nuuk, who
currently focus on business development. Initiatives in the
pipeline include a new harbour and extending the airport
runway to accommodate large airplanes. ‘In our report, we
present four scenarios for growth and business development in the region, and these reflect our dialogue with
local partners and the ideas and views that arose in our
conversations,’ says Allan Næs Gjerding.
The next step is for these scenarios to be translated into
development ideas combining both the short and longterm perspectives of an ambitious business development.
The ideas will then be tested during a workshop involving
local partners.
‘Only ideas that resonate with the local partners form part
of our recommendations for business and growth development in Nuuk and Sermersooq. Local support is crucial;
after all, the local partners will become responsible for
driving the ideas forward,’ emphasises Allan Næs Gjerding.
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Sustainability as a political
concept in the Arctic region

The concept of sustainability has a pivotal role in both the
political institutions and the public debate of the Arctic
region. However, there is no consensus on what the term
actually encompasses. Some focus solely on sustainability
in terms of the environment, climate and nature, while
others refer to national economy, broad social needs or
even cultural identity. The research project ‘Politics of
Sustainability in the Arctic’, funded by the Velux Foundation,
three researchers from Aalborg University, Ulrik Pram Gad,
Naja Dyrendom Graugaard and Lill Rastad Bjørst, collaborates with a number of international partners to identify
how the concept of sustainability is used and not least what
happens when sustainability becomes central to both the
political debate and the regional identity in the Arctic region.
‘We see that sustainability has become an entry ticket for
participating in the debate on Arctic development. Some
critics therefore argue that the concept is void of meaning.
Mining and shipping companies are increasingly emphasising that their projects are sustainable, and while this may
make sense for those for whom sustainability involves
corporate bottom lines and national tax bases, it is completely nonsensical to those who consider sustainability
an environmental issue only.
We hope that this project will raise awareness of how the
concept of sustainability is used and what may be gained;
how framing political ideas in terms of sustainability opens
up for a variety of new paths of development in the Arctic,’
says Ulrik Pram Gad, associate professor at the Department
of Culture and Global Studies, Aalborg University.
Learn more about the research project ‘Politics of
Sustainability in the Arctic’ at www.circla.aau.dk
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Exchange of experience
across the Arctic region

In Arctic Russia and North America, the production of oil
and gas is a major industry; and in Greenland, the interest
in oil and gas extraction is also growing. So far, however,
no commercial findings have been made in Greenland, and
if findings were made, it would undoubtedly create major
changes to the society.
The social consequences of oil and gas production in the
Arctic region is the focus of a new project led by Anne
Merrild Hansen, associate professor at the Department of
Development and Planning, Aalborg University, and professor and director of Arctic Oil and Gas Research Centre,
University of Greenland. The project is partially funded
by a grant from the Fulbright Arctic Initiative, which is a
programme that was launched in 2015 when the USA took
over the chairmanship of the Arctic Council.
‘I wish to learn from the experience gathered by the
people in Alaska. Oil and gas production has been prevalent in Alaska since the 1970s, and this provides an
opportunity for comparing how the past and present
impact of the industry has influenced the living conditions
in the affected areas. Most of the people living in these
areas are indigenous to the area (Inuit) and live in small
isolated communities along the coast. They largely depend
on hunting and fishing, and in many ways these communities are comparable to the communities in Greenland
that may become affected by oil and gas production in the
future,’ Anne Merrild Hansen explains.
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Anne Merrild Hansen was affiliated to the University of Alaska
in Fairbanks for 18 months and has conducted fieldwork on
the northern coast of Alaska in places such as Barrow,
Deadhorse and Nuiqsut. In addition to her research results,
she has gained other insights from working on this project.
‘I find people in Alaska to be very curious about Greenland
and quite interested in offering advice to Greenlanders. One
person suggested that the locals map their hunting areas
and places of cultural importance and send this map to the
oil companies before they start planning their activities.
Otherwise, the oil companies will make their own maps,
perhaps without taking into account the needs of the local
community, and the locals might then have to fight to save
areas of significant local importance from drilling. I also met
several whaling captains who recommended the inhabitants
of affected communities to organise themselves; they had
established the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission to represent and protect the interests of whaling communities in the
many negotiations and consultation procedures concerning
the environmental impact of new projects. I was incredibly
inspired by all the good advice, and I think it is important to
pass this on to the communities of Greenland. Although the
individual Arctic communities are diverse, they also have a lot
in common, and they can learn from one another. There is a
need for this type of mutual exchange of experience. In fact,
one of my upcoming projects will focus on bringing the Arctic
people together and on developing community guidelines on
the basis of my experience in Alaska,’ Anne Merrild Hansen
says.
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Adapting buildings to
the Arctic climate

The Danish Building Research Institute (SBi) provides public sector consultancy for the Danish ministries concerning urban development, construction technology, energy
optimisation, etc. The Institute also provides public sector
consultancy for the Government of Greenland and has
done so for nearly a decade. An important task has been
adapting the Danish building regulations to Greenlandic
conditions and finding new robust solutions to issues
concerning heating systems, indoor environment, radon
mitigation, acoustics, construction processes, housing
supply and homelessness, etc.
‘Merely transferring Danish rules and building practices to
Greenland is not a viable solution because the conditions
there are different. However, making a new set of building
regulations would be too expensive, so instead we are
adapting Danish regulations. In this way, we will consider
the building regulations step by step and ultimately
improve the built environment in Greenland,’ says Niels
Haldor Bertelsen, senior researcher.
One of the Institute’s research areas is moisture conditions
in building envelopes, that is, floors, walls, windows and
roofs. A building envelope ensures a good and healthy
indoor environment as well as the durability and
healthiness of the structure itself; and this is particularly
important in cold and damp climate conditions.
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‘Dampness is a big problem in Denmark and an even
bigger problem in Greenland. The problem is that we
build the same types of houses in Greenland as we do in
Denmark, but these houses are not suited for the Arctic
climate. Generally, houses in Greenland need to be further
insulated than in Denmark, but we also need to adapt
structures and construction processes to the local climate
and culture. If we fail to do so, the buildings may be
affected by mould, and some types of mould may make
us sick,’ Niels Haldor Bertelsen explains.
The Institute’s researchers hope to contribute to the
quality of the built environment so that the houses that are
built in future are healthier, better, cheaper and longlasting. The researchers hope that their results from
Greenland will be transferred to other parts of the Arctic
region.
‘We see similar challenges in Sweden, Norway, Finland,
Alaska, Canada and Russia, and we therefore hope for
improved collaboration on both research and the building
process so as to enhance the living conditions of people in
the Arctic region,’ says Niels Haldor Bertelsen.
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Focus on culture,
communities and
knowledge collaboration

The Centre for Innovation and Research in Culture and
Living in the Arctic (CIRCLA), which is based at the
Department of Culture and Global Studies, conducts
problem-based research that discusses the real-life
problems which Arctic communities are facing today.
The researchers seek to continue a research tradition
emphasising the people, culture and communities of
the Arctic regions. In this research area, Denmark has a
unique opportunity to contribute to the international
debate and affect the decision-making processes.
‘We engage in ongoing dialogue with our external partners
about our research, and the people we meet in the Arctic
region welcome our approach and our focus on people,
communities and social practice,’ says Lill Rastad Bjørst,
associate professor and head of the research group CIRCLA.
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In 2013, the research group organised a large, international conference entitled ‘Heritage and Change in the Arctic’
which brought together researchers from Greenland,
Canada and the Nordic countries in Nuuk. During this
three-day conference, researchers from the humanities
and social sciences provided input to Arctic research and
politics in relation to environmental challenges, the political
future and social, cultural and economic sustainability.
‘Approximately four million people inhabit the Arctic
region, and they all share certain challenges and potentially also the solutions to these challenges. The region is
characterised by various forms of governance, such as the
Greenland Self-Government. This means that local
decisions rarely reach beyond a defined geographical
area, although they might be relevant outside the scope
of this area,’ says Robert C. Thomsen, associate professor
and member of the research group CIRCLA.
Therefore, the results of the international conference
have been gathered in a publication which addresses the
current changes in the Arctic region.
‘Undoubtedly, this research area is a niche which needs
further unfolding,’ emphasises Robert C. Thomsen.
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Tourism development
in Greenland

Along with fishing and mining, tourism is often referred
to as one of the future main industries of Greenland. In
collaboration with Center for Logistik og Samarbejde
(Centre for Logistics and Cooperation) of the Port of
Aalborg, Carina Ren, associate professor and tourism
researcher at the Department of Culture and Global
Studies, is currently working on a project on tourism
development in Greenland. Some parts of the country
have poor infrastructure, and tourism services and experiences increasingly demanded by tourists are thin on the
ground.
‘To begin with we will seek to form an overview of the
tourism landscape in Greenland through a preliminary
project. There are plenty of good ideas related to tourism
development, but in my experience we need to map the
current activities and businesses involved and define how
tourism is organised and how we might cooperate and
share our knowledge within this area. We are not merely
here to tell the local tourist industry how to operate;
instead, we need to find the direction they are pointing us
towards. As researchers we sometimes find ourselves so
caught up in our own ideas that we forget to test the water
and find out what those affected by our research actually
need; however, this project is a good opportunity for us to
listen to the locals,’ says Carina Ren.
The preliminary project will lead to further research on
the organisation of Greenlandic tourism and cooperation
within the area; thus, it aims to provide a platform from
which politicians and tourism organisations may assess
and make recommendations to the development of
Greenlandic tourism and the required investments in this
area.
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Fishery and its many
roles in Greenland

Traditionally, in a cultural as well as economic sense, the
inhabitants of Greenland have been highly dependent on
the fishing industry; and many of the settlements along
the coast of Greenland have survived because of this. In
recent years, however, both the fishing industry and the
Greenlandic society are undergoing changes. At present,
Greenland is debating whether fishing quotas should be
distributed among fewer and larger vessels, as seen in
Iceland and Denmark, or whether the current near-coast
fishing should be preserved with a fishing fleet consisting
of numerous small boats. The immediate financial benefits of converting to larger fishing vessels might support
Greenland’s desire for increased independence; however,
it will also change the role of the fishing industry we see
today.

16

 Fishing for their own personal
consumption has always been, and
still is, important to the inhabitants
of Greenland



Rikke Becker Jacobsen, who is anthropologist and postdoc
at the Department of Development and Planning and also
affiliated with the Greenland Climate Research Centre, has
conducted studies among the inhabitants of Greenland
to convey their perceptions of fishery. In cooperation with
the Greenlandic analysis research company HS Analyse,
she has conducted a national questionnaire survey on the
importance of the future Greenland fishing industry.
‘The survey clearly indicates how the people of Greenland
still wish for fishery to play a multifaceted role in the
Greenlandic society. Fishing for their own personal
consumption has always been, and still is, important to the
inhabitants of Greenland; however, they also believe that
commercial fishing is essential to the creation of jobs in
Greenland. At the same time, fishery is an essential part of
the national self-image – therefore, the respondents find
it crucial that fishery in Greenland is carried out by Greenlanders and that it contributes financially to Greenland’s
independence.
Owing to the social and cultural importance of fishery,
most prefer for fishing quotas to be spread out to more
Greenlandic fishermen, and I have also witnessed a
surprising level of resistance towards reducing the
number of fishermen,’ says Rikke Becker Jacobsen.
The results of the national survey is to form part of an
upcoming research project; Rikke Becker Jacobsen also
plans to organise a range of events in Greenland during
which she aims to present and discuss her findings with
fisheries stakeholders who also contributed to the design
of the survey.
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Health and disease in
Greenland
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During the winter, parts of Greenland are characterised by
extreme cold temperatures; yet hunters manage to stay
on the ice for several days at a time.
‘Research has shown that adaptation to the cold climate
is dependent on metabolism,’ says Stig Andersen, senior
physician at Aalborg University Hospital, clinical professor
at the Faculty of Medicine and adjunct professor at
University of Greenland, Ilisimatusarfik. ‘The cold climate
contributes to the activation of brown fat which is used
by the human body to generate heat; in our research, we
have prepared a basic description of the metabolism of
Greenland’s inhabitants. This description is based on a
monitoring of iodine intake which may affect the metabolism positively.’ The project is funded by a substantial
grant from Greenland.
Along with several colleagues, Stig Andersen has conducted a number of studies in the Arctic region over the
past 20 years. These include an ongoing survey on the
prevalence and consequences of Hepatitis B and research
projects focusing on vitamin D levels both in terms of sun
exposure and dietary intake. Furthermore, he has conducted several studies on the traditional Greenlandic diet
which is rich in iodine and consists of seal meat, blubber
and fish.
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His latest project on this subject concerns inflammation
in the body, and the results of this study took the
researchers by surprise.
‘We have found that the traditional Greenlandic diet
increases inflammation, and this was unexpected. We are
therefore in the process of investigating which particular
factors increase inflammation, and we expect to find the
answer in 2017,’ says Stig Andersen.
Furthermore, in cooperation with a medical student from
Greenland, the research group plans to initiate the
development of a tool to be used in dementia diagnostics.
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Satellite-based
surveillance of the
Greenland waters

Being able to identify the ships sailing in the waters around
Greenland is essential to the authorities of Greenland and
Denmark; both in terms of maintaining sovereignty of the
area and for reasons of safety and security. Old, rusty ships
may leak oil, or the passengers of large cruise ships sailing
along the coast may need immediate medical attention.
Therefore, researchers and students of the Department of
Electronic Systems have collaborated with the Danish
Maritime Authority on the satellite-based monitoring of ship
traffic around Greenland, and in 2013 the satellite AAUSAT3
was launched.
‘All large vessels are equipped with a maritime radio identification system, AIS (Automatic Identification System). At
regular intervals, this system broadcasts information on a
vessel’s identity, position and course. Originally, the system
was developed to enable communication between vessels
and between vessels and shore-based stations; however, the
system has a maximum range of up to 60 kilometres due to
the curvature of the Earth. Because of this, we can only monitor maritime traffic in open seas “from above” – from space.
In this regard, students affiliated with AAU Studentspace have
launched two more satellites: AAUSAT5, launched in 2015,
and AAUSAT4, launched in 2016,’ says associate professor
Jens Dalsgaard Nielsen.
Researchers and students of the Department of Electronic
Systems are currently working on a new satellite, AAUSAT6,
but have not yet defined the objective of this project.
For more information on Aalborg University’s satellite
programme, please visit www.space.aau.dk
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Why is the North Atlantic
shrimp becoming smaller?

The exploitation of living marine resources has always
shaped the hunting and fishing culture of Greenland,
and it has always been of great financial importance to
the Greenlandic society. In recent decades, the northern
deepwater shrimp (Pandalus borealis) has constituted the
main fishery resource in Greenland; thus, a substantial
part of the Greenlandic population is dependent on the
healthy and stable shrimp fishery. Moreover, the shrimp is
essential to the marine ecosystem. The decreasing shrimp
sizes measured over the past 20 years therefore constitute a problem.
‘Market prices are closely related to the size of shrimp and
larger shrimps are often perceived as luxury products;
decreasing shrimp sizes may thus have a financial impact
on the fishing industry. This also presents a biological
problem because the size of the female shrimp affects
fertility; and large shrimps reproduce in larger quantities.
In the end, this may serve to reduce the reproductive
capacity of the Greenlandic shrimp population,’ says Cino
Pertoldi, professor at the Department of Chemistry and
Bioscience.
Still, no one knows for certain why the shrimps are
becoming smaller. Master’s thesis student Rasmus
Ejbye-Ernst and Cino Pertoldi of Aalborg University and
AnnDorte Burmeister and Helle Siegstad of Pinngortitaleriffik, the Greenland Institute of Natural Resources, have
set out to change this.
22

 The physical
and biological
environment
surrounding the
shrimps is essential
to their growth



In their project, they plan to analyse the data Pinngortitaleriffik has gathered over the past 12 years during their
annual fish and shellfish surveys carried out with the
research vessel Paamiut.
Since the physical and biological environment surrounding
the shrimps is essential to their growth, these surveys aim
to uncover the factors that might explain the decreasing
shrimp size.
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Y O U CAN FI N D M O R E
I N FO R M AT I O N AB O U T A A U A R C T IC
and find more examples of research projects at
www.arctic.aau.dk and
www.facebook.com/AAU-Arctic

FO R FU R T H E R I N FO R M A T IO N ,
please contact: arctic@aau.dk
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