
Swiss Arctic Project 
2018



	 ACKNOWLDGEMENTS

The realisation of their visions is driven by their deep care for the future of the world. We would like to thank the initiator Captain Char-
les Michel and his wife Doris Codiga for their persistent courage to make the Swiss Arctic Project a reality. They gave us an enormous 
possibility to communicate the ongoingly-ignored challenges of a changing climate and strengthened us to spread our knowledge 
and overwhelming experience with nature. Sabine, their daughter served not only as bear-protection but also as our guardian angel. 
We want to acknowledge the wisdom imparted by different scientist we met along our journey: Christophe Brochard, Katrine Husum, 
Leif Arild Hahjem, Dr. Maarten Loonen and Sarah Strand. We are grateful to have the precious expert in polar science, Prof. Konrad 
Steffen, as «godfather». He shared his knowledge and experiences of surviving as a team in the Arctic. And finally, we count on you, 
on all of us, to be the change and take action!

ii



INTRODUCTION 
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79°. The Svalbard Archipelago: located midway between continental 
Norway and the North Pole. You wonder what we are looking for in 
the Arctic – a place of wilderness that is not meant to be inhabited 
by humans?

The Swiss Arctic Project gives us a voice to speak about climate 
change. With our own eyes we discovered how animals, glaciers 
and settlements are affected by increasing temperatures and extre-
me weather conditions. Most and foremost, the invisible game chan-
ger called “permafrost” accompanied us on our journey and it is our 
focus in this Student Climate Report.

Scientists define permafrost as ground that remains frozen for at 
least 2 years. 15 million km2 of the Northern hemisphere are cove-
red by it and actually includes the entire Svalbard Archipelago. Des-
pite this fact, it is harder than we have envisioned to see and to un-
derstand the frozen ground. 

Not knowing it and not seeing it means avoiding it – this is the big-
gest threat to our future. But we are aware of the thawing of perma-
frost caused by warming temperatures. It concerns everyone in the 
Arctic and in Switzerland. Jump with us on the MV San Gottardo and 
we will tell you why!





We are Antoine, Janine, Jasmin, Joëlle and Tessa. Our common mind is our deep caring for the environment and the planetary health. Taking 
care of the environment is a team sport: 
 

OUR TEAM
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Tessa - The cat girl 

Tessa is 21 years old and studies biology in Neuchâtel for two years. The animal lover is incredi-
bly warm, helpful and the Italian speaking melody in our team. She loves community life and is ve-
ry social. However, sometimes she needs a certain amount of emotional freedom. Tessa has 
catlike features. She is relaxed, flexible, feisty yet mellow and affectionate, likes to eat, and knows 
what exactly she wants. In addition, she always observes new situations with caution and then 
consciously decides to act. Her laugh and even her gloating are contagious, and she is always 
up for wild and adrenaline-filled adventures.

Janine - The Ice Princess

Our ice cream girl Janine - better known as the right hand of our captain Charles Michel - is sweet 
22 years old and studies Environmental Sciences at the ETH in Zurich. She is well organized and 
has everything under control, the backbone of our team. Confidently, she pans the camera to the 
target, presses to shoot: her focus is sharp. Her motif is the ice, whether in the Arctic or in the Ant-
arctic. Janine is very intelligent, cheerful and extremely dutiful. Despite her very stubborn head, 
she can still be convinced and motivated by new ideas if she sees the sense of it. The only crime 
committed by the environmental activist is her eating behaviour: Janine adds some ketchup to 
every meal whether it is risotto or tomato spaghetti. Favourite dessert: Ice Cream with Bailys. 
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Antoine - The Observer 

Antoine is the youngest of our group but has the oldest soul. Despite his young age of 19, he 
knows exactly what he wants. As the only boy in the team, the Valais enchants everyone with 
his mountaineers’ humour. In addition, he has a very wise and profound nature, is kind-hear-
ted, intelligent and loves to get to the bottom of things. Antoine is a true miracle, always moti-
vated, adaptive and now serves the camera without any problems. For a good picture, he 
risks everything! His goal is to study geology in Lausanne and conquer all the mountains and 
glaciers in the world. One thing is sure: you will hear a lot more of the Valais Antoine!

Jasmin – The Politician 

For one year, Jasmin studied law in St. Gallen but changed her mind and is now about to stu-
dy medicine at the University of Zurich. She seems to be on a detour on her way to politics. 
Her open spirit is to blame. The determinate bundle of energy uses her vocal talent of clear 
words for the well-being of the environment. However, if discussions are turning in a circle and 
find no end, she becomes jittery and impatient. In such situations, Jasmin smiles and shows 
the way to the simple solution and never loses her good sense of humour. By the way, if the 
blonde is trapped on the ship for too many days and comes ashore, none of us can keep up 
with the sporting ace!

Joëlle - The sensitive Soul

Joëlle is a born natural scientist and is committed to the environment and nature with all her 
heart and soul. She has completed her bachelor's degree at the EPFL in Lausanne and will be-
gin her master's degree at the ETH in the Department of Climate and Atmosphere. Even if Joëlle 
is guided by her heart and she is a very emotional and sensitive person, she still has a clear 
goal in mind: to save the world. She is very inquisitive and intelligent, likes to philosophize and 
is always motivated to make the most of every situation. Joëlle has the enviable ability to rejoice 
about little detail like a small child who is allowed to freely choose in the candy shop.



Longyearbyen



Video: https://youtu.be/roeSaMt5kQI8

Longyearbyen. It was the beginning and the end of our journey.

The cluster of brightly coloured wooden houses shrink in front of the symmetric 
mountains. The ground the town is built on is worrisome. Geology matters here in 
the Arctic and beauty and style are not of priority. Infrastructure on Svalbard is 
adapted to the frozen ground – we call it Arctic Architecture. 

The released heat of the houses accelerates the permafrost underneath to thaw. To 
avoid collapsing buildings on the slowly moving ground, the entire infrastructure of 
Longyearbyen has been constructed on wooden or concrete stilts. Even the pipeli-
nes carrying water are all about a meter above ground. It surprised us to see that 
despite the enormous effort and caution many buildings have massive cracks in 
their facades, the walls are wonky, and some windows are broken. 

By the way, it is forbidden to die on Svalbard because burring is not possible. Ano-
ther blame on permafrost: The ground is cold enough that bodies won’t decom-
pose, and they may be preserved forever. People say that the ancient graveyard of 
Longyearbyen still harbours the deadly Spanish Influenza virus from 1918.

The hope for the survival of endangered plants can be found in the Svalbard Seed 
Vault.  The preservation of seeds is guaranteed in the building embedded in perma-
frost. However, our visit only revealed a glance at construction work: Rain and melt 
water have entered the Seed Vault!

LONGYEARBYEN – HERE YOU ARE NOT ALLOWED TO DIE

https://youtu.be/roeSaMt5kQI
https://youtu.be/roeSaMt5kQI
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78°13’N/15°38’E
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78°11’N/15°52’E



Ymerbukta
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ESMARKBREEN GLACIER
The impressive front of the Esmarkbreen Glacier towered impressively above us. In 
the warming midnight sun, the ice shone in clear blue tones. We were in the eternal 
ice. Another loud creaking from the glacier echoed all over the bay: The ice is 
cracking and opens crevasses, sometimes it even calves into the ocean. The fractu-
ring of ice is not always visible from where we stand. Mostly is hidden by the enor-
mous volume Esmakbreen majesty. Only the sound of the echo reminds us that the 
glaciers movement starts 15km in the interior of Oscar II Land. It is impressive how 
active and alive this glacier is.

It is part of the glaciers cycle to grow in wintertime and retrieve during summer. Our 
drone images reveal that behind the teeth-like ice walls at the front of the glacier 
another surprise waits to be discovered. Meltwater has filled up some of the crevas-
ses and it has formed bright blue lakes.

The Esmarkbreen glacier breaks off into a 6 km long bay in the Ymerbukta where 
the MV San Gottardo is anchored. “Ymer” is a giant in the Norse mythology.  Those 
shapes and forms and the extent of this glacier give a hint where the name found 
its origin. With each day here in the Arctic we realize that we are witnesses of a 
world that may not exist in a few years’ time. Hopefully, our new friend Esmarkbreen 
does not turn into a mythology of giants. 
 

Video: https://youtu.be/sqy2NiDAw0E

https://youtu.be/FD2pyPXe-_A
https://youtu.be/FD2pyPXe-_A
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78°17’N/13°52’E
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78°18’N/15°50’E
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78°18’N/15°52’E



Pyramiden
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PYRAMIDEN
The abandoned Russian settlement of Pyramiden was inhabited until 1998 by 
715 men, 228 women and 71 children. The northernmost coal mine in the world 
was the main occupation of the inhabitants. However, the economic success 
was limited and so, nine years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Rus-
sian government called on the people to leave their homeland.  
 
The visit to today's empty city was very impressive. Houses were once happy 
families lived with their children were completely recaptured by nature and are 
now inhabited by numerous birds and small polar foxes.

In the cultural hall of Pyramiden the view on the Nordenskiöldbreen glacier on 
the opposite side of the fjord is painted on a wall. Wondering how it looked like, 
we set sail to get closer. When the MV San Gottardo came to a stop some me-
ters away from the calving cliff, the navigation map showed a location in the 
middle of the glacier. The map is only 4 years old and since then the scenery 
has changed drastically: The Nordenskiöldbreen has retreated about 3699 m 
since 1894 and never as fast as between 2002 and today. 

Video: https://youtu.be/CQGGCOfM5o8

https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA
https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA
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78°39’N/16°54’E
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78°18’N/16°19’E
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78°18’N/16°19’E
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78°18’N/16°19’E
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78°18’N/16°19’E



Trygghamna
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 TRYGGHAMNA
Due to higher temperatures, precipitation in form of rain on the Svalbard Archipela-
go is more frequent. The misty weather makes the landscape look lifeless and only 
an approach on land invites us into an ecosystem so different from the sea:

The 431m high Alkhornet cliff is the home of about 1000 breeding pairs of sea-
birds. The juvenile birds were about to leave nests for the first time. The lush moss 
tundra below the rock is well nourished by the excrements of the birds. This at-
tracts the sedentary Svalbard reindeers to slowly shuffle over the vegetation whilst 
they feed, unimpressed by our visit. Reindeers are a dominant species on the 
island – they have lived here for 5000 years and have become well adapted to the 
harsh environment.

During summer time, reindeers are getting plenty to eat and a warmer climate with 
more precipitation will offer even better food resources for the future. This will be im-
portant if winters bring heavier snowfalls and refreezing occurs because then the 
ice barrier could cover the plants and cause starvation of animals. It’s all part of the 
challenge of surviving on the tundra – for all species and life in the Arctic, utterly de-
pendent on each other. 
Despite the fact that many animals have been depleted by hunting for many deca-
des, such as reindeers, geese and also polar bears, their population are strongly 
recovering under the strong nature conservation regulations. This gives us hope – 
there is so much we can do for all kind of endangered species!

Video: https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA

https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA
https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA
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78°14’N/13°49’E
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78°12’N/13°49’E
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78°12’N/13°49’E



Sarstangen
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SARSTANGEN
A walrus colony of about 100 animals lives on the sandbank of Sarstangen. Step 
after step we came closer to the 1,5 tons heavy and curious beings chilling on 
the beach. Their ecosystem would be elegant. While the walruses sun themsel-
ves above, sunlight filters through the translucent ice sheet. On the underside, 
algae and microbes breed in tiny crevices and eventually die and fall to the bot-
tom where they become a food source for clams, worms and molluscs. The wal-
rus slide from their icy recline, dive and hoover up the bottom dwellers. They can 
cuddle up for about seven weeks to digest the mussels they have eaten by suck-
ing the flesh out of the shell. 

We encountered five digesting and rather bored adult walruses: Unaffected by 
their attitude towards us even if our ancestors have slaughtered entire colonies. 
Moreover, unaware of the fact that they are the losers of climate change which 
they could blame us for. 

However, the 22 teen walruses recognizable by their short milk teeth were as 
crazy as our Swiss Arctic team. We approached from the beach – they approa-
ched from the water. Their skin is brown because the blood reaches the extremi-
ties giving them this reddish colour. Once in the water they become all grey as 
the blood circulation is slowed down by the cold temperatures to save energy. 

Are we flirty? Of course. They studied us, and we observed them. Hilarious. Beau-
tiful. And we realized that relationships easily grow out of one species, we talked 
to the walruses, with the walruses. Our new friends are clumsy on land and very 
elegant in the water. They shared their secret, their freedom and their confidence 
with us.

Video: https://youtu.be/NN3CwP0Y01Y

https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA
https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA
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78°43’N/11°28’E
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78°12’N/13°49’E
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78°12’N/13°49’E
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78°12’N/13°49’E



Ny-Alesund
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NY-ÅLESUND
The expedition took us to the scientific settlement of Ny-Ålesund. For 30 years the ecology 
Professor Loonen has studied the migration pattern of geese. He is a witness of how the ani-
mals adapt to the increasing temperatures and arrive earlier on the Archipelago: Ten days 
earlier in 2006, and another few days earlier in 2016.  The birds travel from Scotland to find 
luscious grass growing in springtime on Svalbard. Even if it means that all their protein-rich 
eggs will be eaten by polar foxes and hungry polar bears, like this year. 

To our surprise, the geese are responsible for another important task in the ecosystem: In 
their feathers they carry around even smaller animals, such as zoo- and phytoplankton. Re-
treating glaciers often leave pounds of meltwater behind where initially nothing is living. It is 
the task of the wandering geese and other species, to dive into those waters and to spread 
new life.

With his understanding of the ecology and of the natural cycles Professor Loonen filled up 
the missing piece of our mission. Like the geese, we are bound and guided by our envi-
ronment and our behaviour towards it. And just like the geese we have to follow our instinct 
to navigate through a changing climate. 

. 

Video: https://youtu.be/Fylqi9pKQFA

https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA
https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA
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78°55’N/11°56’E
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78°55’N/11°55’E
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78°55’N/11°54’E



Kongsfjorden 
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KONGSFJORDEN 

Svalbard’s glacier have retreated from their maximum positions in the 1920s. Some 
glaciers that used to calve in the sea now firmly end far in the inland. Without thinking 
of climate change, just by looking at those reminders of glaciers we could actually 
feel that something is going on, something powerful that is able to erase the huge 
masses of ice! 

Two researchers from the Ny-Ålesund station, the glaciologist Leif Arild Håhjem and 
Katrine Husum, a palaeontologist who studies the past climate, shared this feeling 
with us. They have observed the Kronebreen and other glaciers for many years. 

They explain us how melting glaciers in the Arctic are fundamental for the ecosys-
tems that live on the sea ice or at the border between icebergs’ fresh water and salty 
sea water. These changes affect fish, seabird and seals, which find prey in the margi-
nal ice zone and areas close to glaciers. Some seals now haul on rocks and mudflats, 
as glaciers and sea ice become more scare. This change of habit is an adaption, but 
the scientists were not sure if this guarantees their long-term survival. 

Video: https://youtu.be/_Rubd_q1rvs

https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA
https://youtu.be/VzDRz5L_HkA


41
78°43’N/11°25’E
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78°43’N/11°27’E
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78°43’N/11°24’E



Magdalenenfjord
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MAGDALENENFJORD
The arrival on the northernmost point of our journey in the Arctic was at 79°33’N. Rumours 
say that the magnificent Magdalenenfjord is the most beautiful place on Svalbard. Losing our-
selves in the stunning landscape, we silently agreed about its beauty and inhaled what can-
not be explained in words or photographs.

It was a long journey to the north, an inspiring insight into the power and roughness of the 
wild nature and it touched us deeply. Only 1000 km away from the North Pole everything co-
mes together: The territory of tundra and glacial moraines, glaciers wiggling around snow-
capped mountains. We pleasantly felt the warmth of the mitigating Gulf stream, or the 
warmth of the increasing temperatures: Only covered by a T-shirt and barefoot we wandered 
along the beaches onto the glacier. 

Climate change is evident at high latitudes, temperatures rise faster compared to the rest of 
the world: The average surface temperature of Earth has globally increased by 0.8°C since 
1880. In the Arctic however, increased air temperatures of 5°C were registered in the 20th 
century.

Such differences have devastating effects on the polar ecosystems because it upsets Mo-
ther Nature’s balance. In the Magdalenenfjord we enjoyed the last view on the glaciers whilst 
the sun warmed our hearts: We will never give up standing up for nature because now we 
know the wildest but most fragile parts of it. We have realized how humans are woven into all 
life on Earth, how we utterly depend on our planet, and the planet does so in return. 

 

Video: https://youtu.be/FD2pyPXe-_A

https://youtu.be/FD2pyPXe-_A
https://youtu.be/FD2pyPXe-_A
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79°32’N/11°15’E
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79°32’N/11°14’E
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79°32’N/11°14’E
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79°32’N/11°14’E
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79°32’N/11°14’E



Ny-London
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Ny-London lies north of Ny-Ålesund, we are on our way back southwards. It is an old 
marble mining village founded by Ernest Mansfield. The visionary was convinced of 
the high potential of the rock on this island. In 1911 he organised an expedition and 
brought all the necessary infrastructure in order to build the extraction mine. Ny-Lon-
don was thus created. However, the adventure was complicated: The construction of 
the mine was slowed down by the war and only few cubic meters of marble were ex-
tracted. Moreover, the quality of the marble was worse than expected and led to the 
closure of the mine. Today, the remains of an old mine are the trace of the passage of 
mankind on this island. The rubble is enigmatic. Why do we go so far, put so much 
effort into a project - for nothing? 
Nowadays, it isn’t complicated to experience the bad quality of the marble of Ny-Lon-
don. The rock is so friable that it is possible to break it by the force of the hands. Al-
though this phenomenon is not directly linked with permafrost, it perfectly illustrates 
the consequences of the thawing soil. Permafrost in the Alpes and polar regions stabi-
lizes rock walls. If it starts to thaw the walls become unstable and what was solid be-
fore starts to break apart just as the rocks of Ny-London.

NY-LONDON
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78°57’N/12°2’E
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78°57’N/12°2’E
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78°57’N/12°2’E
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San Gottardo
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LIFE ON BOARD OF THE MV SAN GOTTARDO
Even if the sun never sets during the Svalbard summer, it is easy to differ day from night board of the MV San Gottardo: 
During daytime, 12 people gambol around the tiny area of the ship: Photographs and drones are flown from the deck, the 
most important rule was never stay outside alone and also always wear the life west. The smell of coffee invites to the inside, 
where everyone starts lifting the heads that have disappeared behind books and laptops whilst studying, writing and posting. 
Its chaotic, to be honest: 5 drones, more than 12 cameras and laptops and thousands of chargers lie around. When Charles 
climbed down from the navigation bridge, he was close to a stroke. “We will encounter heavy winds, secure the ship and pre-
pare for a storm”, he explained with his calm words. It was his trick, because within minutes all the material found its predefi-
ned, well-sorted place and everyone came together in the living room. By the swinging movement of the anchored boat we 
turned silent. Scared to lose the bet on whose first going to be sea sick, one after the other went to sleep, our formula against 
the movement of the waves. This is how it turned night at the MV San Gottardo. 

However, our team of five people had only three beds, which we shared independent of how many days we did not shower. 
This meant that two of us had to be guardians of the night: In the steering cabin, we controlled the coordinates to remain un-
changed, only a radial circling around the anchor was allowed. If we were about to lose hold or the wind speed exceeded se-
ven Beaufort we had to wake up Captain Charles. The radio made no noise, and our eyes wandered with the midnight sun to 
spot floating ice drifting towards the boat. As anchor guard, we were only accompanied by seals and waited for our crew to 
wake up to start another blessed day in the Arctic. 



Philosophy



The Swiss Arctic Project brought us close to the North Pole. It was mesmerizing - yet heart-breaking to know that we are about to become 
witnesses of an Archipelago that will not remain like it is now.
The world has warmed more than one degree since the Industrial Revolution. The perhaps most ominous feature is the effect of the war-
ming on the poles. Even a minimal change in temperature can lead to rapid melting of the glaciers and ice caps on Svalbard. What we 
have experienced was just the beginning of it.

Only what is immediately observable (such as melting glaciers) within our lifetime seems to be alarming enough to capture our awareness. 
Isn’t it ironic to know how we are all aware of the climate crisis and yet need to travel to the Arctic to see the effects to be moved by them?

We saw the stony scarves in the landscapes left behind from retreating glaciers, listened to scientists describing how the sea ice is not lon-
ger covering the fjords in winter time and we stood eye-to-eye with walruses which are suffering increasingly. However, it was our task gi-
ven by Captain Charles Michel and Doris Codiga to describe the permafrost in this Student Climate Report. Hidden by stones, it was diffi-
cult to see the thawing of underground. The frozen soil contains massive stores of currently captured carbon. However, if the temperature 
increases they can be released into the atmosphere. Bacteria can live in the ground and by their soil degrading activity and respiration, 
they will exhale even more carbon dioxide and methane into the air. Is it a time bomb? Permafrost describes one of the most urgent and 
yet little understood keys to the most consequential and rapid accelerators of climate change.

How should we tell you the story of the permafrost without seeing or feeling it? How will we ever be aware of all the dangers of those 
slightly higher temperatures whose ultimate damage is of far greater severity and scale. We cannot make sense of the visible world until 
we understand the whimsies of the invisible one. Or in other words, there is much more to climate change than only what can be seen. On-
going carbon dioxide output and increased temperatures will – within our lifetimes – cause access to drinking water and agricultural pro-
duction to fall, rise the sea level and triggering mass migration on an unprecedented scale.

This is the time as never before and perhaps never again to establish policies – on a small personal scale as well as on a broad public 
scale – to protect and maintain planetary health. To be effective, actions must be taken before ecosystems are further traumatized or des-
troyed, before vested interests become too firmly established, before the arrival of that worrisome “point of no return”.

The destiny of the world is in our hands, we have the power to no longer ignore and to understand. We have an opportunity NOW to achie-
ve a prosperous, enduring future for mankind! Let’s keep our planet cool!
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A LOOK BACK TO SVALBARD




