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Melting ice: The poster child of climate change
• Melting glaciers and sea ice have become hybrids – simoultanously acting as..

• ..sites for scientific enquiries on climate change.
• ..sites for tourism experiences of sublime landscape features & realtime climate change impacts
• ..subject of imaginations in art and travel literature

• The agency and affective power of melting ice has seen limited attention from human 
geographers

Ice radar measurements at Jostedalsbreen
Photo: K. Sjursen, JOSTICE-project, HVL.

Nigardsbreen, J.C Dahl, 1844



Backdrop 1 – shrinking sea ice in 
Svalbard 
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Figure 1. Reduction in land fast sea ice for the period 1973–2000 (based on model data) versus fast ice during 2014–2018 
(based on observational data) in Svalbard (a) and specifically for Isfjorden (b). Model results show that fast ice coverage 
with a duration of two months or more has been reduced by the half over the last 30 years (from 12,000 km2 to 6000 km2  

while the average fast ice duration has decreased between one (green) to five (dark red) months, with the most severe 
reduction in western Svalbard. For more details about the model results and observations, contact JA Urbanski, Gdansk 
University, Poland.

With reduced landfast ice and increased storm 
activity, coastal erosion has increased (Wojtysiak 
et al. 2018). As an example, between 1960 and 
2011, a gravel-dominated coast in Isbjørnhamna, 
Hornsund experienced a significant shift from being 
protected by prolonged sea-ice conditions (fast 
ice) towards a storm-affected and rapidly changing 
coast. Mean shoreline erosion rates of 0.08 to 
0.26 m yr-1 from 1960 to 1990 almost doubled 
to 0.13-0.45 m yr-1 for the years 1990 to 2011 
in Isbjørnhamna (Zagórski et al. 2015). Coastal 
erosion, increased river runoff (Nowak et al. 2021) 
and increasing glacial melt is resulting in increased 
particle loads in coastal waters (i.e. “browning of 
the Arctic”) which impacts the underwater light 
availability and thus, primary productivity (Pavlov 
et al. 2019). In contrast to several studies from the 
open sea which show that reduced sea ice leads to 
increased Photosynthetically Active Radiation (PAR) 

and increased primary production (Pabi et al. 2008; 
Arrigo and van Dijken 2011; Kauko et al. 2017) the 
counteracting effect may occur in coastal waters 
due to increased light attenuation by terrigenous 
particles (Smyth et al. 2005; McGovern et al. 
2020;). Another factor affecting the penetration of 
PAR is the increasing cloudiness, which results in 
reduced PAR entering the water column (Bélanger 
et al. 2013). Comparison of the chlorophyll-a (Chl-
a) concentration (calculated using Shanmugam 
et al., 2018) and SPM (calculated using Nechad 
et al. 2010) in a cold and relatively sea ice rich 
year (2008) versus a warm year with very limited 
seasonal sea ice (2016) in Svalbard, using MODIS-
Aqua data, is shown in Figure 2. Distinct differences 
in productivity and turbidity between the years is 
seen with an overall higher primary productivity 
(Chl-a biomass) and particle load (turbidity) in the 
warmer year. However, sea-ice algae and under-ice 

Søreide et al. 2021

• Strong decline in sea ice. Half the sea ice extent today compared to 1973-
2000 (Urbanski and Litwicka, 2021)

• Mass balance of glaciers to be reduced by 50% by 2100 (Hanssen-Bauer et 
al. 2020)



Backdrop 2- glaciers and perennial snow is 
disappearing 

• 70% of glaciated area loss by end 
of century

• 93% of glaciers will dissapear (high
emission scenario) (Hanssen-Bauer 
2015)

• An ongoing loss of an iconic tourist
activity in Norway.

• Changes the visual appearance of
important mountain regions

Briksdalsbreen Glacier, Western Norway



Todays talk

Do tourism actors deliberately harness the power of affective relations and place
attachment to inspire transformational change towards sustainability? 



Methods and cases

Projects
- JOSTICE 2021-2024, (Sogn case) RCN, Balancing Act . 2021-
2024, RCN, (Svalbard case)
- EU H2020: Face-it, 2021-2024 (Svalbard case)

Indre Sogn

� 2 workshop, 2 townhall meetings

� Two surveys (n=42, n=70)

� 12 interviews

Semi-structured interviews
and workshops

Informants
• Mountain- and polar guides
• Guide company managers
• Destination Marketing Officials.
• Government officials

Svalbard
� 24  interviews,

� 3 workshops 



• Glaciers and ice caps have importance for place identity and 
hold symbolic and cultural significance (Orlove et al., 2008; 
Jurt 2015; Allison 2016)

• Increasing number of last chance tourists in the Arctic and to 
glaciers (Lemeieux et al. 2019, Varnajot & Saarinen, 2022  ).

• Last chance tourists display stronger connection nature and 
motivation for pro-environmental behaviour than others  
(Lemeieux et al. 2019; Groulx et al. 2019)

Photo: Gisli Palsson from Twitter.

Sense of place and connection to nature 



Charismatic entities and boundary objects
• “Charismatic” entities in the natural world have served to aid 

environmental protection – thus displaying a non-human agency 
(Lorimer 2007).

• Charisma contributes to emotional relations between humans and non-
humans

• Charismatic entities can also serve as boundary objects (Star and 
Grisemer 1989, Guston 2001) 
• Serves to connect different realms or epistemic communities i.e

science and the public. 
• Translates meaning and significance across boundaries between 

different realms.



Affect and care
• Charisma work through affect:

• ‘(..)this interface where the boundary is made 
between the “we”, the “I” and the “more than 
human”, that affects flow, and where possibilities for 
transformation open up or close down’ (Nightingale 
et al., 2022, p. 7).

• Caring for nonhuman objects opens the way for 
intersubjective, mutual relations that transcend the 

modernist duality between the social and natural worlds
(Stirling 2019).

Photo: Halvor Dannevig



Connections to mountains and place
It’s a personal connection from when I was younger. I have had a lot 
of really powerful experiences, of mastery, and also experiences from 
trips where we failed but still learned a lot. 

Guide #5

I feel a certain calmness and connectedness when in nature here. I 
could have lived anywhere in the world but I chose to live here
[community near the glacier]. 

Accommodation manager #1

Photo: Halvor Dannevig



Affections tied to loss of snow and ice

«Its really really sad to see the change
from black and white mountains to 
pure black. But I dont think it matter 
much for the clients.»

“It’s not nice. It’s becoming ugly”
”Nothing to hold your breath for anymore”.
“I want the mountains that I love, 
particularly the glaciers, to remain as little 
affected as possible. You want to keep what 
you hold dear”.

Interview statements from guides

Foto: Halvor Dannevig



Caring practices

«I try to increase my knowledge of
sustainability to do things better. To analyse 
actual climate measures and which ones really
make a difference. We use electric cars, buy
used equipment, and I spend time teaching my 
staff how to fix our equipment instead of
buying something new. We try to
fix all that is reparable. It doesn’t necessarily
save us a lot of money, but it saves the
environment, and we are able to set an 
example of how it can be done for our guests as 
well.»

Guide company manager

Photo: Halvor Dannevig



«By taking the tourists out into the Svalbard wilderness, we
also have a responsibility to provide information and share
knowledge. We will teach those who go on our tours about
the nature and wildlife in Svalbard and not least about the
human impact on the climate up here.» 

Statement from tourist operator in Longyerbyen

Photo Hurtigruten Svalbard



The guide as a climate activist

Glacier guide to East Asian tourist: 
«The longer you are flying to get her, the
longer it will be to walk to the glacier» 
(nrk.no; 17.01.2019)

“I think there is a need for a joint front [in 
the tourism industry], what I want is a kind 
of revolution, someone should say: “we have 
been just talking for some years, now it is 
time for drastic action.”

Guide # 4



Melting glaciers and sea ice as charismatic
entities

• Glaciers serve and sea ice serve as boundary objects between
the science of climate change, the guides and general public
• Glaciers’ charisma is tied to their aestatic value and iconic status 

from art, and guides own experiences and affective relationship
• The use of melting snow and ice to raise awareness and instigate

pro-environmental behaviour show how glaciers functions as a 
charismatic entity with non-human agency.
• Still a danger of tourism operators using this for green washing.

Narratives of ice loss moving from a discourse of fear to a 
discourse of care

Photo: Halvor Dannevig
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