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Opening adress

Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure to open this seminar which aims at presenting the scientific opportunities that Svalbard offers to the international research community. 

Svalbard has in fact been an important arena for polar research for more than two centuries, but recent developments have made this research platform in the Arctic more relevant to international research efforts than ever before.

Increased focus on the High North
Climate change has raised the awareness of the importance of research as a basis for policy making. The polar regions function as indicators of climate change, and are therefore very important for climate related research in many fields. As the most accessible High Arctic area in the world, Svalbard offers unique opportunities for climate researchers. 

Our government has pointed to the High North as the most important strategic area in the years to come. Research and education, both in the High North and relevant to the High North, form a central part of our High North strategy. The importance of international cooperation in these fields is also emphasized, and the EU-countries are pointed to as central partners alongside Russia, USA and Canada.

There is increasing international attention on the High North due to a range of factors; some are commercial interests related to fisheries, the oil and gas industry and transport, others are environmental concerns connected with these activities.

 The Barents Sea is regarded as one of the cleanest and richest marine areas of the world. In addition to its importance for fisheries, both the Norwegian and Russian sectors of the Barents Sea contain oil and gas resources. 

We have to make sure that increased activity in these areas, for instance as far as oil and gas exploration and transport are concerned, is based on sustainability and consideration of the environment. In order to achieve this we need more research based knowledge, new technology and increased international cooperation. 

Internationalisation – participation in the EU research framework programme and the European Research Area (ERA)

The need for increased international cooperation in research and development and for pooling resources when it comes to research infrastructure is now widely acknowledged in most countries. Internationalisation of research is a major priority in Norwegian research policy. The EU is one of our central partners.

We participate actively and as a full member of the EU Framework programs on research, technology and demonstration activities. The Framework program is also an important platform for cooperation with our European partners on Svalbard. Many research projects that are carried out on Svalbard are financed through the EU Framework programs. This shows that polar research and research on Svalbard is considered highly relevant.

Norway regards the ongoing processes within the EU aiming at developing the European Research Area as very important. We welcome the debate on how the European Research Area should be advanced, that the Commission has invited to with its Green Paper on the European Research Area. In our comments to the Green Paper, we will underline three dimensions that we believe are of particular importance for the future development of the European Research Area. These are

· basic, frontier research, 

· research relevant to innovation and trade and industry

· and regional approaches as building blocks in the European Research Area

Both in basic, frontier research and in research relevant to innovation, we believe that excellence must be a key factor. We agree that research institutions are central to promoting excellence at all levels from fundamental research to innovation, and acknowledge the need for strong and diverse institutions. We wish to point out, however, that universities and research institutes also have national obligations and tasks which should not be overlooked. To realize the aim of the European Research Area as a collective good for the whole of Europe, we believe that strong research communities should be built up in all regions of Europe, and that new measures and initiatives at the European level should also favour institutions and companies in smaller countries.  

Concerning the last dimension, that of regional approaches, we believe that regional initiatives and regional cooperation are important building blocks in the European Research Area. The regional level needs to comprise both excellence and cohesion. The High North and Svalbard are part of the wider European Research Area. We believe they deserve special attention because of their great potential for excellent research and international cooperation in topical areas such as climate change, energy and the environment.

The European Strategy Forum on Research Infrastructure, or ESFRI, has become a driving force in establishing a roadmap for future investments in expensive installations, both at national and European level. Norway will be presenting three proposals to ESFRI, one of them proposing to develop Svalbard as an international research platform, with the project heading “Svalbard Integrated Arctic Earth Observing System”. 

We believe that the research potential on Svalbard is still not fully exploited, and that this research potential would be of great interest to the European research community. We think that Svalbard will form a valuable addition to the European infrastructure and a venue for excellent research of global importance. You will hear more about the Norwegian proposal to ESFRI from other speakers later today.

Norway as an international partner
As I mentioned, internationalisation of research is a priority in our research policy. For a small knowledge-based society like Norway it is vital to have close links with the best international research communities. 

We therefore encourage our scientists, research institutions and industry to take advantage of knowledge and technology developed abroad.

We are also committed to making Norwegian research communities attractive partners. In my opinion Norway has a lot to offer, and certainly when it comes to science and technology in and for the high north:

· We have long experience and good results in a number of technology and research areas like marine and maritime research, petroleum research, environmental research and polar and climate research

· We have good infrastructure for research and development all over the country, including the northern parts

· And finally, we have Svalbard, where we can offer good infrastructure, an international research community and a geographical location that provides excellent research opportunities.

Research opportunities at Svalbard
The polar regions offer unique possibilities for gathering data

that are central for our understanding of basic natural mechanisms. These mechanisms influence phenomena such as the northern light, deep sea currents, biological diversity and global climate change. Because of its geographical position, Svalbard functions as a natural laboratory for the study of these phenomena. In addition, Svalbard is a very interesting location for the study of geology, glaciology and many other fields. This makes Svalbard scientifically interesting in its own right. At the same time, Svalbard is a scientific incubator for knowledge of global importance. 

Svalbard is therefore a research arena that should be shared by us all. That Svalbard’s location makes the archipelago especially suited for research activities has been appreciated for a long time. This is illustrated by - among other things - its long history as a starting point for scientific expeditions in the polar regions. In Ny-Ålesund, at 79 degrees north, you can for example see the mooring mast used for Amundsen’s and Nobile’s Zeppelin expedition over the North pole in 1926.

Over the last few decades a lot of resources have been invested in developing Svalbard as a modern, international research arena. Substantial investments in research infrastructure have been made by Norway and our international partners; the present accumulated investment being estimated to more than 2 billion Norwegian kroner, which is close to 250 million euros. Svalbard has developed from an isolated community based on coal mining to a modern community with schools, kindergartens, hotels and restaurants, and well developed communication to the mainland. The Svalbard community now rests on three pillars:

· Coal mining

· tourism

· and last, but not least, education and research

Norway places great emphasis on protecting the natural environment on Svalbard. Our ambition is that Svalbard should have the best nature management regime in the world. 70 percent of Svalbard is now preserved as national parks, nature reserves or as other specially preserved areas. One important reason behind this policy is the aim to maintain Svalbard as a natural laboratory for research. Ny-Ålesund in particular, is protected for research purposes, and has become a truly international research community. Researchers from around 20 nations visit Ny-Ålesund each year. Later today you will hear about the wide range of opportunities for research both in Longyearbyen and Ny-Ålesund in greater detail from the Research Council of Norway and from institutions with activities on Svalbard.

The road ahead
To sum up, Svalbard is already an international research platform with a wide range of infrastructure, combining High Arctic location with easy access, and offering unique possibilities for research in many fields. Still our objective is to further develop Svalbard as an international arena for research, both by making optimal use of its facilities, and by upgrading the infrastructure. 

In this context, it is essential to ensure a good coordination of the research activities on Svalbard. Resources are limited and the natural environment fragile. There are stories, though probably somewhat exaggerated, of local birds that have been ringmarked so many times that they look as if they came out of a jewellery shop. The point is of course that we should cooperate more and avoid unnecessary duplication. My ministry is presently working on this issue, and we will be looking at possible measures to improve cooperation and coordination in research activities. In the process, we will have a dialogue with relevant institutions involved in research on Svalbard.

Polar research is a priority in Norwegian research policy. We also participate actively in the International Polar Year, allocating more than 320 million Norwegian kroner, or close to 40 mill. euros, over a four-year period. During the International Polar Year there is increased research activity on Svalbard, and we welcome this development. Like many other countries that are active in the International Polar Year, we also wish to contribute to a good follow up of this huge international research effort. A very large amount of data will be collected during the Polar Year, and these should be put to use in research in the years to come. We hope that Svalbard will be an important arena for the international follow up to secure the legacy of the International Polar Year. We also expect that Europe will be a main actor in this effort.

I said at the outset that several recent developments have made Svalbard more relevant than ever as an international arena for research. These developments are related to increased focus on the High North region due to great opportunities in the north as well as a number of challenges regarding the preservation of the environment and natural resources in the region. Others are related to climate change, which has opened the eyes of the world to the importance of climate research, and to the polar regions as an “early warning system” for global warming.

Others again are concerned with trends in R&D policies, which emphasize the importance of international research cooperation and the effective use of infrastructure.

I would like to underline that all of these developments point towards Svalbard as an important international research arena for the future. And I am happy to say that other countries seem to be of the same opinion. New countries are expressing their interest in establishing research stations on Svalbard, and the number of international researchers visiting Svalbard has been increasing. I am also very pleased about the interest shown by the EU. Research commissioner Potočnik visited Svalbard together with our former minister of Research, Øystein Djupedal, this summer. He was indeed impressed not only by the beautiful scenery, but also by the research opportunities for the future that Svalbard represents. 

Thank you for your attention!
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