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HIGH
ARCTIC
RESEARCH
Niels Martin Schmidt and
Tomas Roslin introduce us
to the Zackenberg research
station in the high arctic
through photography by Lars
Holst Hansen.
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The Zackenberg research station sits in the middle of
nothing – and everything. Flung out some 1700 kilometers
south of the North Pole and 450 kilometers north of the
nearest human settlement, the station offers a unique
window to the pristine High Arctic. During the midst of the
winter, the station retracts into darkness – since at this time,
no pilot will land here. In April, the first researchers will come
flying in, eager to dig the station out from heavy snow. The
short arctic summer brings a frenzy of life, then fading into
winter again. In October, the last researchers pack up their
gear and retreat further south, only to return the next spring
again.
Over the last two decades, research at this station has
contributed major insights into how life unfolds in the far
North. Where in the old times, this region could only be
accessed during a few ice-free weeks, the station now offers
a platform for researchers to access the local ecosystem for
more than half of the year. Yet, this access does not come
easy. Since everything has to be flown in and out, and the
logistics of running the station are – well, challenging.
In 2017, the station celebrated its 22nd anniversary, allowing
the researchers to look back at the many things learnt and
to scan the horizon for the challenges ahead. More than
anything, the last two decades of work at Zackenberg has
revealed the inner workings of a full arctic ecosystem. What
the researchers have found is a system much more diverse
then they expected, and species more tightly coupled
by live interactions. Even in the harsh climate of the High
Arctic, it is far from ‘each species on its own’. What we are
seeing is rather an organic whole of interacting life. Now, the
researchers are pooling their efforts in understanding the
interplay between the rapid climate change in the region
and the countless biotic interactions.
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The Arctic hares stay white
year around. During summer,
they forage together at higher
altitudes. In winter, they come
down into the valley lowland and
search for food on the sparsely
vegetated, wind-blown ridges.
Here they forage alongside the
muskox, one of the few remaining
members of the Pleistocene
megafauna. These animals are
actually more goats than oxen,
and cope with the food shortage
of the winter by fattening up on
rich fen vegetation during the
summer.
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Located in one of the largest
uninhabited areas on Earth,
the station relies on an air
bridge to the rest of the
world. The only means of
access is the Twin Otter, an
airborne workhorse used for
transportation of everything
from food and equipment to
scientists. These planes are
nearly half a century old, but
maintained in top shape.
The High Arctic is home to
species varying in shape,
colour and life cycle, but all
perfectly adapted to life under
these extreme environmental
conditions.
For bigger predators, it is all
about the lemmings. Arctic
foxes, along with stoats and
long-tailed skuas, feast on
lemmings in years of high
densities.
In some Arctic areas, Arctic
foxes may undertake long
travels to find food in winter,
and even go far out on the
sea ice in search for the
remains of polar bear prey. At
Zackenberg, high densities of
muskoxen leave many dead
during winter. By relying on
these carcasses, the local foxes
can remain rather stationary.
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While small, the arthropods are
the true rulers of the Arctic. They
dominate the High Arctic food
webs, both in terms of biomass
and diversity.
The wolf spiders are the
formidable predators on the High
Arctic. With no ants or ground
beetles in the region, spider
densities are high. These mobile
predators pace every part of the
tundra, devouring anything small
enough crossing their path.

Niels Martin Schmidt from
Aarhus University, Denmark and
Tomas Roslin from the Swedish
University of Agricultural Science,
Sweden recently ran their first
field course to the High Arctic.
Sponsored by a network of Nordic
universities called Nordplus, the
course brought together students
and teachers from four Nordic
countries (Iceland, Denmark,
Sweden and Finland). Lars Holst
Hansen is from Aarhus University,
Denmark.
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