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“Narsaq International Research Station – A Cross-Disciplinary Model for Building 
Community-Centred Research in South Greenland” 
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Hi everyone 

My name is Lise Autogena - I am an artist - and I work as a professor of cross disciplinary 
art at Sheffield Hallam university in the UK, where I am also head of research for the 
arts.  

I would like to present some of the work we have been doing in south Greenland  
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Narsaq International Research Station was established in 2020 as a community 
organisation in Narsaq following the discussions about the controversial open pit rare 
earth and uranium mine at Kvanefjeld, very close to Narsaq.  

Many in the region were very concerned how the mine might impact on their health and 
livelihood – on their farming, fishing and hunting.  

And many felt disconnected from the decision-making process and scientific language 
used in the stakeholder consultation  
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The idea behind establishing NIRS, was therefore to create a platform to facilitate 
environmental monitoring – especially community monitoring of a region where mining 
extraction may pose a real risk in the future.  

It was also the idea that monitoring activities could generate other benefits for the 
population such as environmental knowledge, scientific literacy and community access 
to expert knowledge.  
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The establishment of Narsaq International Research Station was therefore also a 
statement about the importance of Narsaq at a time when residents felt overlooked and 
forgotten.  
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Narsaq is located at the very heart of some of Greenland’s biggest development 
questions in a region where climate change, self-sufficiency and food security overlap 
with resource extraction and geo-politics.  

It is a landscape of history, geology, farming and tourism and communities here are 
navigating important debates about identity, sovereignty and what a sustainable future 
could look like.  

So Narsaq is an ideal location for an international research station – even if it is a very 
tiny one. 
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NIRS was however not set up as a field camp in the traditional sense of a research 
station, but as a platform - a meeting place - that facilitates cross-disciplinary 
knowledge sharing.  

Over the past 5 years it has hosted a long list of research projects ranging from climate 
research, ecosystem studies to social science, community health and food security - as 
well as artistic practices exploring identity, indigenous knowledge and environmental 
stewardship – projects that have engaged with community priorities while also 
contributing to wider global discussions.  
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The arts have played a vital role here in bringing people together around important 
questions.  

We co-established the Nordic alliance of artists residencies on climate Action and 
commissioned artists and writers, developed creative tools for educating young people 
on climate - and produced a series of discussion pod casts. This one is with film maker 
Inuk Jørgensen and community psychologist Peter Berliner, who explored the idea of 
“progress” in a Greenlandic context. 
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Tomorrow evening Rikke Luthers film The Ocean-Lands: Mud Within the Earth System 
will be screened in the evening at an art-science discussion event at Inuk Hostels 
organised by Globe scientist at University of Copenhagen, where it now forms part of 
artists post doc, an investigation which started in Narsaq  
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At NIRS we have developed a way of working that seems to be meaningfully embedded 
in the community as part of a mutually supportive eco-system of organisations working 
together on culture, education, youth engagement, sport, cultural history, prevention 
work and care for the elderly in Narsaq.  

Our researchers are supported by this organisational network and advised how their 
research and proposed knowledge exchange is of relevance locally. This approach has 
been really important in creating meaningful engagement and long term relationships.  

This is residents in Narsaq doing a workshop with French artist MINUIT - using ocean 
water, water from icebergs, and collected herbs to make water colour paintings that 
carry within them the landscape around Narsaq. It is part of a comparative research 
project into intangible cultural heritage between two coastal regions across the 
Northwest Atlantic  
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Young people in particular have benefitted socially, culturally and educationally from 
the many activities generated by the research station.  

Here an art science research team from the US studying climate change impacts on 
aquatic ecosystems in South Greenland created workshops where young and elders 
taught each other to study local aquatic organisms  through microscopes. 

We recently hosted the Nomadic Hub of Arctic Art Education, a nomadic camp of 20 
mainly Greenlandic and Saami  artists, researchers and educators that worked with 
Narsaq school teachers, students and old people on ways of integrating pedagogy, 
culture, and Indigenous perspectives on a week of art workshops that involved most 
people in Narsaq.  
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For the past three years NIRS has been the headquarters of the Swiss Polar Institutes 
interdisciplinary flagship science programme Greenfjord - Greenlandic Fjord 
ecosystems in a changing climate: Socio-cultural and environmental interactions - 
which brought together six research groups: ocean, soil, biodiversity, cryosphere, 
atmosphere, and human. The project involved more than 50 researchers and 
international research organisations  

NIRS was involved in designing how the project could be implemented using the 
research station in the middle of Narsaq as its headquarters.  
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The research station was fitted with atmospheric monitoring equipment, pop-up 
community-facing laboratories and most days a weather balloon provided a 
performative and visual presence above Narsaq as it rose and lowered on the hill next to 
the research station, which generated a lot of interest in participating in the many 
atmospheric monitoring workshops.  

Town residents also gave a name to the balloon, with hundreds of extraordinary 
suggestions, which could be read like a long poem.  
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A long list of community science workshops has taken place at NIRS and in schools 
across the region. 
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These are posters from this summers Narsaq Science Week- a week-long dissemination 
of project findings in Narsaq and Qaqortoq in response to questions asked by local 
residents and presentations by students 
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Community events and Pop-up workshops took place all around Narsaq designed as a 
treasure hunt.  

These are mages from the cryosphere workshop with 3 D models of the local glacier, 
which was also an in depth study by the school children 

 

SLIDE 16 

Over two years Greenfjord invited young people from Narsaq to take part in research 
expeditions aboard the research vessel Adolf Jensen. They have studied the calving 
front of a tidal glacier, fjord dynamics, nutrient concentrations, air composition at the 
interface of the ocean-terminating glacier, the effects of iceberg calving on melt-water 
plumes and collected information on animals living in different environments.  

This summer all students and teachers at Narsaq school visited the Forel research 
vessel and students took part in expeditions where they practiced drone test launches, 
ocean water testing and atmospheric monitoring. Some of these children had never 
previously been away from Narsaq. 



In a few weeks a group of local residents from Narsaq will travel with representatives 
from the research station and innovation south Greenland to Switzerland to help 
evaluate and direct the research that has taken place over the last three years into 
projects that will be directed by the community, especially environmental monitoring of 
mining projects and major new infrastructure projects in the region.   

 

SLIDE 17 

NIRS has grown to be an important initiative in capacity building in Narsaq and it has 
helped drive new ideas. It is a community project that is realised with no funding –
Income from visiting research teams only benefit residents in Narsaq.  

At the moment we are involved in the preparations of the 50 year jubilee of the amazing 
Assivik festival - a festival that has famously influenced Kalaallit Nunaat's political 
history.  

We are hoping to see you there in July - and we hope to work with you in Narsaq! 

 

 

 


