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Abstract 

Nuuk is a city in the arctic that are about to endure big changes, a new airport creates new potential 

for increased traffic from tourist all over the world, but this world is also under pressure from global 

climate change that stem from greenhouse gasses like those from airplanes. This thesis will because 

of these facts propose a definition sustainable tourism development in Nuuk, for this purpose a 

qualitative approach have been taken to gather empirical data from relevant tourism stakeholders, 

mostly through interviews. This data has been analysed through the lenses of literature on tourism, 

sustainability, and sustainable development. The results from this process have found 7 critical 

points to consider for sustainable tourism development which are the following prolonging tourism 

seasons, increasing service quality, increasing service knowledge, preserving Greenlandic culture, 

collaborative effort by stakeholders, environmental preservation and general sustainability. During 

the process of discovering these points other details were also found to be relevant, Greenlandic 

culture is both embedded in nature as well as critical on foreign investors, tourism operators in Nuuk 

are against the notion of mass tourism, tourism can benefit the preservation of the environment and 

culture while also be used as a social forces that can be used as a driver for change.  

Keywords, sustainability, sustainable tourism development, artic tourism, preservation through 

tourism. 
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Introduction 

If any being in the universe was asked to summarize the history of earth up to this point, it would be 

plausible to think that would mention two words change, and humans. Our lonely blue planet has 

endured 5 extinction across its over billion-year lifespan, each incident radically changed lifeforms, 

atmosphere, and rules of nature. Humanity have only existed around 0,13% of the total history of 

earth comparatively. But in this short timeframe we have as every other species fought for our 

survival, and with the natural desire to reproduce and expand, we have with the odds at our favour, 

changed this planet to a greater extent than ever seen before, for the better? maybe for us. 

We are in front of the evolutionary train where we proudly can look back at our accomplishment, 

but if we look forward we might realize that if we run this machine at the same speed as we always 

have, we could lose control. 

This is the metaphorical train that sustainability is trying to tame, how can we as a unified planetary 

population take control of the processes that are deeply imbedded into our social and economic 

reward systems. Where we simultaneously can make advances in technology and economic 

prosperity, while maintaining wide reaching social welfare and sustain a safe operating space for our 

resources.1  

When FN in 2015 created the sustainable development goals2 they created a unified language on a 

global problem, and a unified goal to reach zero, zero poverty, zero hunger, zero inequality and to 

 

1 Planetary boundaries 

2 SDG´s 
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halt climate change (United, n.d.).3 This sparked worldwide discussion on the sustainable efforts of 

most countries, while people as a result have become more aware how they themselves can change 

their life for the better of the environment. 

In the western world we have a system in place where we reward hard work, this work has through 

norms and tradition been granted through the promise of riches, status and vacation, people are 

using this opportunity to travel the world to find new experiences. Traveling has many intangible 

benefits to society, as we have become more understanding of international culture. While we do 

read about and see foreign population the internet and on television, a tangible memory felt on your 

own body creates a deeper connection with others around you.  

Our economy and lifestyles benefit from new means of transportation, where goods that are easier 

to make in some countries are enjoyed by purchasing countries through mutual deals that should be 

beneficial for. But this increased traffic by beings and machines leaves marks on the ground that we 

have walked on and the air we breathe. We share the same air as massive machines that in 

exchange for our monetary welfare, pollutes the place we call our home. 

Unfortunately, this global focus on sustainability has far from fixed the norms of consumerism, as 

greenhouse gas emissions are still rising across the board (Hersher, 2019). This is one of the facts 

behind Greta Thunbergs world renown speech to the UN Climate Action Summit in 2020 where she 

dramatically proclaimed  

"You have stolen my dreams and my childhood with your empty words ... for more than 30 years, the 

science has been crystal clear. How dare you continue to look away and come here saying that you're 

doing enough, when the politics and solutions needed are still nowhere in sight” ("Greta Thunberg 

Speech, NPR Choice page", 2019). 

This could be a metaphoric image of how sustainable development was defined by The Brundtland 

report “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (Hoyos, David & Bermejo, Roberto & Arto, Iñaki, 2010, p. 1) 

These issues are felt at every possible level in every nation, there are strong cases like China and the 

U.S who at this point in time are the largest contributors of CO2 in the atmosphere, and there are 

nations that have the least amount of emissions like the Faroe Islands and Greenland. 

 

3 United Nations webpage 
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One could think that the responsibility of decreasing the amount of pollution lies with those who 

emit the most. But this is not the time to start pointing fingers at who should do something and who 

should not, we should rather look at what we can do as individuals and how we can progress from 

there. 

The fact is that it might be harder to change already established norms, infrastructure and economic 

systems in comparison to shaping development towards a sustainable framework but why should 

the previous generation care about a future without themselves?, and should developing countries 

not be granted the opportunity to expand their industries, and should they not also be able to enjoy 

the gifts that air travel brings to a country? 

Of course they should, and countries that are now in a position to begin development of their 

nation, can now look at how other nations have worked with these issues, but more importantly it is 

an opportunity to bypass mistakes that were made from others, creating an even more favourable 

situation for the developing country “In the ideal case, developing countries should therefore, where 

possible, learn from the mistakes of the developed world and implement directly  sustainable systems 

of production and consumption – a strategy that has been coined ‘leapfrogging’” (Tukker, 2005, p. 

1), Greenland is one of these developing countries. 

Case introduction 

Greenland is a nation in the arctic with a population of 55.992 in 2019, while this number have been 

steadily falling since 2012 (Greenland statistics, 2020), it is a country that are now very determined 

to both increase the population and to develop their economy in a sustainable way. This entails 

looking at how they can make cities on Greenland interesting and attractive places to live, thereby 

gaining “organic”4 citizens. In the forefront of this development is Kommuneqarfik Sermersooq5 

which is the largest municipality in the world, spanning from West to East Greenland, Sermersooq 

also houses the capital Nuuk.  

Nuuk have proudly proclaimed that they are working towards housing “30.000 citizens, 

corresponding to 55% of the population of the country”, which is almost two fold increase in 

residents, from the 17.000 people living there now (Nordlund, 2016)6. It has to be noted in this 

context that 16.370 Greenlandic people were registered to live in Denmark in 2017 (Schultz-Nielsen, 

 

4 Play on organic google searches 

5 Kommuneqarfik translates to Municipality, Sermersooq is the name of the municipality 

6 CEO of Guide to Greenland and owner of Greenland today 
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2018)7, the similarities between these numbers could imply that the goal to increase the population, 

stems from the desire to create incentives for Greenlandic people living in Denmark to move back 

home. This requires an infrastructure that can handle the everyday lives of these people, this 

includes new jobs, accommodations, stores and roads which could results in a place that fulfil the 

needs of the modern arctic resident, but where should funding for this development come from? 

It is not only the Greenlandic people that are interested in the largest island in the world, Greenland 

have also received an increase amount of attention in international media, the most notable 

examples are when news stations across the world began reporting on the different consequences 

of climate change where the melting of the Greenlandic icecap is used as one of the primary 

examples of tangible evidence that temperatures are rising globally (Milman, 20208 & Amos, 20199) 

Another recent example is when the American president Donald Trump proclaimed in a speech that 

he was interesting in buying Greenland, a moment of absurdity that spread to such a level, that the 

sheer international traffic the tourism search engines of Visit Greenland10 broke down (Kristiansen, 

2019). Thirdly Greenland became the first country to get infected by the coronavirus, to have all 

infected patients recover thereby, having no active cases only three weeks after the first recorded 

case (Rodriguez, 2020). 

So why is this important? one of the characteristics of tourism is slow purchasing cycles, it takes a 

long time between a group or a single individual gets the inspiration of a vacation, to they buy a 

ticket and even longer before they actually reach their destination. 

As a result of this growing interest the government of Greenland have decided to expand their 

runways to house airplanes of international standards, this could have big implications on the well-

being and economy of the country. 

New Airports 

This section will explain the importance and potential implications of new airports being build 

around Greenland. 

 

7 Journalist for the largest newspaper in Greenland 

8 The Guardian 

9 BBC news 

10 Governmental body that is in charge of the marketing of the tourism of Greenland 
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September 29 in 2022 is a very important date to remember for tourism in Greenland, this is the 

date that three new airports will be ready for landing, these will be placed in Ilulissat, Qaqortoq and 

the largest will be built in Nuuk, but why is this important? 

The way air travel has worked since the 60ies is that every commercial flight was forced to land in a 

American base left from the second world war called Kangerlussuaq1112. The reason for that is, when 

the airports around the coast of Greenland were build, there was not enough funding or reason to 

build airports that could house larger commercial aircraft, and Kangerlussuaq became the hub 

station for every airport in Greenland as it was built for larger American aircrafts.  This meant that 

when tourists bought a ticket to Nuuk or Ilulissat, they would need to buy another ticket from 

Kangerlussuaq to the other city, on a smaller aircraft or helicopter that were small enough to land on 

the smaller runways. The new airport in Nuuk will mark the end of this method of air travel, as the 

older runway will be extended from 950 meters to 2200 meters (Kalaallit Airports A/S, 2018). The 

implications of the expansion will be a decrease in ticket prices on national and international flights, 

thereby decreasing the barrier of entry to Greenland13, this will likewise be the first real competition 

against Air Greenland in terms of air travel. Another effect of this extension is that both SAS and 

Norwegian have indicated an interested in challenging the withstanding monopoly of Air Greenland 

on the Greenlandic airspace, potentially forcing ticket prices down to the levels of similar 

competitive markets. If these airlines are serious about opening new routes to Greenland, they have 

indicated that they will make it possible to fly directly to Greenland from multiple countries in 

Europe ("SAS og Norwegian ruster sig til at udfordre Air Greenland", 2018)14. This has large 

implications for the potential amount of traffic going to Greenland, as it is by 2020, only possible to 

arrive to Greenland from Denmark and Iceland. This change will further shorten the travel time by 

more than 2 hours, as travellers no longer need to force to layover in Kangerlussuaq. It is within the 

realm of possibility that the lower price, shorter travel time, and the possibility of flying from more 

European cities would contribute to lowering the barriers for entry, and one can only wonder that 

the future will bring for Nuuk the cities along the coast. 

 

11 Kangerlussuaq is called Søndrestrøm Fjord in danish 

12 Like Thule Airbase 

13 tickets ranging from 6000-12000 DKK. This price is an economical barrier of entry  

14 An article from Sermitsiaq.ag with no journalist cited 
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Structure and research question 

This potential increase in traffic from tourist, and the potential development in the Greenlandic 

economy that this airport in Nuuk brings is the primary motivation behind this thesis, I am myself 

from Greenland and have lived in Nuuk for over 20 years, so it is important for me that this 

development happens in a way that is sustainable, so my kids one day can enjoy Nuuk as I have. That 

is why thesis will seek to find a definition of sustainable tourism development in Nuuk, this will be 

done by firstly framing the history of tourism, this was deemed important as there is little literature 

on the historical development of tourism in Greenland. This will also aid both the reader and author 

in understanding why tourism is at the stage of development it is today. 

 As this thesis already have a purpose the section after will be a literature review on theories that 

will act as tools to create a such a definition. These tools will be understanding tourism in general, 

understand what a tourism product is before discussing the notion of using tourism as a social force. 

This will then be followed by a framing of what sustainability, and sustainable development. 

Sustainable have been split into three pillars which are the economic, socio-cultural, and 

environmental pillars. 

After the literature review the methodology section will describe the data collection process, since 

this is largely a qualitative study the data collection methods have primarily been through 

interviews, document analysis and some fieldnotes.  

The results section will describe the primary themes found from the interviews, while the analysis 

section will merge the literature review with the results, here theories will be used as different 

lenses to look at the empirical data. 

These sections will culminate to answer the following research question 

How can sustainable tourism development be defined for the capital of Greenland, Nuuk? 

To sufficiently answer this question, it will be supplemented by the following sub-questions  

What are the economic impacts of tourism in Nuuk? 

What are the Socio-cultural impacts of tourism in Nuuk? 

What are the environmental impacts of tourism in Nuuk? 

By answering these sub questions, it will hopefully become easier to find a conclusive sufficient 

answer to the research question. 
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This thesis aspires to add to sustainable tourism literature, especially tourism in the artic, this is 

important now than ever, as these destinations become more and more popular, this is also 

important because global crises like the corona pandemic have shown that tourism as an “industry” 

might be more fragile than once thought.  

All pictures found in this thesis are taken and owned by me 

Framing tourism in Greenland 

This section is meant to guide to reader through the short history of Greenland tourism, starting 

from the early 1700s to 2030, this will help the reader to understand how, and why tourism became 

as it is today, as there are social and international factors that can be important to understand 

underlying actions and assumptions. This historical overview will conclude by looking at potential 

future scenarios until 2030 created by the IFF15, and most importantly why these scenarios are 

important in the context of this thesis 

The Beginning 

Tourism in Greenland has a short history compared to iconic travel destinations like Rome that has 

been a popular traveling destination for more than 2 thousand years. This short history is attributed 

to the fact that Greenland, is a geographically challenging area to inhabit without modern 

technology, this is both because of low temperatures as well as isolation from other nearby 

landmasses, these factors has led to many failed attempts at inhabiting the country for hundreds of 

years. The Greenlandic people that did manage to sustain life on the island, lead a traditional hunter 

gatherer lifestyle with a naturalistic religion until Hans Egede brought Christianity to the country to 

civilize the indigenous people in 1721. Greenland was perceived as a colony for hundreds of years 

and in 1814 the country became a part of Denmark, a relationship that still exists today in 2020. 

Here the Danish government took on the responsibility to civilize the country by teaching modern 

values, and bringing new technologies that would aid the Greenlandic people into European 

standards, this process also took multiple centuries, as there were few people willing to travel the 

long way to Greenland, essentially saying goodbye to 

Denmark for the purpose of strengthening a country, with 

little knowledge of the people and with a population 

completely different from their own. 

 

15 Instituttet for fremtidsforskning 
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During the second world war the Americans started building bases on Greenland, these were 

originally built to monitor threats between the opposition and the western allies, as the geographic 

location of Greenland made it possible to detect missiles earlier, compared to if the same radars 

were built on Danish soil. These bases are still there in 2020 and have been the foundation for 

modern air travel in Greenland at the expense of the Americans but traveling outside the country 

required special permissions and undeniable reasons. 

In 1953 when the Danish constitution included Greenland the Greenlandic people was formally 

equal to the Danish population, and it was only after this agreement that people in and outside 

Greenland were able and allowed to travel freely in and outside the country. In other words, it was 

essentially impossible to have any form of tourism before this agreement as free travel had not been 

established before this point in time. ("Grønlands historie", 2019 & Salik Hard, phone interview, april 

3, 2020)16 

The beginning of tourism in Greenland 
Now that the country had been opened, Iceland became that was the first country be interested in 

the opportunity. Iceland is both the closest Nordic neighbour and portion of their ancestors also 

came from South Greenland, so it was natural that it was Iceland that would take the first steps 

towards new ventures (Hard, interview, appendix 14) 

From this point in time there were two main movements of tourism development, firstly the 

Icelanders established the foundation for visitors in East Greenland, by creating the first commercial 

hospitality facilities, mainly in Kulusuk and Ammassalik. Here Birgir Thorgilsson who was both the 

director of the Icelandic tourism council and the marketing chief of Icelandair, acted as one of the 

primary pioneers of tourism actors actively sending people to Greenland as a tourism destination 

(ibid). 

This development was also complemented by the new Greenlandic government that actively 

encouraged the creation of jobs within tourism development through funding pools. The second 

movement originated from “Dansk Vandrelaug” (DVL) that immersed themselves on a strong focus 

on hiking where they came to dominate the tourism environment in the South Greenland. The 

isolated extreme terrains gave DVL the opportunity to be the first mover on experiences where no 

Scandinavians had yet to traverse, thereby having a unique selling point that was hard to beat by any 

competitor, they also got the opportunity to create paths and an environmental infrastructure that 

is still enjoyed in 2020 by hikers. These first movers were and are still knows as the pioneers of 

 

16 The expertise of Salik Hard will be described in the methodology chapter 
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modern tourism in Greenland (ibid), but at this point in times the number of tourist coming to 

Greenland was still very low to any similar country with under 3000 foreign tourists flying to the 

country, a fact that would change soon. 

An economical shift 
In the early 90ies something happened to the fishing industry17, the cod disappeared and left a hole 

in the economy that necessitated a replacement, as fishing was the most important pillar of income 

to the country (Nielsen, 2016). This gave politicians the incentive and the population to invest even 

more into tourism, “That is why the fishing industry, the raw material industry and the tourism 

industry was bet on in the 90ies as primary occupations that the economy should rest on. The tourism 

industry should likewise contribute to the economy, valuta earnings and occupation” (Hynne Nielsen, 

2002, p.16) 

From here on out “Greenland tourism” was founded and resources were put into the development 

of Greenland as a destination by the government, with the goal of increasing tourism traffic 10-fold 

over the next 10 years. This would in the context of other countries seem like a big leap, but tourism 

statistics showed between 3.000-4.000 tourists in 1992 (Hynne Nielsen, 2002, p.16), which places 

the desired number of tourists to 35.000 in 2002. This goal was reached earlier than expected as 

Greenland collectively reached 31.351 tourists in the year 2000 (ibid. 21). This large increase can be 

attributed to Greenland tourism, as it was them who initiated a campaign where they chartered 

flights from Iceland to Greenland for three years straight. Here visitors could enjoy a round trip for 

only 1500 DKK and empty seats were sold for 500 DKK (Hard, interview, appendix 15). There was just 

one problem with this method of marketing, however, rather than tourists discovering Greenland 

and wanting to come back again, they just stopped coming after the prices turned back to normal 

after the three-year campaign. But this was not the end for the Icelandic and Greenland 

collaboration on tourism, as they together created a bilateral deal where a comity got the 

responsibility to develop traffic between the countries, and for 8 years one of the primary sources of 

this thesis Salik Hard18 was elected as one of the two Greenlandic representants, here they received 

1 million DKK each year for the purpose tourism development in Greenland. 

 

17 The fishing industry was and still is the largest contributor to the Greenlandic economy, next to the raw 
materials industry 

18 Salik Hard will be introduced in the methodology chapter  
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Finally, the development of tourism is Air Greenland, the only airline in the country that flies 

between the cities and directly to Denmark, Air Greenland is owned by the government who 

essentially holds monopoly on all air travel both in the1960ies and now in 2020.  

This company owns hotel arctic in North Greenland which was a stable incentive to direct tourism 

travel to the Disco area consisting of Aasiaat, Qeqertarsuaq, Qasigiannguit and the more widely 

known Ilulissat. This relationship with air Greenland and Ilulissat has made the northern region the 

most popular travel destination in the country, and when they acquired their status as a UNESCO 

world heritage site (UNESCO, 2020) Ilulissat also got their competitive edge over the other cities in 

Greenland. 

To sum up this section, tourism in Greenland has a short story characterized by a few key players, 

where Iceland acted as an important developmental partner, but what is the situation today and 

more specifically how is the situation in Nuuk today? 

Tourism in 2020 
Air Greenland has with the help of the government maintained a monopoly over the skies of, this 

has resulted in a steady high price for tickets ranging from 6000-12000 DKK, which according to 

some policy makers is a advantageous for the current state of Greenland 

“We do not have room for anymore tourist, if we get more then, where should they live?” (Museum 

director, fieldnotes , February, 2020)19 and “Price is not a thing for our tourism, we want people to 

come who can already afford it, because we want quality guests, which means we want fewer people 

to spend more money locally” (Hard, interview appendix, 2019) 

there is also a general agreement between policy makers and tourism actors, that an increased 

traffic to the country would be unsustainable to the cities and surrounding nature, but finding the 

“right” segment of tourist would be beneficial to the economy, this is most apparent when looking at 

how Julia Pars the CEO of from the government owned tourism organization Visit Greenland talk 

about tourism development, as she in multiple instances have stated that sustainability a sustainable 

segment is important for tourism and the economy “Who should we invite? and how many can we 

handle? was one of the two main questions that are weighted against the sustainability of the 

 

19 The Tourism cluster meeting was for all relevant tourism actors in Nuuk, where the municipality 
wanted to propose a more sustainable rebranding of the city, this meeting will be further elaborated in 
the methodology section 
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country” (Schultz-Nielsen, 2018) 20 and “Visit Greenland wants to focus on sustainability to maintain 

a competitive edge in a global industry that is in growth (Schultz-Nielsen, 2020) 21 

Sustainability tourism development is the primary goal of stakeholders and policymakers, this is 

visible in the governmental tourism strategy created by Visit Greenland where they proclaim that 

“sustainability is a must for every tourism destination, and it is important to maintain a competitive 

edge in a global industry in growth”(Visit Greenland, 2020, p. 14). Visit Greenland is an important 

organization to mention in this conversation because they are they are both the main 

communication channel to rest of the world, and they have the main responsibility of developing 

tourism in all of Greenland, all cities are also involved and responsible in their own development 

outside Visit Greenland. This means that the strategy that Visit Greenland developers will be the 

framework for every tourism actor, organization, and policy makers to guide themselves towards. 

The institute for future studies 22 is an organization that have speculates how this future might look, 

and they have created a report of the years between the foundation of the new airports and the 

year 2030. The next section will look at the possible future of Greenland, when these airports have 

finished development according to IFF 

Tourism development 2020 to 2030 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the forecast created by IFF, this report will be used as a tool 

to frame the importance and potential impact of the airport that is in development. 

The Copenhagen Institute for future studies have proposed a forecast on the opportunities and 

potential consequences of the new airport in Nuuk until 2030. Here IFF have taken a proactive 

network-based approach on creating four potential scenarios for future growth and development in 

the future. These scenarios were created by analysing data from interviews and analysing the capital 

strategy, the official tourism strategy, and reports from the airport. (Geuken, Mehlsen & Kruse, 

2020) 

To balance out the expectation about the future they have considered several important 

uncertainties that acts as strong influencers on the economy. These are firstly, Input factors on the 

 

20 Jørgen Schultz-Nielsen is a journalist for the largest newspaper in Greenland, the citation from him are 
quotes from articles that he has written  

21 Visit Greenland has the responsibility of developing tourism in Greenland and they are owned by the 
government, this is important as this organization communicates the goals of the tourism industry to the 
country and lays the foundations for the tourism operators 

22 IFF 
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Greenlandic economy which concerns unpredictability in prices in resources like the fishing and oil, 

gas and minerals. These factors are important, as they are some of the largest contributors to the 

Greenlandic economy. Connections between countries and cities within Greenland are also seen as 

input factors, this is because Greenland is highly dependent on import from other countries, as the 

country does not have the optimal climate or enough nourishment in their soil to maintain 

sustainable agriculture for the whole population. Right now, it is only in South Greenland there can 

be found potatoes and crops for feeding livestock like sheep (Hansen, 2017). This suggest that 

maintaining good relationship with countries that export common goods to Greenland, in the favour 

of enjoying favourable prices. These relationships are vital for the welfare of the country, Greenland 

is still receiving over 3 billion DKK each year from Denmark, so every favourable offer count towards 

Greenland someday being able to sustain themselves without international support. If this were to 

happen, it would require a significant increase in the economy which realistically can be narrowed 

down to either an increased export, increased digital purchases, being an attractive city to move to 

or an increased traffic tourists that uses the travel expenses locally. These are all methods of moving 

international capital to a national level, here it would “realistically require up to a 10 billion DKK 

increase in yearly income if Greenland were to ever become independent from the 3 billion DKK 

support the country receives every year” (Rubæk, fieldnotes, April 2020)23 

This is one of the primary reasons why tourism development is important for Greenland, as the 

country at this point only relies on exports from the fishing industry- Secondly, social factors explain 

how the airports could potentially impact in the labour force, does Greenland have access to capable 

labour? and how accepting is Greenland of an exogenous labour force and investors? 

These input and social factors are  likewise as important to tourism as the history to understand the 

depth of the problems future scenarios for the Greenlandic economy, and IFF have in this context 

created for potential scenarios that cold results from the new airports. 

This report is meant to challenge the present assumptions of the future, as well as creating a 

common language for stakeholders, in this context IFF mentions that Rambøll estimated in 2015 that 

there is potential to more than double the tourism count form 36.986 in 2015 to 75.000 in 2040 

which is an increase of around 3% per year. These numbers do not include water based tourism such 

a cruise ships, this is a point of criticism towards Rambøll and IFF as in 2018 almost 45.739 cruise 

tourists entered Greenland compare this to the current total population of the country at 55.992, 

 

23 Asmus will be introduced in the methodology chapter  
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this might be because that there are political factors to imply a desired growth in tourism as it is 

perceived as a unsustainable type of tourist that compared to other tourist spends a low amount of 

currency locally ("Kraftig stigning af krydstogtturister", 2019). It is understood that the report 

focuses on air travel, but the cruise industry has still enjoyed the same amount of growth as the 

aviation industry, so it is natural to assume that the impact would be significant enough to at least 

consider in a report like this. 

Here are the four hypothetical scenarios that IFF proposes 

Scenarios 

Scenario A: Arctic tourism-mecca. 

The shrimp and ice fishing industry have decreased24, and other species have not been able to close 

this economical gap, to balance this deficit there is more acceptance from policy makers for mass-

tourism and larger hotels. Foreign labour is hired to satisfy tourism demand for a qualified tourism 

workforce25. This will also lead to more foreign organization in the tourism industry. 

This scenario is very similar to when the fish disappeared in the 90ies but could potentially be 

difficult to handle in terms of well-being for the Greenlandic population. As suggested in the 

previous sections, mass tourism is at this moment viewed as an unsustainable form of tourism, as it 

could both harm surrounding nature that is valued by the Greenlandic people along with the local 

life that was important to sustain for Visit Greenland. While this scenario lays out steps that would 

be necessary for the country to take, to fill the economical gap left by the fishing industry, there 

might be strategies that could both fill this gap, as well as being sustainable26. 

Scenario B: Greenlandic golden age.  

The demand for Greenlandic commodities has increased internationally, as well as more investment 

in raw materials from foreign buyers. Nuuk will become the centre of the raw material industry in 

Greenland, this will also increase related as well as supplementary industries, like the ore geology 

field and the shipping industries tasked with transporting these materials. Additionally, the new 

industrial harbour in Nuuk will likewise attract new possibilities in terms of goods27, where different 

 

24 Like when some fish species disappeared in the 90ies 

25 As argued before there is little national knowledge and education surrounding tourism 

26 This will be clarified in the discussion section 

27 New industrial harbour that ready for use in 2017, still in expansion 
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types of fishing vessels are able to maintain their equipment, a process that previously have been 

carried out in Iceland 28 

There would likewise be great synergy between the increase of Greenlandic commodities and 

tourism, where the airport will be the driver of economic growth. All these developments increase 

the attractiveness of the city and will increase housing prices.29 

Scenario C: Self-made is well done 

The new airport has made Greenland into a popular tourism destination, but not for mass tourism 

due to lack of governmental support, this increases demand for high-quality service and therefore a 

focus on upgrading the current tourism labour force. Tourists are demanding more unique 

experiences of Greenland, Authenticity, wilderness, silence and northern lights, which gives 

opportunities for new companies to be established in Nuuk, as well as the reallocation of existing 

companies in Greenland to Nuuk. In this scenario it is also important to involve local competencies 

and resources. 

Scenario D: Less outside attraction, more inside benefits 

The price on fish has created good growth opportunities, but the airport has not increased tourism 

traffic I Nuuk. Tourists are mostly coming from Iceland on short trips or go directly to Ilulissat 

skipping Nuuk. The Airport in Nuuk has more convenience for the local business environment, 

because of decreased costs and increased competition. Finally, it is easier for the population to 

heighten competences and build foreign relationships. 

These are the four scenarios that IFF have proposed that could result from the new airport in Nuuk, 

It is the goal of this thesis propose definition of sustainable tourism development with the purpose 

of guiding Nuuk towards a more sustainable future, so whatever scenario Nuuk will see themselves 

in the next decade, the steps necessary for a sustainable economy, socio-cultural setting and 

environment.  

 

28 These are done in the Icelandic harbour city Hafnafjørður 

29 Housing prices in Nuuk are already like prices in Copenhagen 
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Theory 

The purpose of this chapter is to find previous academic studies that are relevant to the research 

question how can sustainable tourism development be defined for the capital of Greenland, Nuuk? 

The theories found within studies will be used as a facilitator for discussion, so that the reader and 

author with the same knowledge can use these tools to come to a sensible conclusion to the 

purpose of the thesis.  

The goal of this thesis is to propose a definition for sustainable tourism development in Nuuk of, and 

for the purpose of this, the theory will be used to deconstruct what sustainable development is. The 

chapter will be divided into five sections, the first the tourism intricacies of the tourism will be 

explained mainly through the literature of Berno Tracy and Bricker, the second section will look 

more closely at what the tourism product is and can be. The third section will describe the notion of 

sustainability before the fourth section goes into sustainable development, the final and fifth section 

will look at what Higgins-Desbiolles means by using tourism as a social force.  

The tourism industry 

This section will elaborate on the notion of tourism and what it means on a global level, this will lay 

the foundation of what tourism products are and what sustainable development in tourism can be.  

Tourism thrives through growth and welfare, after the second world war the world saw “an 

unprecedented growth in international tourism” (Berno, Tracy & Bricker, Kelly, 2001, p. 1), this 

growth was fuelled by higher incomes, longer paid vacation from work, less inequality in the working 

environment as well as a decline in transportation costs all at once. This development has resulted in 

most countries starting to compete for tourists as they say the economic benefits of foreign 

travellers, this was done by rapidly increasing expenditure in favour of activities towards the 

facilitation towards the collective good experience for tourists, “what makes a tourism destination 

truly competitive is its ability to increase tourism expenditure, to increasingly attract visitors, while 

providing them with satisfying, memorable experiences” (Webster & Ivanov, 2013, p. 137). 

Organizations started thinking and record potential global effects of tourism, this discussion gave 

rise to organizations like the World Tourism Organization that were one of the driving forces 

towards a more critical way of thinking on international and national travel (Berno, Tracy & Bricker, 

Kelly, 2001, p. 2). The potential economic value that tourism brings to the local economy was also 

discovered, and in that point in time it appears to have more advantages rather than disadvantages. 

Countries that were in a position to develop a tourism industry, and according to Berno, Tracy & 

Bricker, Kelly “The economic importance of tourism is indisputable. Tourism is one of the five top 
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export categories for 83% of countries and the main 

source of foreign exchange for at least 38% of 

them” (ibid, p. 4). And according to Hunter 2002, 

tourism is one of the largest economical fields, as 

the “industry in 1999 counted for some 11% of 

global GDP and approximately 8% of total global 

employment (Hunter, 2002, p. 8) 

But some literature on sustainable tourism development argues against defining the tourism as an 

industry, might be misinterpreted and cause negative reactions. 

An industry conveys that a group or network of similar organizational units, provide services that are 

the same, or a part of the same resource chain, examples are the movie industry where a collection 

of technicians, artists and leaders all work together to produce one output, the movie. Tourism on 

the other hand collectively trades with traveling national or international people, that all require 

services and goods from separate industries. Berno, Tracy & Bricker, Kelly  further clarifies the 

spread of tourism by using the findings of Jenkins (1997) that argues that the tourism field consists 

of primary trades, that are closely related to tourists, which mean all transport and accommodation 

and experiences. Secondary trades that support tourists like retail and general support. Thirdly the 

tertiary trades, that are there to support tourism through infrastructures and other facilities related 

to the public sector of any traveling destination.  

This is also supported by more recent literature by Higgins-Desbiolles that argues that we as a 

society should stop referring to tourism as an industry, because she agrees tourism as a whole is not 

a singular static process, service or experience “ is a composite product involving transport, 

accommodation, catering, natural resources, entertainments and other facilities and services, such as 

shops and banks, travel agents and tour operators.“ (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2006, p. 1193).  

White, et al  further adds to this point, by firstly agreeing that tourism is not one entity but rather a 

system multiple sectors, secondly they agree that a mis-managed tourism image would be harmful 

to the future of the nation “When considering the tourism industry, the need to adopt a ‘sustainable’ 

approach is exacerbated by its fragility and sensitivity to change, its multi-sectoral nature and its 

marked dependence on the quality of the host environment and communities; “tourism which 

degrades any elements of host communities and nations threatens its own future” (White, McCrum, 

Blackstock & Scott, 2006, p. 1). They further argue the importance of preservation of local 

communities and the perseverance of the environment as some of the essential indicators for a 

sustainable tourism strategy. 

HOW NATURE AND INRASTRUCTURE GOES 

TOGETHER 
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The tourism product and service 

Tourism product and services as argued in the previous section, a part of a network of multiple 

industries, this makes the products harder to describe in general. Furthermore, to complexify the 

notion of tourism products and services, Berno et al. describes tourism products as having these key 

traits, firstly, they are nonrival, meaning that if a person buys a tourism experience, they are not 

excluding another person from trying that experience the same time, or any other time. Cities are 

good examples because while they are slowly being deteriorated by weather and age, being in the 

city or relating nature does not in exclude another person from enjoying the city at the same time, 

and it certainly does not exclude another person from experiencing the city at another time. 

Juxtaposing this trait to art pieces for private usage, if this art piece is purchased by an art lover, it 

will exclude other art lovers from purchasing the same piece of art, and if another buyer were to 

enjoy the piece privately it would be needed to be re-sold. Moreover, tourism related services and 

products are generally complementary rather than supplementary, this means that products exists 

next each other in a stepwise timeline where the success of the end-goal, the complete experience, 

relies on each step being successful “For example, transportation to a destination is not substitutable 

for a night’s accommodation” (Berno, Tracy & Bricker, Kelly, 2001, p. 7). For an international tourist 

to experience a tourism service or good, it requires transportation to the country, possibly one or 

more overnight stays, food for one or multiple people, additional transport to reach the service or 

good. 

This places considerable pressure on tourists experience operators, considering that each step 

preceding this have been successful, if however, the end experience is unsuccessful it makes all 

preceding activities a waste of time, and thereby creating a negative attitude towards not on the 

tourism provider, but possibly also towards every step preceding the failed experience. 

According to literature on economic benefits of competitive tourism, tourism is viewed as one of the 

important driving factors for developing countries and economic growth “This perspective justifies 

the allocation of public resources into attracting more visitors to destinations “ 

(Webster & Ivanov, 2013, p. 137). While on the other hand Higgins-Desbiolles30 argues that the 

motivation to use the tourism industries as economical an economical tool for growth could be 

harmful for purpose of sustainable development. She further proposes by using tourism “industry” 

as one of the valuable drivers for development, the government effectively redistributes political 

 

30 Will be introduced in the following section 
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power to tour-operators. In this case, tourism operators would become sources of wealth, and in 

this instance, it would be beneficial for the government to support “the industry”31 . This according 

to her could lead to a situation where “ Tourism industry leaders are able to harness tourism´s 

opportunities for their own private wealth accumulation and commandeer scarce community 

resources for their purposes” (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2006, p. 1193). Thereby, limiting the potential of 

tourism as well as limiting the potential benefit to society (ibid.). But using the economic benefits in 

a well-planned controlled manner, has the power to create drastic changes in any environment, here 

she proposes the perspective of using tourism as a social force. 

Tourism as a social force 

Higgins-Desbiolles argues tourism sector also have adopted a mindset to grow, an adaptation that is 

a harmful reaction caused by “growth fetishism” (ibid, p. 194). Growth in industries is seen as one of 

the main drivers of well-being, consequently growth gains tremendous political power from 

business, and corporations as these are “creators of wealth” (ibid).  

This is relevant to the study because in 2020 the Municipality of Sermersooq32 have released their 

strategy for the development of the city for following 10 years, this strategy have been referred to as 

the 30/30 plan, because it lays out the foundation of how the municipality will go from 17.000 

citizens by 2020 to 30.000 citizens by 2030 (fieldnotes, Lars Møller Presentation, 2019)33. The 

primary drivers behind this goal is growth across many fields ranging from the development of 

housing for new citizens, to the creation of new sustainable jobs. This raises the question how to find 

funding for these goals and how they are going to create more jobs. As stated in the previous 

chapter Greenland is at this point in time already receiving support to maintain a stable economy, so 

it would require a large amount of additional currency to fuel this development, this is where an 

increased traffic from tourists would be beneficial.  

So, what are benefits of tourism according to Higgins-Desbiolles? Firstly, tourism is enjoyed by the 

traveller, as it contributes to the wellbeing of tourists by giving them a restorative holiday. Secondly 

tourism benefits the destination by contributing to the preservation of cultures “at a time when 

globalisation is arguably a force for cultural homogenisation” (ibid, p. 1992). Higgins-Desbiolles also 

argues in this context that the rise of ecotourism shows an interest and market for using ecotourism 

 

31 The operators 

32 The municipality Nuuk is located in 

33 Lars Møller is the chief executive officer of the Sermersooq municipality, his presentation of the 30/30 
strategy will be elaborated in the methodology chapter 
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as a tool for conservation and restoration of environments (ibid) as well as “promoting peace and 

understanding between peoples” (ibid). These are the beneficial effects that could go lost if the 

power gained by the tourism industry leaders, is used for personal gain rather than focusing the 

collective good experience for the tourists, so that one day they would want to come back again.  

To maintain economic sustainable growth in tourism, Higgins-Desbiolles offers a new way at looking 

at tourism, which is a shift in mentality around tourism in general, this is what she calls using tourism 

as a social force. The core ideology behind perceiving tourism as a social force rather than an 

industry, is to look at the potential societal and environmental benefits, rather than how one can 

maximize earnings, and realising that these forces can completely change countries for the better 

and for worse. It is therefore important to be precise and pre-emptive around how you develop 

tourism within a destination. 

Sustainability  

Sustainability in the context of this thesis will be defined as any activity or process that places careful 

consideration to the complete lifecycle of any service or product, both for the wellbeing of 

stakeholders, but for the health of our planet as well. Sustainable development on the other hand 

will be defined according to the famous paragraph from the Brundtland commission “Sustainable 

development seeks to meet the needs and aspirations of the present without compromising the 

ability to meet those of the future” and  “Far from requiring the cessation of economic growth, it 

recognizes that the problems of poverty and underdevelopment cannot be solved unless we have a 

new era of growth in which developing countries play a large role and reap large benefits” (World 

Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 39). The second part of that quote has 

often been left out by researchers, but I think it is important to have the whole paragraph here, as I 

feel like it transform the definition from a national to an international level. 

The first part of the points people towards another way of thinking of our lives, life can be difficult 

for all of us, so it can be hard to think about other people other than yourself, we all felt like the 

main characters of our stories, but we are at the same time side-characters of every other individual 

that cross our path. This can be hard to fully understand, but it can be even harder to think about 

people that have not been born yet, how we can affect their lives, and how we can make it a better 

place for them to live, just as we have enjoyed our home while we are here.  

The second part is to take care of the Earth as one unit, this part of the quote is equally as important, 

because it speaks to the fact that we share a home, sometimes, especially in Greenland with a small 
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population that is isolated from the rest of the world, there can be a feeling of it is  all the large 

countries that are creating the damage to our planet. 

Many nations have attempted to address global sustainability on multiple occasions, examples are 

the Millennium development goals that sought to prioritize extreme poverty, for regions where 

resources becomes questions on life and death, the Earth summit held after the cold war to address 

sustainability issues, and Rio 20+ that just as the previous summits gathered world leaders to talk 

about sustainability. But the truth was that they did not meet the requirements that they proposed 

for themselves (Sachs, Jeffrey D, 2015, p. 482), this is further supported by biodiversity literature 

that also states that that it is over 25 years ago that the Rio earth summit took place, but even after 

considerable global effort from scientists, politics and activists that press the urgency of 

sustainability “worldwide trends in biodiversity continue to decline(Mace et al., 2018, p. 448)” This 

particular paper suggest that in order to halt species loss and preserve biodiversity, a much more 

ambition plan must be put into action, where the government is the primary body begin defining 

and creating goals, while business and finance sectors should be “drivers of positive change” (ibid, p. 

450), it is then the researchers obligation to create the foundation for improvement and identify 

plausible pathways that can pull nations, organizations and conservation communities towards more 

ambitions sustainable goals. 

These are all efforts to keeping earth in “a safe operating space” this is a term proposed by the 

Stockholm Resilience centre ("The nine planetary boundaries - Stockholm Resilience Centre", n.d.). 

The safe operating space describe the world as group of key resources that are utilized by most 

nations, these resources have a rising effect on the global temperature, if this temperature rises 

above a certain level, it will likely create a chain of reaction that cannot be halted by human 

intervention, thereby “threatens the resilience of the ES34-its ability to persist in a Holocene-like state 

in the face of increasing human pressures and shocks” (Steffen et al., 2015, p. 736). A Holocene-like 

state refers to the period where we live in now and some 11 thousand years back, so by removing 

the planet's ability to maintain a Holocene like state could indicate, that earth could become a place 

that is uninhabitable by us. The safe operating space on the other hand suggest, that it is possible for 

nations to cut back on all of their emissions, to a level where the world can keep developing, but 

where we will not reach dangerous accelerating temperatures, this is what is referred to as the 

planetary boundaries 

 

34 earth systems 
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To sum up, Sustainability is a way of thinking in a long-term holistic way, by evaluating every touch 

point of products and services, it is possible to find ways to incorporate new processes that either 

limits damage or encourages growth. While the political sphere of the world is working hard towards 

new policies that can maintain development under a safe operating space, thereby create a 

foundation for a prosperous future for the future generation. These are the same reasons why the 

UN created the sustainable development goals. The SDGs were created, to tangibilize sustainability 

into a common language that could be understood across national & international borders, 

sustainable development will be discussed in the following section. 

Sustainable tourism development 

To discuss sustainable tourism development, we would first need to understand what the notion 

entails, that is the purpose of this section. The notion of sustainability describes the process of 

expanding tourism related activities in a way that emphasizes limiting potential damage or 

improving affected social, economic, and environmental factors. These have been deemed 

important sectors for sustainability by the World Commission on Environment and Development, 

and will therefore be used as the pillars for sustainable development in this thesis “Until recently, 

the planet was a large world in which human activities and their effects were neatly 

compartmentalized within nations, within sectors (energy, agriculture, trade), and within broad 

areas of concern (environment, economics, social. These compartments have begun to dissolve” 

(World Commission on Environment and Development. (1987). Our common future. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, p. 13) 

How sustainability and tourism-development interacts with each other is another widely debated 

notion, where some authors argue “that there has been a consistent failure within the tourism 

literature to relate the concept to the theory of its parental paradigm, sustainable 

development.”(Sharpley, 2000, p. 1)  This has led to many different definition on what it means and 

how it relates to tourism “defining sustainable development in the context of tourism has become 

something of a cottage industry in the academic literature of late”(Sharpley, 2000, p. 1). The 

overabundance of definitions is a generally accepted fact in the academic world. Some researchers 

thinks it could be harmful for potential policies, some are more accepting of this fact, as long as the 

definitions are inherently sustainable and in good faith as people have “freedom to adopt varying 

‘shades of green’ in approaching sustainable tourism” (White, McCrum, Blackstock & Scott, 2006, 

p.2)  

Sustainable tourism development literature generally differentiate between light and dark shades of 

green, the light version focuses on the development and tourist and operator satisfaction, while the 
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dark green goes deeper into precautionary measures, they are also referred to as “‘weaker’ (‘lighter 

green’) and ‘stronger’ (‘darker green’) (Sharpley, 2000 p. 19). Hunter further argues that “More than 

70 different definitions have been proposed” (ibid, p. 2) and attributes this fact to people and 

organizations having different context for creating each one of them, so each definition is created to 

fulfil a certain purpose. One the other side of the discussion Hunter 2002 argues that sustainable 

tourism often becomes a question of tourism operators “finding an appropriate balance between 

tourism-related economic development, environmental protection, and the satisfaction of the needs 

and desires of tourists and local residents” (Hunter, 2002, p. 9). Literature further complexify the 

notion by proposing two types of sustainable definitions, those who look at tourism as an 

economical tool, and those who look at tourism as a part of a system on sustainable development 

policies (Sharpley, 2000, p 1) 

In this context the Macaulay institute notes that these shades of green varies between the light 

shades, that holds the satisfaction of tourists and tourism development as a primary goal, and the 

dark shades of green which aims more towards the carrying capacities35 and keeping  precautionary 

principles high.36 Which gives base for an interesting question on is all types of sustainability in the 

best interest for the Greenlandic government? Could the pursuit of being sustainable across all 

sectors be harmful for some sections of the country? 

It has to be noted in the context of these articles by Sharpley and Hunter that while they important 

for this thesis, it is based on older research, sustainable culture and literature have made very large 

movements in the last few years, so some assumptions on company policies might be outdated, just 

as this thesis will become outdated at some point, they are still here to provide foundation for future 

progress. 

In more contemporary literature on the topic of sustainable tourism development, it is not so much 

about how the company themselves decides is sustainable, but rather bottom up perspective on the 

destination population, in these new models co-creation of tourism activities and policies are vital 

for the success of any sustainable development “Local residents are key stakeholders in the process 

of achieving sustainable development in tourism” (Lundberg, 2016, p. 43) 

 

35 The maximum number of people that may visit a tourist destination at the same time, source UNWTO 

36 a strategy for approaching issues of potential harm when extensive scientific knowledge on the matter is 
lacking (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Precautionary_principle) 
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The positive and negative impacts of tourism 

Now it has been argued that tourism is more than an industry, that the impacts from tourism can be 

classified as a social force that it can change the economic, sociocultural and environmental 

consequences, but what are these consequences exactly? and how are they related to tourism? 

According to Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen tourism has the power to change a country, and the effects 

have been under discussion for a long time “In the 1980, individuals questioned whether tourism was 

a blessing or blight, but issue is not essentially academic, given the value of tourism as the world’s 

largest industry and its role as a global employer and customer” (Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen, 2005, 

p. 84) with this quote they have set the tone on the inevitable effect tourism has on its surroundings. 

They argue that the impact of these consequences is imminent, therefore it is more beneficial to use 

a strategy that is more pro-actively controlling, rather than attempting to prevent it 

“The activity of tourism creates impacts and consequences; we cannot prevent these, but need to 

plan and manage to minimize the negative impact and accentuate the positive impact of 

tourism“(ibid). While this quote can appear ominous at first, it is also relieving to see that there are 

positive consequences. 

Economic impacts 

The economic impacts are one of the contributing factors behind the international acceptance of 

tourism, we can say that traveling is bad for the environment, and that it pays a toll on our societies. 

But the monetary value that it brings to the local economy is still large enough for government to 

promote tourism development as an attractive attribute to a city, but why is foreign currency 

attractive, even if it is hard to detect? 

The primary cause is that money spend in any economic environment plays out in transactional 

waves, firstly, the money is spent on a product or service like a boat trip part of it goes to tax. 

Secondly, this business uses the money they have earned from the tourist on fuel for their boat, 

where there is paid a little more tax. This one transaction has now benefitted both the tour operator 

and the boat gas station, while the government have received taxes from both transactions. these 

waves are called rounds of economic activity, and they are practically endless, or at least more 

valuable to the government compared to the first purchase ”secondary effects can in total 

considerably exceed in magnitude the initial direct effects” (ibid, p. 82).  

Domestic tourism has similar traits as international tourism, the difference here is that, rather than 

adding to the GDP it acts more as a leveller that redistributes monetary value between states and 

cities. The point of these economical rounds is that if it goes well for tourism, it can spill out to every 
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organizational body in Greenland, thereby lifting the country as a whole rather than single tourism 

operators, and these are some of the economic benefits of tourism. However, there is literature that 

suggest that more tourists does not necessarily mean more income for the destination particularly 

not for their competitive qualities “The case in reality more visitors in the destination do not always 

mean more money spent by them, nor that more money spent by visitors in the destination will 

generate economic growth leading to economic development“ ( Webster & Ivanov, 2013, p. 139). 

But as a country keeps developing, it requires more and more resources, and the increased 

popularity of a city has the potential to increase housing prices. This can are seen in the Icelandic 

government that have now started to “crackdown” on Airbnb, where they have run into issues with 

the popularity of Airbnb properties, that has contributed to “to apartment prices increasing by 5% to 

9% from 2015 to 2017” (Fontaine, 2018) contributing to potential socially harmful gentrification 

effects. There have also been other examples where the Turkish government gave incentives for 

developments in mass coastal tourism which was successful. But the development came at the cost 

of rural areas, and further complexify social inequality issues between areas that are developed for 

tourism, and areas that are not. 

To sum up, the economic impacts have great power to transform developing areas, and it is an 

invisible source of export that can ripple out to every economical sector. But the development can 

come at a cost of areas that are not ready for increased traffic from tourist, as well as contributing to 

social inequalities. But the effects can be hard to detect because they spread so widely, this has led 

to some literature to refer to tourism as “an invisible export” (Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen, 2005, p. 

84). 

Socio Cultural impacts 

The socio-cultural impacts stem from the fact that people coming from different cultures and 

languages collide between destination and visitors, this gives ground for social friction on varying 

levels. But friction does not necessarily mean negative impacts, as they can also reinforce identities 

between culture.  Archer, et al argues that while there is differences among between cultures they 

argue that this is also one of the main drivers of the inspiration of for travelling “indeed the existence 

of such differences may be one of the principal stimulants of the tourism industry” Archer, Cooper & 

Ruhanen, 2005, p. 88). They argue that the barriers of communication between countries and the 

potential social distance that it can bring can push international tourists and the destination 

population towards less favourable relationship. The authors mention in this context that there is a 

correlation between the density of tourists in a city, and how locals perceive tourists in general, 

meaning that countries with low tourism density might appear to have more favourable opinions 
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towards tourists. Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen further goes into this discourse by mentioning that 

while there is a relationship between population density and the resentment towards tourists by 

citizens, there is also reaction between how many people travel to a destination, and how 

overcrowded a destination becomes. This could create a worse environment for the citizens to live 

in, and it diminished the quality of the holiday for the tourist. Furthermore, areas that have become 

overcrowded by tourist locals are” debarred from enjoying the natural facilities of their own country 

or region” (ibid, p. 90). 

As more and more nations start to develop their homes as travel destinations, there have been a 

parallel discussion, on the unsustainable nature of tourism, and recent trends shows that consciously 

sustainable tourist are looking for new ways to travel. This has led to a rising demand in “alternative 

tourism” which simply means that, some people are actively search for destinations or activities that 

are outside the norm “it involves uncrowded locations and non-peak holiday seasons. It is 

characterized by individual activities and tourists’ desire to experience local culture and environment” 

(Hasa, 2020)37. But while this can a more socially conscious way of travelling, it still bears its marks 

on the environment, as in some instances traffic is simply being diverted from infrastructure that can 

handle masses of crowds to more fragile environments that can be more susceptible to lasting social 

consequences “tourism, by its nature, is attracted to unique and fragile environments and societies“ 

(Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen, 2005, p. 88), one could also ask the question if it ethical for a monetary 

perspective, to wilfully keeping a travel destination fragile?, that depends on the opinions of the 

citizens of the destination. 

Alternative tourism has benefits and a costs, as with good planning tourism can become the driving 

force behind preserving if cultures, but by placing commercial intentions behind it, the true 

authenticity can be lost as “ the local way of life degenerates into commercially organized effigy of its 

former self” (ibid). 

This puts fragile tourism destination in a narrow balancing act, where they may have overemphasize 

the culture to a point where it loses meaning, but that is only one side of the discussion as there is 

also evidence that by artificially creating a cultural front have created a foundation for improved 

cultural welfare.  

Examples can be found with the American Cajuns that originated from French colonials, their 

lifestyle have mixed so much with American trends for so long, that the Cajun population have 

started to let go of their traditions. Their French roots and their relationship to their ancestral 

 

37 Article on the difference between mass and alternative tourism 
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culture have little by little become a forgotten part of their everyday environment. In the 1980 

tourist started to become extremely interested in what Cajun culture is, but as the people 

themselves were not active practitioners, they had to re-learn what it meant to be a Cajun. The 

interest from tourist on the cultures also got increasingly positive “The attention from foreigners has 

also increased local ethnic pride by promoting ethnic activities and artificially reviving aspects of 

traditional culture. These foreign governments therefore increase ethnic pride and assist in cultural 

preservation” (Esman, 1984, p. 462). Ethnic cultural leaders become knowledge brokers for both 

Cajuns and tourists, where they also find the opportunity to earn a living of promoting their own 

lifestyle. This meant that both Cajuns and visitors became consumers of Cajun culture, “Cajuns 

acknowledge the exotic nature of that culture and a desire to have it continue” (ibid). This creates a 

two-way market where both tourists and the citizens of the destination are both getting educational 

and identity strengthening benefits. 

The most important point to take away from this article is that while the artificial maintenance of 

Cajun culture, in the eyes of Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen can appear fake, but this maintenance have 

both improved the welfare of the population, by giving new opportunities through tourism to earn 

an income, it has resulted in a large interest in their heritage, contributing to culture preservation. 

And they have found a way where people that live normal “civilian” simultaneously with their Cajun 

practises “since they do not wish to perpetuate their traditions on a daily basis, Cajuns have 

constructed a tourist stage which permits them to act out aspects of their culture for their own and 

their visitors’ edification.” here they further argue that by establishing a revitalized ethnic image, 

new traits can still appear authentic, while the older traits are reinforced at the same time.  

To sum up the social impacts, tourism has the power to change societies both for the better and for 

the worse. Tourist also bring such an economical force that it by its presence, can change cities and 

improve welfare for the locals. Tourism can also aid in both reinforcing and revitalizing parts of 

cultures, where citizens can both take part in older parts of their history and still go home to their 

preferred life, without the burden of having to choose between heritage and their own lifestyle. 

Environmental impacts 

The environmental impacts of tourism are one of the more widely discussed issues about traveling, 

the most known of these impacts being the amount of co2 that is released into the atmosphere from 

traveling. This was especially present in the news in 2019 where the term “flight shame” became a 

common word in news, the “The flight shame movement is about feeling accountable for your 

carbon footprint - but it is also about rediscovering the joy of slow travel” (Timperley, 2019). To add 

to this notion then Andrew Holden has categorized environmental damage from tourism into three 
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themes,  firstly, as argued in the previous sections, tourism is not a singular industry with one input 

but rather “ tourism competes with other types of economic development and human activity” 

(Holden, 2016, p. 89), which can have harmful effect on surrounding environment. These are 

typically land and water resources, the usage of nature as a resource bears the risk of overuse, 

because services related to tourism often share resource pools with related environmental services 

or goods. This leads situations where locals can be “denied access to natural resources” that are 

essential to their everyday living. Land transformation can also directly contribute to the destruction 

of ecosystems, examples are large constructions like airports that uses large areas of land (ibid, p. 

89), this can destroy nature and potential wildlife are forced to find other habitable homes. 

Secondly, human behaviour and interference, here Andrew Holden argues that all stakeholders use 

nature in some shape or form, but this is “either intentionally or unintentionally in an unsustainable 

way” (ibid, p. 90). Examples of unintentional and intentional damage can be seen on examples like 

the Great barrier reef that have endured permanent damage from an increased amount of traffic, by 

tourists that are do not know how to behave around ecology that are not native to themselves 

(Lewis, 2019). The Great barrier reef suffers from sunscreen used by tourists who does not know 

that it is damaging, to the living reef. But there are also cases with tourists that go into the water 

with sunscreen, fully conscious on the fact that it is damaging to  the ecosystem, but device on not 

doing anything, either to spite the system or a belief that they themselves are not causing harm but 

it is everybody else who are harming the environment38. 

Finally, tourism pollutes water, air, aesthetics and even noise pollution, examples can stem from 

both tourists and the hosting country, a destination can be too underdeveloped to handle the added 

strain tourism on their environment. For example, if the country does not have proper garbage 

disposal in place with high traffic, the destination or if the destination has not thought about or 

invested in more sustainable means of transportation from electricity or biofuel. But the issue can 

also lie at the tourists, ignoring al these measures even if they are readily available.  

Are there any positive effects on tourism on the environment? 

The rise of alternative tourism have given the opportunity for more sustainable means of vacation, 

examples are clean up tourism, that are looking to fix these problems by leaving a destination “in a 

better environmental condition that they found it - a form of enhanced sustainability” (Archer, 

Cooper & Ruhanen, 2005, p. 88). They argue that while there is a lot environmental damage to be 

 

38 This specific example will be discussed further in the analysis chapter to show the positive effect that 
this can have on the environment 
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attributed to tourism, it can pre-emptively be offset by good planning and design by the destinations 

where they also focus on educating their visitors on how to behave in their local environments.  

To sum up the environmental effects, the tourism contributes to the degradation of local ecology 

and disrupts the everyday life of locals, building and preparing for tourism also occupies resources 

and land that could have been used for more sustainable solutions. While these issues are hard to 

handle, the changed it has brought to earth have given rise to new forms of traveling that can aid 

the recovering processes from the damage left by others. 

Methodology 

The methodology chapter will describe what type of data was used to answer the research question, 

as well as describing how this data have been collected, processed and refined, starting with how 

these methodological decisions were made 

Thoughts and events behind methodological decisions 

In 2019 I started to think about the potential impact that the new airport in Nuuk could have on the 

economy and environment, these thoughts were inspired by an article from Bergenzia that describes 

several cities that are suffering from over tourism which they define as “as the excessive growth of 

visitors leading to overcrowding in areas where residents suffer the consequences of temporary and 

seasonal tourism peaks, which have enforced permanent changes to their lifestyles, access to 

amenities and general well-being” (Conversation, 2020). In this article they mention Bergen, a 

Norwegian city that because of its Nordic location, is used as a source of inspiration of cities similar 

to Nuuk that have had growth in their tourism sector, other examples are Austurland in Iceland and 

Longyearbyen in Svalbard. This growth gave a unique opportunity to the Bergen by creating new 

jobs in tourism and it contributed to positive growth in their economy. But because of a lack of 

necessary political action the city is now having issues with infrastructure, negative perception on 

tourist by citizens and their nature is taking a toll. They are not implementing seasonal bans on 

tourist from areas and on some means of transportation (Nikel, 2020). 

This is the looming duality of tourism, a strong foundation for economic prosperity, but it comes 

with a cost as the simple notion of modern traveling is unsustainable, the amount of Co2 that is 

emitted from flying between tourist destinations, and fuel that is used by cruise ship is staggering. 

During this period I was very lucky to be hired by the sustainability department in Nuuk, as this 

department is also responsible for sustainable tourism development in the municipality, they gave 
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me the opportunity to work very closely with the people responsible for the sustainable 

development of the city, and some even responsibility within these decisions in 2019-20.  

Firstly, I was given the responsibility of researching opportunities for sustainable tourism 

development in an arctic settlement called Kapisillit. This settlement lies over 100 kilometres deep 

into the fjord of Nuuk and has a population around 30 people and is subsidized by the capital Nuuk, 

this destination is also a popular spot for relaxing and hut vacation by the capital population. I was 

already aware that I wanted to write about sustainable tourism during this process, so during the 

data gathering process I could mould some of these interviews for my thesis you are reading now. 

The success of this project meant that I could make a deal with the municipality to come back in 

2020 as a part time employee where I could write and work with sustainable processes at the same 

time.  

During my employment there was three tasks that are relevant for this report firstly, I was involved 

with the rebranding of the city. Nuuk has over the past three years branded itself as “Colourful 

Nuuk” placing emphasis on all the different coloured houses, the richness of nature and all the 

different colourful personalities you can find in the city. These sentiments will still be the main image 

of the destination, but externally we want to put much more emphasis on activities that exists 

outside the city.  

Secondly, I was part of the team that will go through the process of becoming the first certified 

sustainable destination in Greenland, and the first capital in the world to become certified 

sustainable. We acted as the anchor of the project it meant that we are required to be the most 

knowledgeable people on the status of sustainable effort across different industries and activities in 

Nuuk. Unfortunately, the project needed to be postponed as a result of the corona pandemic. 

Thirdly, I was a part of the team responsible for creating the tourism strategy for Sermersooq 

Municipality  from 2020 to 2030 which included meeting with citizens to gather insight on opinions 

and ideas on tourism development, conducting webinars with tourism stakeholders to have an open 

dialogue on the needs of the tourism field and meeting with expert to get concrete data on the 

current tourism trends and lessons. 

Lessons learned from working with tourism development  

In the sustainability department (from now on Sermersooq Business), i learned three important 

things, firstly, people in the tourism sector understands what sustainability is. Secondly, there is a 

general lack of data in Greenland, this issue was brought up several times during my research  
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Mads Nordlund39 “One of things that could really contribute in helping tourism operators and related 

companies to grow is more data, I think that we as one should go together especially and really be 

good at reporting how many customers we have, so that there is tangible numbers out there, it 

would be easier for people to go down to the bank and start a new business if they could tell the bank 

that they have clear potential for business.  

Anders Blaaberg40 “ we have very little data in the tourism sector, that is because we collect data as a 

traditional hospitality sector, we have hotel data and how many people fly in but that is it, the rest is 

spread out on restaurants and other services related to tourism, you have to be sceptical when you 

look at our data” 

With this is mind it would have been obvious for me to begin collecting data for the sake of the 

addressing these issues, but this task may be more appropriate for an experienced agency, rather 

than a single master student. The scale of this task might also not be possible with the current 

timescale in mind. 

While most interviewees agree that sustainability is 

important for tourism, they still all had a wide range of 

definitions on what sustainability means, and how deep 

sustainability goes into their processes. 

And if it is truly the intentions of Nuuk to become the first 

certified sustainable tourism destination, then it is important 

to speak about the subject on equal footing, as it can have 

major implication to laws and policies within a nation, implications that should in the all pull towards 

the same goal41. This thought was supplemented by one of my first interviews for this thesis, where 

spoke with Carina Christiansen42 who have worked a lot with the SDGs in a Greenlandic context, she 

told me that “one of the things we need, is a definition on sustainability” (Christiansen, interview, 

appendix 2), this sentiment was also echoed by my supervisor who seconded this notion. 

That is how the goal of this project became to find suggest a definition on sustainable tourism 

development in Nuuk. Every citizen in Greenland share the same economy, while the cities compete 

 

39 CEO of guide to Greenland 

40 Chief statistician at Greenland Statistics 

41 As argued in the introduction 

42 Consultant for Sermersooq Business, will be introduced in in the interviewees section 

CULTURAL NIGHT AT THE COLONIAL 

HABOUR 
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among themselves to attract more tourists, it is all contributing to a common GDP and we should 

therefore work together to create better experiences for tourists coming into the country. 

The next section will present the contributors of this project and how they are relevant to the 

research topic, finally the thought behind some methodological decisions around interviewing will 

also be discussed. 

Data Collection 

This thesis has primarily used qualitative methods as tools for data collection, this means  

Interviewees 

All participants that have contributed to this study, have all been selected because of their 

experience relevance to tourism in Greenland because of the knowledge on sustainability, they are 

either current / past operators of tourism related activities within Nuuk, or in a position to affect the 

tourism sector through municipality and the government. 

Table 1.1 

Participants Role Valuable qualities Contribution to research Type Duration 

Mads 

Nordlund 

CEO Guide 

to 

Greenland 

Expert knowledge of 

all tour operators in 

Greenland.  

over 20 years of 

experience in 

tourism 

Leading digitalization 

of tourism 

experiences in the 

country 

 

Understanding of 

Greenlandic tourism in 

general, as well as 

knowledge of current 

insider trends and 

knowledge 

In 

person 

4/7-19 

& 

18/7-19  

& 

2/3-20 

3 hours 

 

Aviaq N. 

Mørch 

Guide to 

Greenland 

Expert knowledge on 

tourism in Greenland 

Personal ideas and 

experience with tourists 

In 

person 

1 hour 
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4/7-19 

Iluuna 

Heilmann 

Guide to 

Greenland 

Personal experience 

in tourism industry 

knowledge from daily 

contact with tourists 

In 

person 

4/7-19 

20 min 

Inesa 

Matuliaskai

té 

Guide to 

Greenland 

Personal experience 

in tourism industry 

knowledge from daily 

contact with tourists 

In 

person 

4/7-19 

20 min 

Salik Hard Senior 

consultant 

Sermersoo

q Business 

Expert knowledge 

and  over 20 years 

experience as 

consultant in 

Greenlandic tourism, 

leading figure in 

sustainability  

Sustainable tourism in 

the nordic regions, and 

the history of tourism in 

Greenland 

In 

person 

28/6-19 

3 hours 

Mads Skifte Visit 

Greenland 

Souschef 

Leading figure in 

tourism for 

Greenland for over 

20 years 

General knowledge of 

tourism in Greenland 

In 

person 

9/8-19 

1 hour 

Anders 

Lykke 

Laursen 

CEO Nuuk 

water Taxi 

Fastest growing tour 

operator in Nuuk 

Sustainability as a tour 

operator 

In 

person 

9/8-29 

1 hour 

Stefan Ittu 

Hviid 

CEO Asimut 

Camp 

Multiple success 

entrepreneur 

Sustainability as a tour 

operator 

In 

person 

1 hour 

Thorlak 

Skifte 

Co-founder 

Two Ravens 

Differentiated nature 

oriented  tourism 

Sustainability as a tour 

operator 

In 

person 

1 hour 
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operator 3/7-19 

Adam 

Kjeldsen 

Co-founder 

Two Ravens 

Differentiated nature 

oriented  tourism 

operator 

Sustainability as a tour 

operator 

In 

person 

3/7-19 

1 hour 

Keith Virgo Co-founder 

Village 

Ways 

Expert in sustainable 

tourism 

Sustainable tourism 

development and 

experiences with 

Greenland 

Skype 

05-07-20 

1 hour 

Henrik 

Riisom 

Martek ApS 

Co-founder 

Many years present 

within the sailing 

industry 

The state of tourism in 

Nuuk 

In 

person 

13/8-19 

1 hour 

Johannes 

Kyed 

Geologist 

CSR 

Manager, 

Greenland 

Minerals 

A/S 

Expert on geological 

sustainability 

Sustainability in 

Greenland 

In 

person 

25/7-19 

1 hour 

Carina 

Christianse

n 

Arctic 

commando 

(previously 

tourism 

consultant 

in 

Sermersoo

q 

municipalit

y) 

Expert on 

Greenlandic tourism 

and sustainability 

How we talk about 

sustainability in 

Greenland 

In 

person 

28/8-19 

1 hour 
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Anders 

Blaaberg 

Chief 

statistician 

in 

Greenland 

Statistics 

Expert on statistics 

within Greenland 

Knowledge on how to 

be critical and how to 

interpret data on 

tourism in Greenland 

In 

person 

10/02-

20 

1 hour 

Josepha 

Lauth 

Thomsen 

Teacher of 

sustainable 

tourism in 

Camp 

Kujalleq 

Expert on 

sustainability 

Knowledge on how 

sustainability is being 

tough in Greenland 

Skype 

07-02-20 

40 min 

Rie 

Oldenburg 

Tourism 

education 

director at 

Camp 

Kujalleq 

over 30 years of 

tourism experience 

Knowledge of tourism in 

south Greenland, and 

how sustainability 

became a talking point 

Skype 

21-02-20 

40 min 

Carina Ren PhD 

Associate 

professor in 

Tourism 

and 

Cultural 

Innovation 

Expert research on 

sustainability in 

arctic tourism 

Knowledge of what 

sustainable tourism 

development is and 

what it can be, how to 

use tourism as a social 

force 

Skype 

17-02-20 

1.5 

hours 

Lise-Lotte 

Terp 

Director of 

Arctic 

consensus 

Leading figure of 

sustainability and 

SDG´s within 

Greenland 

Knowledge on the use 

of SDG´s and how 

sustainability can be 

incorporated in a 

business 

Phone 40 min 

Emil Laue Project Personal experience 

with sustainability 

Personal experience Phone 40 min 



38 
 

Jacobsen coordinator and SDG within 

Greenland 

with sustainability 

 

Interviews 

If you look at table 1.1 you will see that some of the informants were interviewed in 2019, it was in 

this period where I worked on the Kapisillit43 project. I already knew at that point that i wanted to 

write about sustainability and tourism for my final year of my masters, so it was a welcome 

opportunity to gain an early insight to the topic. After the first few conversations i was more 

determined to write about the topic, and i decided that it should be about my home city Nuuk. All 

sources can be found in table 1.1, while the people who have aided me day by day in my research 

and working environment can be found in table 1.2 in the appendix. 

● In-depth interviews were recorded on a phone, these recordings were transcribed 

● Skype interview were recorded within the applications, these recordings were transcribed 

● Phone interviews were not recorded, notes were written during the conduction of the 

interview, these notes were immediately after the interview corrected and keywords were 

given context.  

All interviews were conducted in Danish apart from the interview with Virgo from Village ways which 

happened in English. All interviews were transcribed in the language they were conducted in, all 

quotes used throughout the thesis have been translated to English which could result in some small 

inconsistencies, but they have been thoroughly checked for potential misinterpretation risks. 

Structure of interviews 

All interviews were set up as creative semi-structured interviews, this entails that i went into every 

conversation with a couple of pre-written questions, but these are more used as a skeleton of the 

conversation rather than a complete guide. This is because every person that i got to talk to have 

different personalities that i would have to gauge in a case by case basis. Some people are easy to 

talk to, while some people are harder to get information out of, this is also backed up by 

interviewing literature by “Holstein & Gubrium that challenges the “old ways” of interviewing that 

were much more static in nature “Respondents are not so much repositories of knowledge treasuries 

 

43 Introduced in the introduction to methodology 
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of information awaiting to excavation, so to speak. as they are constructors of knowledge in 

collaboration with interviewers” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 112). The active interviewer looks at 

the respondent as an active participant of the dialogue, and the energy is very much dependent on 

the chemistry between them. If there is no synergy it is also the task of the interviewer to make the 

best out of a situation, “Creative interviewing is a set of techniques for moving past the mere words 

and sentences exchanged in the interview process. To achieve this, the interviewer must establish a 

climate for mutual disclosure “(Ibid, p. 117). To create a space where there is trust between both 

parties, I started every interview as a normal conversation that was not being recorded, here I 

usually asked them about their day, how their week is looking and maybe something from the news. 

I made sure to present myself and the purpose of this interview, it is at this point I asked if it was 

okay to record this conversation. Here I made sure to tell them, that these recordings are safe with 

me and that I am only recording not to misquoting anyone. 

The first question was always a question to make them present themselves, and then I made sure to 

ask them something related to what they have said, to make the conversation “normal” again, and I 

can hopefully make them forget that they are being recorded be in the room with what is closest to 

their true self. This is a technique I have learned to utilize on my portrait photography jobs, the best 

picture I would get of a person, has never been from me telling them to smile. But where I have 

genuinely made them laugh, or when I have told them something about me to initiate a 

conversation that is not about the pictures, these moments are just as important in interviewing,  

The interview should be an occasion that displays the interviewer “willingness to share his or her 

own feelings and deepest thoughts This is done to assure respondents that they can, in turn, share 

their own thoughts and feelings” (ibid, p. 117).  

When I entered a conversational wall which sometimes happened when we talked about 

sustainability I tried to ask questions that took them out of the formal frames, for example 

suggesting that it is okay not to know everything about sustainability, interviews are a play between 

two personalities that both desire to convey some sort of image, and by making it clear that even a 

master student that studies sustainability does not everything about the topic, usually made the 

interviewer less focused on impressing with knowledge, but to focus on what they actually thought 

about the topic 

“The consciously active interviewer intentionally provokes responses by indicating even suggesting 

narrative position .... In the broadest sense, the interviewer attempts to activate the respondent 

stock of knowledge and bring it to bear on the discussion” (ibid, p. 121). 
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But to convey complete trust between interviewer and me I made sure to tell them that all 

information given to me by them is in safe hands, a practise that is important in every field of 

science. 

Ethics in interviews 

Ethics is an important subject to cover, considering that we as researchers are dealing with private 

information that in the wrong hands could harm the professional or personal lives of the 

contributors, it is therefore important to handle confidential information with respect. It is likewise 

important to notify research subjects both what they can expect during the interviews, and what is 

going to happen with that data in the future, this point aligns with Denzin, Lincoln & G. Christians 

research on ethics where they have split ethics in social science research into 4 important points 

informed consent, deception, privacy and confidentiality and accuracy.  

Informed consent covers that “research subjects have the right to be informed about the nature and 

consequences of experiments in which they are involved” (Denzin, Lincoln & G. Christians, 2005, p. 

144). These efforts are made to limit any form of misunderstanding or unintentional deception, they 

further pull from other researchers work to stress that “deliberate misrepresentation is forbidden. 

Bulmer (1982)”. The third point mentions that “All personal data ought to be secured or concealed 

and made public only behind a shield of anonymity” and that all these are most importantly 

accurately represented as point 4 emphasises (Denzin, Lincoln & G. Christians, 2005, p. 145) 

All contributors got the power of choice of interview location this was important for the 

comfortability and privacy. Some of the meetings were conducted in the meeting rooms of the 

Sermersooq municipality, these rooms are great for interviewing because of they are closed of the 

rest of the facility. An invisible wall of formality between participants was quickly noticed, this led to 

a change in interview methods where the contributors principally got interviewed in their own 

environment to make them more comfortable in the interviewee role. By being more comfortable 

the interviewees didn't have to think so much about what they are saying, and the conversations 

were often more fluent, this meant that it was easier to discover more knowledge and themes that 

was previously not thought about before the conversation was initiated. This is also backed up by 

Holstein and Gubrium “The social milieu in which communication takes place (during interviews) 

modifies not only what a person dares to say but even what he thinks he chooses to say” (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 1995, p. 119). Which is why it was important for me to figure out techniques in creating 

the best environment for conversation. The next section will be describing the documents used for 

the purpose of this thesis 
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Documents 

Document analysis is a research method where the author evaluates or reviews relevant material 

like company papers or news articles that both exists in a written and digital form. Similar to all they 

are all texts or images “that have been recorded without a researcher´s intervention” (Bowen, 2009, 

p. 27) meaning all these documents have not been created for the purpose of this thesis. Rather 

they lend themselves to pull from research and events that aid the author in strengthening 

argument and proposed cases, this gives grounds for some benefits and strengths with this method 

of research. 

It is an efficient cost-effective method of research as, document analysis is generally less time 

consuming compared to traditional data collection like interviews or the creation and recording of 

surveys (ibid, p. 30). But these characteristic is also the reason why one should be careful with 

analysing documents, firstly, they are made for another purpose than what they are written for, as a 

result of this they are usually not enough to provide sufficient detailed information. That is why 

documents analysis much like field note techniques are used to supplement other empirical data 

gathering techniques  

“Document analysis is often used in combination with other qualitative research methods as a means 

of triangulation ‘the combination of methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon’” (ibid, p. 

28). There are also some issues with bias as the researcher intentionally or unintentionally finds and 

reviews sources of documents that fit the agenda of the researcher rather than the purpose of the 

research. These documents can also themselves come from a biased source, examples are the 

American news sites like the Guardian that leans politically left and Fox News that leans politically 

right ("All Sides Media Bias Ratings", n.d.)44. This suggests that the facts of news or research 

document could be skewed towards a more favourable position for them, thereby creating 

document bias (ibid, p. 31-32). 

Relevant instances in this thesis are primarily Sermitsiaq the largest newspaper organizations in 

Nuuk have been used extensively to prove the legitimacy of certain events. Examples are the story 

on how the population of Nuuk reacted to such a level that a Malaysian hotel investor felt the need 

to pull their offer back, how the CEO of director talk about sustainability to the public. But all these 

stories came from the same news source, and there are also several articles written by the same 

journalist, which could create some document bias. The documents selected for the purpose of 

 

44 Organization that rates media bias from new sources 
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strengthening the arguments of this thesis can also be biased, as they are articles and research that 

have been used as they fit the narrative of the thesis.  

Participant observation & field notes 

As mentioned in the previous section I was given the opportunity to work closely with decision 

making in the tourism sector for Nuuk. This meant that there were several circumstances where it 

was possible to gather relevant field notes from meetings with decision makers, workshops with the 

tourism network and in the working environment of the municipality, this technique of data 

collection is as a form of participant observation, where fieldnotes are the mediator to the reader of 

the experiences had by the author.  

When creating the plans for how to create the tourism strategy for Nuuk, it was decided early on by 

the project managers that “because we are a municipality it is our responsibility to include the 

citizens of the city, it does not matter what we get out of it, it is important the people have been 

heard” (Hard, fieldnotes). It is was therefore of great importance to the success of the strategy that 

we had a firm understanding of the opinions of tourism actors and interested citizens. I was very 

fortunate that because the tourism team understood that i was writing me thesis and they offered 

to take me to most meeting with people relevant in the tourism sector, meaning that i get to meet a 

lot different perspectives on tourism that helped me in getting a more nuanced with on the subject. 

Another opportunity i got from working from the municipality, was that as a part of the tourism and 

sustainability field I was invited to workshops created for these fields, there are two events that 

became relevant for the thesis 

1. Lars Møller45 Presentation 

In 2019 I was invited to the Aalborg days, which is a yearly celebratory event held to 

strengthen the friendship and cooperation between Aalborg in Denmark and Nuuk in 

Greenland, at this event Lars Møller presented the 30/30 strategy to expand Greenland. 

2. Colourful Nuuk Rebranding 

In March 2020 Sermersooq municipality held a workshop for the tourism field, relevant 

stakeholders in the tourism were invited to discuss a potential rebranding of the city. 

The primary contribution from this workshop is how tourism actors across different 

 

45 Chief of Sermersooq municipality 
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organization talk to each other, how they discuss sustainable topics and what their short to 

long term ideas are about tourism in Nuuk. 

Participant observation is about “subjecting yourself, your own body and your own personality, and 

your own social situation ... so that you can physically and ecologically penetrate their circle of 

response to their social situation, or their work situation” (GOFFMAN, 1989, p. 125). In other words 

because I became part of the actual subject i was studying, my social interaction, personality and 

decisions both assisted me in understanding the environment in which sustainable policies are 

made, but it may also have blinded me from some interactions that would have been picked out 

from an external researcher.  

Field notes were utilized because it will help the reader understanding the environment of the 

research topic and the context on how some topics are being discussed. Other uses is by create 

context in research, field notes can aid the reader in understanding “What are people doing? what 

are they trying to accomplish? How do members talk about, characterize, and understand what is 

going on? What assumptions are they making?” and maybe most importantly “Why did i include 

them?” (ibid, p148). 

Experiences and memories from participant observation will strictly be used to supplement some 

sections, this is also some of the most crucial points from Goffman 1989 that “it wouldn’t be a 

technique that would be useful for any study, but it’s a technique that you can feature in some 

studies” (Goffman, 1989, p. 125) stressing that this technique might not be optimal to base a sole 

means of data collection. 

Coding 

One of the characteristics of a qualitative studies is the amount of assorted written material left by 

transcriptions and notes, in comprehensive research these sum up to several hundred pages. The 

data collection process of this thesis have been active for 10 months, this amount of data is difficult 

to keep track of for a single individual, so it was necessary to create an easy to comprehend system 

to make sense of the data, without important points being forgotten in the mess. The author of this 

research has been the only researcher contributing to this research, the same goes for evaluating 

and processing the data. 

The results from the research were processed in respect to the literature reviewed in the theory 

chapter, this means that all written material was split into several themes related to the theory 

presented. The process initiated was to take every category and assign it a colour code, this was 
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done to make themes easier to spot between text. These texts were then moved to another 

document, where I sorted every colour found in my complete data set. This meant that I easily could 

go into my colour corrected document and find every mention of sustainability from the colour. 

This is how I have been processing data through my education, so while there are programs like 

Nvivo that certainly can entangle data from multiple sources, but as I was alone I could just use my 

preferred way of working. 

This concludes the methodology section; the following section will present the main themes found 

as a results of the described data collection process. 

Results 

This chapter will aim to present the main themes found from the various interviews conducted 

during the research process, these themes will be presented in the following order tourism in 

general, mass tourism, culture and sustainability and sustainability in areas outside of tourism, and 

pressure from tourists to be sustainable. 

Tourism in General  

Tourism in general is on the rise across all of Greenland, while Ilulissat is currently the most 

trafficked cities, there is growth in most tourism related activities, that goes for services, experiences 

and leisure “right now it is mostly Ilulissat that have the largest demand” (Mørch, interview, 

appendix 1). But Nuuk are also experiencing increased traffic but there is a large difference in visitors 

between high and low seasons, which means that hotels and tour operators close during these 

periods. While this is a method for saving money, it also has a secondary effect of further polarizing 

the numbers between the seasons. This effect puts a lot of pressure on operators during the peak 

seasons “I don't know how interested we are in making a living from tourism … they are not fun tours 

for us, it is actually pretty straining “ (Martek, interview, appendix 5). There were also operators that 

pointed out that the facilities for cruises and boat operators are “highly criticisable” (ibid) and some 

deeming them outright dangerous for tourist, and especially older tourists from cruises, that are not 

as mobile anymore. 

There is also a problem with data available for the public, this has led to some problems for tourism 

stakeholders. Firstly, operators have no real data on the amount of tourists that visit Nuuk, this is 

mostly because there are no political push or incentive for the tourism field to record data of their 

guests, where they come from or how many. More tourists are also less and less dependent on 

hotels and related travel services like Airbnb. Which is a problem according to some “I think that it is 
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hard to see how many tourists that arrive, because many people decide to come alone, and use 

Airbnb, it is also hard to see whether or not a person arriving is a student or an actual tourist” 

(Mørch, interview, appendix). 

Most tourism traffic is found to stem from business trips and from people that have personal 

connections in Greenland, like friends and family. But with the data available today it is impossible to 

distinguish the exact number of people that are actual tourists, and people that are traveling 

between Denmark and Greenland to visit their family. This is a problem as there are big consumer 

behaviour differences between these segments, people that are visiting rarely need hotel services. 

Secondly, it is harder for people that are potentially interested in starting a tourism business in 

Nuuk, without concrete data of an actual potential consumer base, this could deter some future 

tourism operators to create experiences for a segment that has not been served at this point in time. 

Avoiding mass tourism by increasing service quality 

There was overall agreement among policy makers and tour operators, that mass tourism is not the 

desired path to go for the benefit of any stakeholder, while there is no real mass tourism in 

Greenland today, interviewees brought examples up from similar Nordic countries “it pours in with 

tourists in the winter months in Tromsø ” (Ren, Interview, 11) and “I really hope that Greenland 

invests in tourism, but not mass tourism I hope that you will have a ceiling on how many tourist can 

come to Nuuk, I have a hard time seeing Greenland like Iceland with mass tourism” (Mørch, 

interview, Appendix 1) this was supplemented by the CEO of guide to Greenland in an interview the 

year after ”It is not mass-tourism we want, we do want a lot of tourist, but in a way that is 

controlled” (Nordlund, Interview, appendix 12)  

Most interviewees made clear that their goal is to bring more tourist to Greenland as well as 

developing tourism across all cities in Nuuk, but they want a development that is controlled, and 

tourism operators are all leaning towards more high end tourists. The operators argue in this context 

that the high price of coming to Greenland is not a concern for them as they would rather have more 

income per tourist, rather than opening up for a mass industry, “we have chosen to put a ceiling on 

how many we can bring, or it will become very stressful … we would rather give more personal 

experiences that people can talk about” (Kjeldsen, interview, appendix 3) and“ I would at any time 

stand up and say that price is not the deciding factor, I think it is the wrong way to go, because then 

you would open up for mass tourism, and we won't get much from that” (Nordlund, Interview, 

Appendix 12). 
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These transcripts could indicate that tourism stakeholder in Nuuk, are willing to limit their potential 

profit in order to control the amount of tourism that come to the destination, thereby creating a 

foundation for a slower progression more sustainable progression.   

Lykke adds to this notion, that tourists buy what is offered to them, so if they start limiting how 

many seats they have available, or focus on creating only sustainable options tourists will be more 

prone to buy those experience “It is the question on the chicken? or the egg? if there is no offers no 

one is there to buy them, if they cannot sit at home in Hong Kong and buy a northern light tour, or a 

hike in snowshoes … then they won't come … That i where we as operators have the duty to create 

the offers, instead of just closing the store and go home for the summer” (Lykke, interview, appendix 

7). 

Culture and sustainability 

When talking about culture in a tourism setting, there was found two different perspectives 

between the interviewees, the first perspective concerns culture as a commodity where people look 

at Greenlandic culture as a selling point for attracting visitors. The second looks at the Greenlandic 

how people of the country are as a collective society, the norms and social cues that might be 

invisible to international tourist. The Greenlandic nature was also found to be such an integrated 

part of the Greenlandic people, that surrounding nature is also seen as a part of their national 

culture. 

Examples on cultural activities that merge with nature is that, hunting in the traditional ways are still 

practised today as they were hundreds of years ago, both as a profession but also as a leisurely 

activity. This can be somewhat controversial in today's day and age, as there are more countries 

today that have moved away from hunting animals, but this potential discourse is taught in 

Greenlandic tourism education.  

The tourism education organization Campus Kujalleq46 makes it a priority that their guides, 

regardless of nationality, are fluent in Greenlandic culture and nature “ we teach the students to 

handle question on seal and whale hunting … how it is internationally licenses by committees, and 

that it is a part of our routine with living resources are as sustainable as they can be, the problem is, 

that it is not. You have to tell the good story, while not denying what we do wrong … our guides have 

 

46 Southernmost municipality, Kujalleq literally translates to “the southern part”, they are the primary 
education facility for tourism in Greenland 
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to be ambassadors for Greenland, everything does not need to be rose-tinted” (Oldenburgh47, 

interview, appendix 10). 

Commercialization of culture on the other hand was seen as a mostly positive practise, as people are 

very proud of their heritage, here tourism operators and related organization are trying to firstly 

create activities for the citizens, and the secondary effect of these experiences is that tourists also 

can enjoy them “some wants to use the land, because there is so much nature, and it is clean with 

few people … tourists are both attracted to culture and nature” (Lykke, interview, appendix 7).  

Another detail was found during further investigation of the population's opinion on this notion, is 

that they are generally very accepting and encourages locals to creating business around the 

Greenlandic culture, but for these businesses become successful that they are backed by the people, 

this was also discussed in the history chapter where the Malaysian investor retracted his offer of 

building a hotel because of negative response from citizens. This reaction according to some 

interviewees is also a part of the social culture, and it needs to be managed properly “It is very 

present in the Greenlandic culture, that we want to be taken to the hearing, even if we are not a part 

of it we appreciate that we were asked, and from there respect that we have been included in those 

decisions, it something fundamental in our culture” (Hard, Interview, appendix 15). But Greenland 

have previously attempted to over-advertise their culture, so it is also important to create an image 

for potential tourist that is both attractive, yet also realistic “15- years ago there was a lot of 

marketing for people in our national costume, but when people came they would as where all the 

people in the customers are? it is about maintaining expectations” (Lykke, interview, appendix 7)  

Finally, there was also evidence that the Greenlandic culture has sustainable historic roots “I think 

that some of the reason why it can be difficult to talk about sustainability in Greenland, is because 

much of it is a given, of course we buy locally, of course we use every part of the animal” (Carina, 

interview, appendix 2). Norms and socio-cultural relation can sometimes be hard to talk about for 

people who are a part of them, as they become so imbedded in their system that they are taken for 

granted. 

Sustainability in areas outside of tourism 

Going back to the theory section and to the conversation on the trades of tourism, it was made clear 

that the tourism sector touches upon many different sectors. So, by looking at trades that lies 

around tourism and what their relationship to sustainability, a more nuanced picture of the political 

 

47 Tourism education coordinator 
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landscape can be drawn. In a conversation on the raw material industry, one of the interviewees 

argues that while it is a rather invasive industry, they are doing what they can to limit as much 

environmental harm as they can, furthermore, to grant raw material fabricants license to operate in 

Greenland, they should make it a priority to  benefit the locals “if they get a mine, it should be really 

benefit the local population, and there should not be any damage on nature” where she added “ you 

make it a big deal to make all processes sustainable” (Christiansen, Appendix 2). Kyed48 

supplemented this by reassuring that they plan their activities to as sustainable as they can “we have 

planned our project for the next 37 years”. He further added to this notion by indicating that the 

most important sustainable success criteria for Nuuk is to create jobs, “Look at the city right now, 

people are moving away, that is not sustainable”. (Johannes Kyed, Appendix 13), he argues that the 

foundation for any sustainable development is to have a foundation for a good life, “where they can 

come home to their family and kids where they live well and can look forward for the future” (ibid)  

Pressure to be sustainable from tourists 

Finally, Tourists in general are beginning to have a more sustainable mindset, this has led to increase 

in demand for organizations to be more sustainable. They are quick to identify unsustainable details, 

examples is the lack of choice between plastic and biodegradable options, here they ask critical 

questions to tourism operators “the tourist are have sustainability demands for the experiences, that 

is the reason why Nuuk water taxi has biodegradable cups today”  (Christiansen, Appendix 2). The 

owner of Nuuk water taxi confirmed this claim in a conversation about sustainable tourism 

development “it is about taking small steps, this cup is biodegradable and this one is not, we don't 

want any more that are not sustainable”, he later adds that before he was a captain he never 

thought about nature, it was only when he started to be in it,  that “i realized how much it means 

that it is clean” (Lykke, Interview, Appendix 7) 

Analysis 

This chapter will expand upon the results found during the data collection process and apply the 

findings to the theories presented in the literature review. The aim is by looking at the empirical data 

through the lenses of the theories presented in the theory chapter, it will enrich the understanding 

of tourism in Nuuk for the reader as well as the author. Here past studies of sustainable tourism 

development will be used as tools as for analysis. This chapter will be divided into three sections, 

 

48 Geologist at mining project in Greenland 
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The first section will look at the three different types of trades found in the literature of Berno, Tracy 

& Bricker, Kelly,  the second section will analyse sustainability and general sustainable development 

literature and apply it the case of Nuuk, before discussing the three pillars of sustainable 

development which are the economic, socio-cultural and environmental impacts. The final section 

will discuss the notion of using tourism as a social force and will act as an introduction to the 

following discussion chapter. 

The trades of tourism in Nuuk 

Tourism in Nuuk has been found to consist of three types of trades related to tourism, these are 

according to Berno, et al defined as the primary, secondary and tertiary trades (Berno, Tracy & 

Bricker, Kelly, 2001, p. 6).  

Primary trades 

The primary trades are those activities that are closest 

related to tourism, in the case of Nuuk these primary 

trades are what will be called call transport and 

movement based experiences and services, these are 

typically characterized by low to high effort motion 

through terrain. Effort in this context is related to the 

tourists rather than the tour operator, and effort is also 

related to the physical strain that is expected of the 

tourist. 

examples of low effort movement can be where tourists 

are placed in vehicles that can traverse water, snow or 

roads, as they are transported to, moving in and returning 

home with the aid of leading operator with the skills necessary to make this experience happen in an 

entertaining and safe way. These  experiences are offered by companies like Nuuk Water Taxi, that 

specialized in aquatic based experiences and Guide to Greenland that apart from acting as the main 

catalogue of all tourism services in Greenland, also offers Northern light tours in the city. 

High effort experiences on the other hand requires more physical strain by the tourist, while high 

effort experiences can start with the help of a vehicle, most of the trip is expected to be without and 

the tourists pushed to traverse the Greenlandic wilderness. While these options can appear to a 

small of services for a destination, but this is a conscious choice by tourism operators and tourism 

policy makers. Nuuk has the third largest fjord system in the world, so the city is in a unique position 

KAJAKING FOR TOURISTS 
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to direct tourist out of the city and into nature “we usually say, the fjord of Nuuk has everything 

except sled dogs” (Skifte, interview, appendix 6). This also related to the fact that tourism products 

generally are non-excludable and non-rival (Berno, Tracy & Bricker, Kelly, 2001, p. 6), because that 

amount of space, combined with one of the lowest population densities in the must contribute to 

the non-excludable nature of tourism products. There are of course also traditional tourism products 

like souvenirs business, and these are excludable in nature, but these are not the focus of the 

destination. 

This might be one of the unique selling points of Nuuk, and will in the future be even more 

marketed, this has some advantages at this point in time, as Nuuk in itself does not have a lot of 

services or experiences that are specifically catered only for tourists.  But if the unique ecology 

surrounding Nuuk can aid to boost traffic to the city, it can be expected that more and more citizens 

can create a sustainable living with tourists being the primary income year around, this can also be 

the case for local restaurant and cuisine, but that will be discussed further in the socio cultural 

section. 

Finally, there is one main hotel in Nuuk, which target a high segment, there are also smaller 

establishments that house under 30 guests at spread throughout Nuuk. But in preparation for the 

development of the airport, and the potential increase in tourism traffic, there are at this moment 

two additional hotels under construction, that are meant to offer rooms at cheaper prices.  

To sum up the primary trades, Nuuk as a tourism destination, specializes in movement-based 

activities, these experiences mostly centre around the surrounding nature, especially in the fjord. 

Secondary trades 

Secondary trades are according to Berno et al, more related to supporting tourists’ activities at their 

destination, this includes activities that are primarily for the benefit of locals but they secondly also 

benefiting tourists. The most relevant examples for this case are entertainment and leisure activities, 

which primarily consists of local culture like concerts, food, and art. The promotion of these 

secondary trades are according to Carina Ren a sustainable approach to both developing the city, 

and developing activities for tourism, so if they can find a way to link “city development and the good 

life for the citizens, then they can support each other, and then it won't become the locals versus the 

citizens” (Ren, interview, appendix 11)49. This sentiment was also mirrored by the museum director 

 

49 Will be expanded in the socio-cultural section 
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of Nuuk that also stated “we should focus on creating activities for the people that live here, the 

tourists can also benefit from the same activities” (field notes, tourism meeting, 2020, appendix).  

But what is a tourism product really? While it is true that Berno, et al argues that tourism products 

are non-consumable, but they also argue that the tourism environment is composed of several 

trades that range from experiences to infrastructure, so must be hard to really define what is and 

what is not a tourism product, does a good become a tourism product just because a tourist can 

consume it? or is a product truly only a tourism product if it is made clear by the provider that it is 

for travellers only? 

It can also be argued that examples like seats at a restaurant and tickets to a concert are limited, and 

an increased number at a destination could begin to exclude locals from these seats and spots, 

therefore they are not-truly non-excludable and non-rival. But that must also be a positive 

development, as it becomes possible for entrepreneurs, restaurant owners to not only rely on the 

small population of Nuuk, but they can because of tourists begin to expand, and due to this 

increased income both have room for locals and have room for tourist at the same time.  

This could also speak to the current state that Nuuk is in now, as discussed in the framing chapter, 

Nuuk is currently preparing to almost doubling the citizen capacity from 17.000 today in 2020 to 

30.000 people in 203050, so it would make sense if decisions makers in cultural and infrastructural 

activities would at this point focus on how to make the city into an attractive place to live as a 

priority, but this development is certainly also for the benefit of the tourists, which is why it is 

important to discuss the tertiary trades. 

Tertiary trades 

Tertiary trades are largely reliant on the government, as they are trades that “provide the basic 

infrastructure and support for tourism (e.g., public sector services, food and fuel, manufacturing)” 

(Berno, Tracy & Bricker, Kelly, 2001, p. 6). The tertiary trades interestingly, while they are not 

primarily directed at tourists, they can become part of the image of a city. Examples are the famous 

infrastructure of New York that have decided to number every street, rather than normal street 

names. The Thames of London and even the lakes of Copenhagen, are all whether intentionally or 

unintentionally a part of the image of the city, consequently becoming a part of the selling points for 

the destination, that is they are categorized as tertiary trades of tourism. 

 

 

50 the 30/30 strategy 
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Nuuk as a city, does not offer much of tertiary trades like New York or more unique locations like 

Venice, most developed nations today if you look away from the imbedded culture, language, food 

and people, tourists nowadays know what to expect when they get to a destination. Nuuk on the 

other hand does not, and that is maybe also what makes the destination a unique place, as discussed 

in the history chapter the story of Nuuk is very short, and is therefore in a completely different place 

development-wise. This is not to say that the city is underdeveloped, but is in a rather interesting 

position as it is both an urban metropolitan city, that is simultaneously been inspired by western 

cultures with an active café & restaurant lifestyle, that has been combined with more naturalistic 

values like hunting for your own food, and spending most of your weekends in nature. This dualism 

is what makes Greenland and Nuuk special from other nearby location, this is also why more and 

more people have started to refer to Nuuk as “the smallest capital in the world” ("Verdens Mindste 

Hovedstad | Nuuk | Guide to Greenland", n.d.) not just because the city it is physically small, but 

because there western metropolitan values co-exists with Inuit values. This is likewise used as a 

selling point for tourism operators “we have been able to show people quote the big city, and with a 

snap you can be out in nowhere, you can set a tent up next to the city, we know the places where the 

city is hidden from sight” (Lykke, interview, appendix 7). But if is the goal of the government to 

increase the size of the city, it can be reasonable to think that some of this ecology must be 

sacrificed for these plans. 

Considering the 30/30 strategy there could be a scenario where Nuuk creates parallel growth with 

an increased number of tourists on one side, and increase of a population on the other side, where 

both growths factors can support each other. 

But this relies heavily on how politics will act around the notion of tourism, there are many cases 

both in Greenland, Denmark and the rest of the world where a political party have gained majority 

of the votes, and in result of that completely changed the direction of the country as well as their 

relationship with surrounding nations, extreme examples is how the political direction of America 

have changes from the Obama 

administration to the Trump administration 

”if the opposition suddenly gains power, or if 

we in 10 years have a different image of the 

future from a large recession and or l a large 

amount of growth, then the political ideas 

should still be seen as a good idea” 

(Christiansen, interview, appendix 2) NUUSSUAQ SKYLINE, ARCTIC METROPOLIS 
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This is especially evident today where the covid-19 virus practically have halted any progression, 

plans and activities in tourism, someday when the pandemic is over, it can be hard to think about ow 

the political landscape could shift. Most countries have endured one in a lifetime recessions, and this 

gap left in the economy, could create a reaction where people are more accepting towards 

increasing traffic flows in a less sustainable manner, in order to fill this gap left by the pandemic.  

Such an economic recession is what started tourism development in Greenland in the first place- 

All these trades that are related to tourism are exactly the reasons why several researchers in the 

field, believe that it is misplaced to call tourism an industry, as there are so much cross-pollination 

from various industries, that together create a system where tourists can firstly come to their 

destination, experience activities and services that are unique to the place they have travelled to, as 

well as enjoying the time between where they can walk around and enjoy the city by itself. 

An industry conveys that a group or network of similar organizational units, provide services that are 

the same, or a part of the same resource chain, examples are the movie industry where a collection 

of technicians, artists and leaders all work together to produce one output, the movie. Tourism on 

the other hand collectively trades with traveling national or international people, that all require 

services and goods from separate industries. Berno, Tracy & Bricker, Kelly  further clarifies the 

spread of tourism by using the findings of Jenkins (1997) that argues that the tourism field consists 

of primary trades, that are closely related to tourists, which mean all transport and accommodation 

and experiences. Secondary trades that support tourists like retail and general support. Thirdly the 

tertiary trades, that are there to support tourism through infrastructures and other facilities related 

to the public sector of any traveling destination. 

Sustainability and sustainable development 

Sustainability encompasses everything, there is personal sustainability that look at you as an 

individual, how you live your life and how that effect your own lifespan and your happiness. It 

encompasses economy on a micro level where tourism operators decide to invest their money in 

sensible tourism related activities, and the macro level that concerns how the government uses 

these investments and the taxes to hopefully creating a sustainable environment for their citizens. It 

is a way to illustrate how to plan actions and ponder how every touchpoint in organizational and 

personal activities can affect your surroundings. This width of the term is why it can be difficult to 

talk about sustainability. Nevertheless, it can be important for any organizational body, country, or 

person to figure out how to move forward in a sustainable way. But as the term encompasses so 

many issues “there is a powerlessness with where to start, and when you have a big ship that you to 
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change the course on, then you have to start with something concrete that they can work with” 

(Christensen, interview, appendix 2).  

Taking the perspective of tourism operators in Nuuk, then sustainability is no longer a hurdle that 

they have to jump through in order to say that they are sustainable “it is about being on the front 

edge with these things, there is a paradigm shift if you like it or not you just have to follow … we 

don't see it is a challenge, but we are looking at how the hell we can make this better?” (Hviid, 

interview, appendix 16). 

This specific quote speaks to the problem proposed in the theory chapter, where Sachs, Jeffrey D 

and Mace argues that we as a collective society have been gathered multiple time past to address 

sustainability issues, but it does not matter how many times we gather, and we can keep gathering 

the big leaders of the nations, and keep promising change to the world. But the fact is that there 

won't be any change and development just because we talk about it, we have to actually change our 

ways, which is why it is positive in the context of the project that tourism operators have a 

sustainable mindset, and that they are doing what they can to be sustainable.  

If we took the perspective of total Greenhouse gasses emission of the planet, and considered how 

much Greenland as a destination emits, then you could argue that the country should not worry 

about what is let into the atmosphere, because the population is so small and there is little 

production within the country. But that sort of mentality is both the challenge and the issue with 

sustainability, and why it can be hard to understand. 

The safe operating space that is proposed by the Stockholm Resilience centre, takes a global 

perspective, and proposes that it is the responsibility of every individual in our planet to decrease 

consumption. Consequently, if a person themselves do not emit any harmful greenhouse gases, they 

are still as consumers contributing to the problem. An example could be the purchase of meat or 

beans, these products have been produced at a facility that presumably have had some type of 

emission to the atmosphere. So, by these secondary relationships every purchase of consumable 

good and the emission in relation to that good, is only possible because of us as consumers. 

Therefore, the first R of zero waste starts with Refuse, before reducing, reusing, recycling and 

rotting, refusing to buy products can be the most powerful stance to take for the safe operating 

space.  

This implies that for the better of the planet it would be most beneficial if Greenland refuses to 

invite tourist in the future, and people should refuse to travel to save our planet, maybe not. This 

would certainly be a quick way to drastically decrease emissions. 
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Then what? should we just stop any form of production or development? what about countries that 

are moving forward to becoming industrialized, areas like Sierra Leone that has started to increase 

their GDP, and moving towards their own production?, these will come at a cost of tearing down 

some parts of one of the world’s largest forest areas. Should they not also be able to increase their 

welfare through their own industrial development? the answer should be yes, and that is why the 

notion of sustainable development is important, more specifically for this project is it sustainable 

tourism development. 

Sustainable development 

How do you define sustainable development? This is important to consider because even if we as 

citizens do not have to care about how a tour operator or tourists defines sustainable tourism 

development, it certainly has serious implications for policymakers and thereby all tourism 

stakeholders. When the Greenlandic government says they are willing to increase funding for the 

development of sustainable tourism by 20 million51, how this money is spent and for what purpose it 

will serve, is entirely dependent on how the government have to define sustainable tourism 

development. This is the exact reason why this article is relevant for this thesis, because the goal is 

to create a foundation for a definition that can be used in Greenland. Additionally, this article from 

the Macaulay institute provides some academic tools for how to create your own indicators of 

sustainable tourism development, that could help deciding which factors of success that determines 

a successful framework. 

Going back to theory chapter where White, McCrum, Blackstock & Scott described different shades 

of Green, which proposed different levels sustainable development, light green that looks at the 

development and concerned the satisfaction of tour operators while dark green measures are more 

precautionary in nature. If the current development in Nuuk, and the short history of tourism in 

Nuuk were to be considered more dark precautionary measures would possibly be more beneficial.  

These precautionary principles are exactly the purpose of this thesis, and as it was also argued in the 

theory section, there exists a multitude of definitions of what sustainable development can mean, 

these definitions are shaped and moulded for certain purposes which in this context is going be 

directed towards creating a suggestion for the definition sustainable tourism development in Nuuk, 

this will be discussed in the definition chapter, while the discussion of the pillars of sustainable 

 

51 Hypothetical example 
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tourism development, the economic impacts, socio-cultural impact and the environmental will be 

analysed in the following section. 

Economic impacts of tourism 

As described in the theory chapter economic effects transpire in waves, in the case of Greenland 

with regards to tourism, these waves start when a traveller buy their ticket from Air Greenland, this 

ticket trickles it way down to employees of Air Greenland who uses their wage to buy common 

goods and services in the city they live in. These common goods providers then use this money to 

increase their inventory, this is a quite simple economical chain of waves. According to Archer, 

Cooper & Ruhanen the secondary effects or waves have a larger effect on the economy compared to 

the initial purchase. But in order to receive the full benefit of these economical waves, tourism 

operators stress that while foreign investors can help boosting tourism related activities within the 

country, there should be placed a larger focus on keeping these activities local because “I think that 

you have to pay attention to if we get overrun by large firms and that money flows out of the county 

“(Mørch, interview, appendix 1). This was also supplemented by another interviewee “In my eyes 

then tourism development is about placing foreign currency that originated elsewhere, and putting it 

into the country, from here it is interesting to put money where these effect can benefit the locals” 

(Riisom, interview, appendix 5). But in the context of monetary value it was also noted that some 

operators do what they do, not because of the monetary potential but because of the intrinsic value 

of making a living of being in nature “money should not be everything”(Skifte, interview, appendix 3).  

At the other side of the discussion it should also be noted that literature also suggest that, just 

because there is an increased inflow of tourists, it does not according to Webster & Ivanov mean 

that tourists will generate more economic growth that can be used for economic development, and 

there is also not according to them a correlation between more tourists, and more money spent by 

tourist ( Webster & Ivanov, 2013, p. 139). Thomsen notes in this context that “this is also what is 

paradoxical in relation to that, is that tourist bring money and it gives people jobs, but tourism in 

itself is not sustainable for nature” (Thomsen, interview, appendix 9) 

Tourism can be a dilemma to handle for any country, especially for Greenland that have only started 

their journey towards am established tourism sector.  

But as the corona pandemic have shown in 2020 our world today is not as stable as we have thought 

previously, it would be unwise for any country to rely on a single inflow of income. Our whole 

societal support system like stock market and many education systems are there based on that, we 

assume that everything is going to go well forever. But this pandemic has been a healthy reminder 



57 
 

that things change, it fewer than three generations ago that the primary occupation in Greenland 

was hunting, and look at us now, things change. 

Fortunately the benefits of economic waves does not only stem from international sources, as it also 

have effect domestically, as Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen argues when people travel within the 

borders of a country travel have the power to redistribute wealth. A current example is the rise of 

staycation within Greenland which is being utilized and marketed heavily right now in. Staycation is a 

term used to describe the act of going on a vacation locally. (Sermersooq, 2020), and is used as tool 

in Greenland to support the tourism industry. 

The government who own Air Greenland takes staycation very seriously, by making new agreement 

with all job providers in Greenland use their travel deals with their employees that before was only 

available for uses out of the country, to now being available in every destination within Greenland as 

well. This creates incentives for locals to discover their backyard and experience it as a tourist, this 

could also grant new perspectives that could help spot potential problems that have not been 

addressed before. 

To sum up the economic impacts, they are very powerful and have the power to trickle down to 

every sector of the Greenlandic economy, however tourism in itself is not a sustainable act so there 

should, fs possible find ways to counterbalance these issues. Economic impacts are not only 

beneficial if they stem from foreign tourists, but it can also help domestically by redistributing 

economic value between cities. 

Socio cultural impacts 

There are many similarities between the article by Esman that describes how Cajun culture have 

developed over the years in America, firstly both cultures are mixtures of people that migrated from 

other continents , where they today have been mixed with another culture that have colonized their 

habitat. In the case of the Cajuns they stem from French Acadians and have later been mixed with 

American colonials. While the Greenlandic people stem from Inuit culture that migrated from Asia 

through America over the ice to Greenland and have later been mixed with Danish colonials. The 

main difference between the two is that Cajun culture is more resembling a declining indigenous 

culture that was almost forgotten among the people in Louisiana, while in Greenland the indigenous 

people are the majority of the population, it is also the Greenlandic culture that is mostly visible 

today. As discussed in the history chapter, while the indigenous people are the majority, there are 

still many changes stemming from the Danish colonization that are more and more visible, examples 

are the Danish language is the most widely spoken language apart from Greenlandic, as well as the 
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adoption of all Danish holidays. This could just be a natural development after Greenland technically 

is a part of Denmark, but why is the mingling of Danish and Greenlandic culture important in relation 

to Cajuns? 

Positive socio-cultural impacts 

There is a trend today where nations begin to look more and more alike, this was especially evident 

by the expansion and globalization effects of mass media, this globalization have resulted in the 

cross pollination of cultures, where people begin to adopt foreign trends into their own. You can 

already see difference in the hunting culture from the 1960ies where there were registered 3.645 

hunters, compared to the 2.434 there was in 2010 (Jeremiassen, 2010), this number is more drastic 

when you think about general increase in population since then. This change can of course stem 

from many places, but it could act as an indicator of the changes in culture and especially changes to 

occupation. Another example drum dancing that previously was an activity that was common part of 

a person's upbringing but is now only shown 

and practises by few key drum and culture 

specialists around the country. 

So while it is true that the Greenlandic 

culture is less affected by change compared 

to the Cajun culture today, it is uncertain 

how these changes are going to change the 

cultural landscape in the future, and there 

are still measures and lesson found within 

the Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen article that can be applied to the case, which primarily concerns the 

notion of preservation of culture. 

As Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen argued  “indeed the existence of such differences may be one of the 

principal stimulants of the tourism industry” (Archer, Cooper & Ruhanen, 2005, p. 88) the difference 

referred to in this case are cultural, then it would make sense for the tourism sector of Nuuk not 

only to preserve the Greenlandic culture as it is, but also to educate the people and possibly to re-

develop cultural activities that were previously extinct or scarce. This could possibly be promoted in 

a way that, unlike the case with the national costumes52 where tourists were disappointed in the 

image marketed towards tourists over promised on the presence of Greenlandic culture. There could 

possibly be ground to create areas that are meant for these cultural activities, which in urban 

 

52 Results chapter, culture and sustainability section, Lykke quote 

ONE OF THE FEW DRUM DANCERS IN GREENLAND 
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cultural literature has been called cultural spaces, these were also mentioned in a conversation with 

Ren “these cultural spaces are very interesting as in the spirit of sustainability can continue, these 

can both be supported economically, as well as being socially accepted, and they can contribute to 

the good life in Nuuk, that can both attract labour and attract the young that have been under 

education” (Ren, interview, appendix 11). As mentioned in the theory chapter, you can discuss if this 

way of artificially keeping indigenous culture alive, really adds to the cultural authenticity of 

experience, and if this is actually a way of lying to the tourist about the cultural state of the country,  

but that is up to the eye of the beholder. 

What is cultural authenticity? is the untouched daily norms and interactions between the 

Greenlandic people, or is it Greenlandic people showing to the world their ancestral history on a 

stage as the case of the Cajun? either way this  potential development could assist the government 

in creating more jobs in the tourism sector, that are both sustainable in the sense that they are 

secure and hopefully enough to earn a comfortable living, but also at the same time aiding to the 

preservation and development of past and contemporary Greenlandic culture, where citizens and 

tourists in tandem can be educated as well as entertained by the Inuit culture. 

Potential negative socio-cultural impacts 

Negative impact in the context of tourism development in Nuuk stems from uncertainty, the best 

intentions can lead to reactions that are not accounted for. The example given in this context is the 

tourism strategy of Visit Greenland, and as mentioned in the framing chapter Visit Greenland is the 

voice of the Government, this is why their specific tourism strategy is important in the context of 

tourism in Nuuk. This strategy will not be described to completion because of the length of the 

strategy, and that every section is not relevant to thesis. The strategy is meant to guide the 

Greenlandic tourism environment towards a common goal of development, to accomplish this they 

have written down several indicators of a successful tourism strategy these boiled down to two 

points. 

Firstly, the main goal of the years 2020-23 is to collectively market towards adventure tourists “The 

big focus on adventure tourism, they place the largest amount of money when they are visiting a 

country (Schultz-Nielsen, 2018)53. This is due to the fact that the adventure tourism segment 

contribute 65% of their total travel expenses to the destination economy (ibid. 17), comparatively 

cruise tourists only contribute 19% of their total travel expenses to the destination economy (Visit 

 

53 Julia Pars Visit Greenland CEO Interview 
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Svalbard, 2015). Adventure tourists are also self-regulating in terms of a sustainable local life, these 

tourists are assumed to make informed choices in their travels, as they interest both require effort 

and are generally more expensive. The second point is he preservation of local life in Greenland is 

the second important point of interest in the tourism strategy of Visit Greenland, as they have 

shown  that one of the indicators of a successful sustainable tourism strategy is “at least 80% of the 

citizens in Greenland should perceive tourism as something that is a positive contribution to the 

Greenlandic society” (Visit Greenland, 2020, p. 35). 

But how are locals going to have a positive perspective on tourists, if it is simultaneously also the 

goal to divert tourists away from the city and into nature? Will the benefits that tourism can bring to 

a country only benefit tourism operators? Maybe not, and no country can control what segment that 

decides to travel to a country, but the marketing efforts can be directed towards an audience, that 

are more interested in the nature related experiences that are offered outside of Nuuk. 

But who is going to make sure that only tourist with a sustainable propensity enter Greenland, and 

how are they going to make sure that they do not harm the environment once they are there? 

And what happens when tourists are directed into areas that are more susceptible for social 

damage? 

as Holden argues in his article on the environment and tourism, traffic from tourists can begin to use 

resources meant for locals. This has already started to become a problem in small scales around the 

Nuuk fjord system, within this system there lies a settlement called Kapisillit that is politically a part 

of the same municipality as Nuuk with around 30 inhabitant, these people are typically citizens that 

enjoy a more solutional lifestyle, this settlement does not have near the same amount of resources 

as the capital does, and there are no roads there either. This means that everything needs to be 

transported by boat, either by themselves or to the singular store within Kapisillit. The resources of 

the store are because of transportation costs and lack of storage space adapted to the 30 

inhabitants, but common goods are already being bought fast as Kapisillit is also a popular spot for 

weekend vacation by the citizens of Nuuk. Furthermore, there are few citizens in Kapisillit that have 

their own boat to sail to Nuuk to buy their goods, so they many of them are relying on the store. To 

add to this issue there are only three days a week where there is transport by boat to Nuuk, but 

these seats are also the same seats that are taken by both international tourists, and weekend hut 

tourists from Nuuk, so it can be difficult to get to the city reliably. This issue could be intensified if 

tourists are diverted away from Nuuk and into areas like Kapisillit, which is in a good geographic 

position to the Ice fjord of Nuuk. The Ice Fjord is by far the most popular destinations to go to when 

you are in Nuuk, ”we take them into the ice fjord, they are just as amazed by it as they are in 
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Ilulissat” (Mørch, interview, appendix 1) and “my guest that come to my hostel, I think it is 90% of 

them that ask about the ice fjord” (Skifte, interview appendix 3). 

54The current popularity of the ice fjord and the hot topic of the melting ice caps, can create an 

urgent sensation around the ice fjord, which could potentially increase traffic in the future before 

the ice is completely gone, this is of course just a thought. 

 

But it gives rise to a question of what will happen in the fjord if there is an increased traffic, what will 

change? are tourism operators going to create facilities for themselves that can house tourists, and 

small harbours to facilitate safe quay walks? and could this potentially harm the solidarity and 

uniqueness of the surroundings of the fjord, and would the destroy the main selling point that is 

offered in the wilderness? Large tourism companies like Topaz Rejser and Hurtigruten have already 

indicated that they want to establish something within the fjord “Topaz and Hurtig Ruten wants to 

create routes into the fjord, and maybe even ecolodges” (Hard, interview appendix 15). We know for 

a fact that traffic from boats and the liking, have an impact on the surrounding ecology, whether 

they are gas polluting the water, greenhouse gasses and damages to the wildlife that can only be 

recorded after many years have passed. What happens if tourists are only interested in the Ice fjord? 

and Kapisillit simply becomes a city that you sail past or walk through, this means that the citizens 

will endure damage to their settlement, and local environment without the economic benefits that 

tourism can bring. It may also be unrealistic to think that tourists will simply walk through or past the 

settlement without any interaction, it may even be an opportunity for people living at the 

settlement, to gain additional earnings from the tourists.  

A sustainable approach to develop tourism in such a place could be to find out what talents and 

interest that the citizens have, and coach them into how to use these skills to create a small 

business. So rather than forcing a some generic service position on them, they could have the 

opportunity to develop their craft and from there gaining a sustainable living with something that 

they were already practising, that is of course if they desire to. 

You can have the best intentions as a society, 

create strategies and sustainable plans, but 

when the tourists start coming in and 

politicians can see the effect it has on the 

national treasury, tourism could become one 
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of the drivers for any political party to push Greenland to the hundreds of years wish to become 

independent from Greenland. Who is to say if this development is going to be sustainable then?  

The truth is that we never know what will happen in the future regarding any of the impacts, and we 

can only wonder what will happen to the social sphere in and around Nuuk. Nordic destinations like 

Tromsø and most of Iceland have had tremendous success in the past few years in regards to 

tourism, and it is doubtful that any of these destination was fully prepared to the amount of traffic 

that they attracted, this pressure as argued in the introduction chapter has led to a negative 

perspective on tourists in General. But they have also because of tourism, increased their economic 

flow to a level where they can afford to create tourism related restrictions, that is because that 

tourism not only changed the tourism environment, but every touch point around tourism have also 

benefited economically and socially. 

To sum up the socio-cultural impacts, tourism can contribute to preservation and promotion of 

Greenlandic culture, furthermore tourism can create a foundation sustainable jobs within the 

cultural field, which might not have been possible without this foreign segment. It adds to the 

possibility of a society that can both practise cultural practises from their ancestral history, while 

simultaneously being able to live a more modern life, if they desire to. On the other hand, tourism 

can also contribute to potential inequalities where resources become unavailable for locals, this 

could promote social inequalities where some areas are being economically forgotten, at the same 

time as tour operators benefit greatly from tourism.  

Environmental impacts 

The environmental impact of tourism, must arguably the most discussed effect of traveling, but 

fortunately for Greenland many of the damages that are described in the Holden article, will act 

more as a precautionary tale of potential future damage, as there at this point in time few damages 

from tourists to the environment found from interviews. 

Negative environmental impacts  

Starting with the obvious, the sheer act of traveling to Greenland is of course still damaging the 

environment in terms of Greenhouse gasses, and it would be most beneficial for the health of the 

planet if no one travelled anywhere, and especially not to a remote location like Greenland. But 

when that is said Holden describes three types of damages to environment that stems from tourists. 



63 
 

Resources 

Firstly, resource usage or rather the overuse of resources like water and food is one of the most 

serious issues in the global environment. The dynamic of the problem also changes if these 

resources become scarce because of foreign tourist as could deny these resources from locals.  

In Greenland the current tourism traffic is small compared to other Nordic destinations, but there 

are still cases today where it could become an issue, an example could the aforementioned store 

issue in Kapisillit, where Nuuk locals and other tourist could deny the access to common goods. But if 

this became a more concerning problem, the increased traffic to the city may also bring more 

earnings to the store, it is also possible to create a larger inventory to prepare for the various waves 

of tourists, assuming if more goods were to be transported, which in itself also could contribute to 

greenhouse gas emissions. Water usage is another issue that Holden describes that is less applicable 

to Nuuk at this point in time, as the Greenlandic Ice cape 

provides numerous metric tons of water every single hour, 

this water is also the reason why the Nuuk fjord exists in the 

first place because of erosion. But these fortunate 

circumstances does not mean that they should not be 

discussed, no one can be certain that water and resource will 

become a problem in the future many years from now, that is 

why it can be difficult to discuss sustainability as it forces us to 

think about how any activity today can affect the future far 

from now. Nuuk also receives all common goods through 

transportation, so if the problem in Kapisillit were to be scaled 

up, the same issues could be applied. 

Human Behaviour 

The second type of damages concern human behaviour towards nature where nature is used by “ 

stakeholders either intentionally or unintentionally in an unsustainable way” (ibid, p. 90), this 

discussion will mainly revolve around the Greenlandic wildlife and the culture around hunting. As 

argued in previous section, it is the goal of the government to attract tourism towards the nature 

surrounding Nuuk and the experiences available there will act as the main attraction. Because if this 

direction it is reasonable to think that facilities are going to be built to cater to these tourists in the 

wilderness. Some of the tour operators are unsure if it is smart to start building in the Fjord of Nuuk, 

because it could start to hurt their tourism products, The question in reality how much there actually 

should be made in the fjord? (Riisom, interview, appendix 5). The Nuuk fjord is an area that for 

REINDEER IN NUUK FJORD 
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hundreds of years have  been used as hunting grounds for the local population, as it is a sustainable 

area to live for reindeer that have lived there longer than any humans.  

The unintentional or unknown damages to the environment could be that these Reindeers will be 

pushed away from the area from human activity. These animals are a part of an ecosystem, 

everything that relates to that animal will be affected as well. These can be predatory animals that 

live of Reindeer, scavenger animals that lives of their carcasses, and even flora that have established 

their cycles to that of the reindeer system. These are of course speculations, but the changed that 

tourism facilities in nature brings can have, according to Holden these effects could range from 

breeding patterns to guides that have started to exploit animals for the sake of tourist(Holden, 2016, 

p. 89). This could for example be the attempted domestication of Reindeer for the sake of a 

guaranteed animal related experience.  

Holden also describe cases in the Amazon where tourism actors have started to “dynamite fish” for 

the entertainment of tourists” (Holden, 2016, p. 89). While Holden proposes an extreme example to 

show these effects, the point is not so much that it will happen for Greenland, but that it happened 

somewhere, and that it is hard to know how humans are going to interact with the environment in 

the future, especially when monetary opportunity begin to show it potential. 

 

 

Pollution 

The third type of damage is mostly concerned with pollution, these damages seemed to stem mostly 

from the native population own handling of waste and garbage. This issue that is taken very 

seriously by the tour operators, “You can sail for 2 hours, and then there is just and old buoy and a 

plastic bag on the beach, and then you just think wow, we have just messed this place up, even when 

it is far away from any humans it still gets there, it is just scary I think” (Lykke, interview, appendix 7). 

This problem could stem from the Greenlandic nature being taken for granted by the local 

population, because they live in these surroundings some norms and actions can become socially 

invisible. 

There is also in 2020 few means of waste sorting in Nuuk, which could also contribute to this issue, 

as a proper waste management system could create a sense of responsibility on how people handle 

their trash. If these processes are is not a part of the culture it can be hard to have a personal sense 

of responsibility, especially if a person is out in nature, where there are no one there to make sure 

that you handle your waste properly, just like the criticism towards adventure tourists. This is not 
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only an issue within Nuuk but also in nature, it would arguably be easier for tourists and locals to 

dispose of their trash, if trash handling station were dispersed throughout the fjord, but would that 

hurt the aesthetic of the fjord as a tourism product? it may also add to the feeling of being more 

accountable for how you handle trash? 

For the tertiary environmental damages you have the locals being very vocal about the how foreign 

investors and tourists can harm the environment, with a culture that is deeply imbedded in nature, 

while tourism operators on the other side have seen and realizing the damage that same local 

population have impacted the environment. This might be because the tourism operators as guides 

look at the environment as their livelihood, where they become more critical to their surroundings 

that they have to show their guests around in, so they are naturally more critical of their 

surroundings. 

Positive environmental impact 

While it was argued that the local population according to the interviewees mainly stem from the 

local population, tourists can still be used as a tool for discussion on how we can do better. If we 

look at the Great barrier Reef example that have been damaged from tourist related activities, then 

it must be remembered that it is also because of these damages that these impacts are being 

discussed today. The same can be said about the damages to the environment of Nuuk as argued in 

the previous section the native population can be a significant contributor to the environmental 

damage to in Nuuk. But if there on the other hand is established evidence that tourist have started 

to contribute to the same damage as the local do, it could arguably create a reaction where the 

Greenlandic population become more aware of these environmental impact, resulting in movements 

to decrease them across the board. This might seem contradictory, but as argued in previous 

section, everyday environments can be taken for granted and the Greenlandic population generally 

have a propensity to be critical of foreign activities in the countries. So by having a “foreign force” 

rather than themselves negatively impacting the environment, it could be easier for them to discuss 

these impact and take action from there, and in the end resulting in stronger guidelines, policies and 

sustainable culture around nature. 

Furthermore the rise of voluntourism could be a useful tool to prepare infrastructure in more fragile 

environment, “voluntourism, is where people donate their time and help establishing settlements, 

like they do on the Faroe islands” (Thomsen, interview appendix 9). Thomsen noted in this context 

that you must be careful with any activity, even if they appear sustainable as destination can begin 

to purposefully keep areas undeveloped to maintain constant traffic from voluntourism.  
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To sum up the environmental impacts, tourism in itself is 

generally harmful to the environment, and there have 

been multiple recorded cases tourists have damaged 

environment to unsalvageable states, but on the other 

hand tourism also contributes to the discussion of the 

harmful effects. Therefore, paradoxically by enduring 

damage in some areas of a destination, could lead to an 

overreaction that will as a result create more sustainable 

policies and guidelines for future tourist, as well as the knowledge of these unsustainable tendencies 

for the locals. 

Tourism have brought with it a force that have made it possible to create better welfare for the 

countries and that is why some researchers refers to tourism as being a social force rather than an 

industry. 

Tourism as a social force 

Tourism has the power to change countries, these changes can be positive depending on how the 

change is handled, as explained during the analysis of the different sides of the impacts. Moving 

forward with the discussion, using tourism as a social force is more a suggestion on how to think and 

talk about tourism. As discussed in the theory chapter industries are creators of wealth (Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2006, p. 1194) and according to Higgins it is potentially harmful to think about tourism as 

an industry, because by association this could lead to what she calls growth fetishism, where 

stakeholders only think about how they can expand and get more profit for their, and fail to think 

about both the negative and positive impacts on the economy, the social factors and the 

environment. 

On the other side It might be naive to think that organizations only think about profit, and it is 

maybe also an outdated perspective to think of corporations as heartless entities rather than real 

people making a living for themselves. Examples of counterpoints in this research was when Skifte 

the owner of Two Ravens proclaimed that profit is not everything in what they do, they are simply 

happy being in nature, and they are driven by their own intrinsic motivation. While on the other 

sides there are companies like organizations like Nuuk Water Taxi that have been the fastest growing 

tourism company in Nuuk, is that a negative thing to with to grow your business?  “in Greenland and 

many other countries, you think about tourism as an economic tool, but I think that it is important to 

think about tourism as a social force” (Ren, interview, appendix 11).  

EAGLE OVER NUUK 
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Tourism as a social force is an amalgamation of every impact discussed above, and it shows how 

interlinked all these impact are and it also shows how hard it can be to discuss any of the impact 

separately “everything and everybody are affected in relation to tourism” (Thomsen, interview, 

appendix 9). 

If we bring the example of the Cajuns can carry over to Nuuk. Tourism is a force that can lead the 

Greenlandic population to promote and re-discover their ancestral history in a more modern way 

where they don’t have to choose between the older Greenlandic traditions or more modern values, 

they can like the Cajuns because of tourism and the economic opportunities that it brings to a 

destination, and from there become fluent in changing between lifestyles.  

One of the longest goals of the Greenlandic population is to become an independent country, as of 

now the country and as described in the tourism development from 2020 to 2030 chapter the 

country “realistically require up to a 10 billion DKK increase in yearly income if Greenland were to 

ever become independent” (Rubæk, fieldnotes, April 2020)55 from the support Greenland receives 

from Denmark every year, then increased tourism could be an opportunity to sustainably make the 

decision to become independent. This is also considering that agriculture in the current climate is 

not possible, paired with Greenland relying primarily on the fishing industry to maintain their 

economy.  

One of the effects of Greenland having a relatively young tourism industry56, is that standardization, 

knowledge, and education among the population is limited. There is currently one institution in 

Greenland that offers any education on tourism, which is an institution in Qaqortoq57 called Camp 

Kujalleq, these educations are primarily related to becoming guides in the arctic where most of them 

are under a year. Apart from this Camp Kujalleq there is another institution called Niuernermik 

Ilinniarfik 58 which offers a basic service education. This implies that if Greenlandic citizens wishes to 

specialise within experiences and other tourism related fields, they will need to travel to other 

countries in search of this education. But this leads to another problem where young Greenlandic 

students do not return back to Greenland after they have completed their education, as they feel 

 

55 Asmus will be introduced in the methodology chapter  

56 As argued in the framing chapter 

57 Largest city in South Greenland 

58 Translates to school of commerce 
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that the possibilities in Denmark and the expensive cost of living in Nuuk59 are strong factors of why 

they are not returning after they have finished their education  (Rosa, 2017 & Turnowsky, 2018)60.  

To sum up, there are limited educational possibilities within tourism, and the people that do go out 

and become educated within the field, does not come back to work in Greenland, resulting in low 

specialization of service quality. There is also the question on how accepting Greenland is on an 

exogenous labour force and investors. The consensus is that the population would prefer to have 

jobs within tourism to be occupied by Greenlandic people, and they are generally against foreign 

investors. This can be seen in an example where a Malaysian investor example. 

Understanding tourism as a social force is in essence a more sustainable approach to tourism 

development, because it reminds stakeholder and actors that tourism is not just an industry, but a 

tool that can be used to change a country. Mads Nordlund the CEO of Guide to Greenland in a 

conversation on how some countries have changed because of tourism, where he said that we 

simply don’t know what will happen in the future, especially when thinking about the potential 

impact that the new airport in Nuuk could have on tourism traffic, we can be prepared nothing is 

certain “when you see at Iceland today, there are people on every hour of the day both incoming and 

outgoing travellers. You can start to thank if restaurants here are going to be open 24 hours? In New 

York you can buy a steak at 4 in the morning, this is not New York but what will Nuuk become where 

there are people here all the time?” (Nordlund, interview, appendix 8).  

There are many uncertain factors when creating processes and measure that can increase tourism 

traffic, but there is one thing that is certain, and that is that changes will happen. If Nuuk internalizes 

this fact, the city can begin to harness these forces as an advantage that can create a prosperous 

future for the country. “It is a social force whether we want it or not, it transforms the way that 

destination and humans are, and, the question is how we would like it to happen, and that is how 

sustainability comes into frame” (Ren, interview, appendix 11) 

 

 

 

59 Most commodities are imported, and therefore more expensive  

60 Two articles from the newspaper Sermitsiaq 
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Discussion 

This section will take a more critical perspective on some of the theories that have been used in this 

research 

The first point of discussion is some criticism to the article by White, McCrum, Blackstock & Scott, 

that describes the different shades of green, if it can be harmful to use a term like industry for the 

notion of tourism as Desbiolles argues, would it then also be harmful to separate measures that are 

pre-emptive dark measures or light measure that support the development of tour operators? 

Lykke who is one of the fastest growing tour operators in Nuuk, was stationed in North Greenland 

but decided to move after years of unsatisfactory support from the municipality in Ilulissat “it's a 

total luxury here we are getting listened to, and people back in Ilulissat are jealous”. If the 

municipalities wishes to foster sustainable tourism development, then they must be able to take 

care of their tour operators, as they are the ones who have the most contact tourists, they are also a 

large part of their collective experience, meaning that their perspective of Greenland as a whole 

relies to a large extend on these operators.  

Higgins-Desbiolles on the other hand argues that by essentially granting political power to tour 

operators because of their economic potential, they can begin to use this power in favour of 

themselves (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2006, p. 1193). But that could also be a point of criticism for 

Desbiolles as well as it places the negative assumption that all tour operators who will gain any 

economic power, will use it as tool for their own benefit.  

But is that not a good thing? surely the collective development of all tour operators for the sake of 

developing Greenland is a positive advancement. This could also be a result of a lack of literature in 

areas like Greenland that have a small population and is able to promote economic growth without 

having major environmental impacts. This applies to other pieces of literature used in the theory 

chapter, all have sections that are applicable to Nuuk, but they also have section that are not yet 

applicable. Examples are that tourism development adds to resource inequalities between tourists 

and locals, while it is true that it was argued that is can be a problem in areas like Kapisillit, the 

articles presume that this is because of goods are excluded from the local population, while in the 

case of Greenland it is because most common goods needs to be transported from Denmark to 

Nuuk, and from Nuuk to settlements and smaller cities in the local area, which makes the problem 

more related to shipping planning rather than social inequalities 

Literature on cultural preservation in relation to tourism also assume that the country of interest has 

an indigenous population that is the minority for example the case of Cajuns. Greenland on the 
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other hand is in a unique position because the indigenous population is the majority. This does not 

mean that these articles are not applicable for the case of Nuuk, on the contrary they provide 

valuable insights to how Nuuk can take more precautionary steps now and in the future, by 

leapfrogging problems and solutions towards a more sustainable society. 

Seven pillars of sustainable tourism development in 

Greenland 

To answer the research question, how can sustainable tourism development be defined for the 

capital of Greenland, Nuuk there are 7 themes that needs to included, these themes are found 

during the data collection process, and by taking the perspective of current tourism stakeholders, 

and combining them with relevant literature this definition this definition will potentially have a 

more legitimate foundation 

1. Lengthen the tourism season 

The current high peaks and low valleys of tourism leave some tourism operators to only 

have work for 5 months of the year. By focusing on marketing towards the low seasons 

there would potentially both be opportunities to keep tourism related jobs open all year, 

and a secondary effect could be that the high peaks would be leveled out. This can be a 

difficult because Nuuk has unstable weather during autumn and spring, so it is a challenge 

for tour operators to create experiences, but these skills needs to be developed, and the 

government can aid by creating incentives to develop these experiences. This is the same 

way that governments have been trying to control the corona virus, by attempting to 

leveling the curve the carrying capacity will endure less strain, which will add to the 

sustainability of the working environment. 

But for this scenario to become a reality, there are two things that need happen beforehand, 

primarily, sustainable jobs needs to be created in tourism with a decent pay, they should 

also be jobs that can be maintained all year, not just in the high seasons. Secondly, the 

general quality of services, experiences and education around tourism needs to be 

heightened “I think that SDG nr 861 is really interesting, and that might be the biggest hurdle 

in Greenland, how do you build a capacity all year, without the volume being too much?” 

(Ren, Interview, appendix 7), which lead to the second point 

 

61 Decent jobs and economic growth 
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2. Quality over quantity 

Adventure tourist will be the main target group for Greenland, because they place more 

value into the economy per tourist compared to cruise tourists, globetrotters, and city 

tourists. Quality refers to the level of care tourists put into understanding the culture, nature 

and the ecosystem of destinations, in other words they require less energy by operators to 

educate and monitor their, as they are already knowledgeable about how to act in a fragile 

environment. But it also refers to the amount of economic value that is contributed to the 

local economy per tourists “We want to stop looking at volume, we would rather look at 

value, instead of wanting a 10% increase in guests, we want a 10% higher profit from guests” 

(Hard, Interview, appendix 15). 

3. Increase competencies and quality of experiences 

One of the disadvantages of having a relatively short history with tourism is, that the tourism 

sector has not had time to mature. That is why Nuuk is spending a lot of resources to learn 

from more mature destination like Tromsø, Iceland and Svalbard. But simply looking at what 

other countries do is not enough to create sustainable development, the government needs 

to aid the population by allocating funds and incentives for knowledge and skill acquisition in 

the tourism sector. This is important if Nuuk as destination wants to cater towards more 

quality guest, the destination needs to find ways to create services and experiences that fit 

the demand of a high-quality segment.  

4. Preserve and promote culture 

Tourism should be a tool to promote the culture and values of Nuuk, not only for tourist but 

to educate the citizen of Nuuk as well. By educating the population on cultural practises, 

knowledge will be maintained across generations, citizens should be able to choose how 

they want to express these cultures, where there is room to lead a more modern life 

simultaneously. This will aim at keeping the authentic culture alive through times of change. 

5. Preserve and strengthen the environment 

Environmental damage from tourism cannot be avoided, but tourism can aid in the 

preservation of nature through education and information. Tourists should be informed 

about how to act when they are in nature, it is not enough to hope that they are self-

regulating. Experiences should be created where the scenery is a part of the experience, 

rather creating facilities that hurt the ecology and aesthetics of the nature in Nuuk. 

6. Collaboration 

Throughout this thesis, there have been multiple claims around the notion that tourism is 

not a singular entity, but a system of industries that all relates to tourism in some level, 



72 
 

these can be closely related like tourism operators, and they can be distant like the 

infrastructure, they are all a part of the tourism experience. 

So, to create sustainable tourism development, these industries must realize their place in 

the system. Tourism operators must work together in favour of the collective good 

experience for the tourist, rather than competing between themselves for short term 

profits. An example could be that if an operator has required limit of six to go out sailing, but 

if a couple comes alone, they will today be denied this experience. These people these 

should also have the opportunity to experience what Nuuk has to offer. Rather than denying 

them their experience, the operator should be able to tell them that, even if they are not 

enough people to sail with them, they can direct them to a competitor that can take them 

instead. If these tourists do not get their experience, every step there will become a negative 

experience, these include the flight to Nuuk there, the hotel stay and the taxi ride to the 

experience provider. Therefore, every link in the experience chain should work towards the 

same goal. 

7. Sustainability 

Finally all these points needs to be sustainable, development of tourism can’t be a quick fix 

they need to be reliable long into the future” when talking about tourism then Sustainability 

is absolutely number one” (Hard, interview, appendix 15. This should encapsulate every 

preceding point, jobs need to be reliable, social relations should be strengthened, the 

environment needs to be maintained.  

The suggestion for a definition for the sustainable tourism development in Nuuk will boil these 

seven points down to this paragraph, this paragraph will be the proposed answer to the research 

question  how can sustainable tourism development be defined for the capital of Greenland, 

Nuuk? 

Sustainable tourism development in Nuuk is development that should aim at flattening the curve 

of tourism seasons to decrease pressure on the capacity of the city, while contributing to job 

security in tourism throughout the year. Tourism development should support the education, 

information and preservation of culture and the environment of Nuuk, both for tourists and its 

citizens. Every sector in Nuuk should co-operatively works towards the collective good experience 

of tourists, so that they can support the economic, social, and environmental health of Nuuk now, 

and for every future generation to come. 
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Further research  

While this thesis can be used as a foundation for definitions on sustainable development in Nuuk, 

there is still need of research in several areas. These are general suggestion on how Greenland can 

become economically independent from support from Denmark outside of tourism, fishing, and the 

raw materials industry. How tourism operators in Nuuk can create experiences for tourists that are 

both beneficial for the operator as well as preserving the economy. There is also need of research 

like that of the article about Cajun cultural preservation but directed at tourism products that can 

aid in the preservation of Greenlandic culture. There is also an extensive need for research on 

quantitative data of the economic impacts of tourism in Nuuk, qualitative data economical 

contribution per tourist in Nuuk and precise numbers on where tourist are coming from and 

especially why they are traveling to Nuuk. If this data is researched and found, it will be easier for 

the capital to move forward with tourism development, as they both know how to sustainably 

increase their tourism numbers, but also more directly target the activities that are attractive from 

tourists. 

Conclusion 

Sustainability is a hard subject to write and talk about, as human nature is both social and egoistic, at 

the same time we seek to find the best life that we can for ourselves in a system that is composed of 

individuals with the same goal. It can be hard for an ego to sacrifice something for the better of a 

person we do not care about, because why should they care about us? And why should a place like 

Greenland care about sustainability and sustainable tourism development when they are one of the 

least contributing nations to global climate change?  

Sustainability is a global issue that challenges your ego, no, it is not just the others that creates harm 

for the environment, so do you and so do I. We can´t control the actions of what others do, but we 

can certainly create a foundation where it becomes easier to do better for our planet, and that is 

what this thesis sought to do, by proposing a definition on how Nuuk sustainably can improve their 

social relations, develop their economy while preserving their environment through tourism. 

This was done by collecting empirical qualitative data from stakeholders in the Greenlandic tourism 

sector, from this data it was found that, the Greenlandic population have social power to decide who 

can create organizational activities within the country, tourism stakeholders do not wish to support 

the development of mass tourism. The Greenlandic culture is deeply imbedded in nature, while also 

being some of the main sources of environmental damage. There is because of the new airports in 
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Nuuk potential to increase tourism traffic, but there are today few political measures to control this 

potential traffic. This data was processed and analysed through the lenses of literature that in the 

end would aid in creating a foundational definition for sustainable tourism development. 

As written in the case introduction,  

“We are in front of the evolutionary train where we proudly can look back at our accomplishment, 

but if we look forward we might realize that if we run this machine at the same speed as we always 

have, we could lose control.” This is the metaphorical train that sustainability is trying to tame” 

But we you look around we will realize that we ourselves have been on this train our whole life, with 

everybody else that lives on Earth. And if we look closely, we might realize that there are close to 8 

billion hand breaks, one for every seat, and the train will only stop if everyone is brave enough to 

pull it, are you? 
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