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Early in 2007 I sat in an airless 
classroom beside 19 other navy-
clad schoolgirls and pored over 

a 3-inch high stack of pages. I shuffled 
through the photocopied articles and in-
ternet printouts, listlessly highlighting a 
line here and there. ‘‘Ocean temperature 
warming’’ – I knew that already. ‘‘Fish 
species redistributing’’ – it hardly sounded 
cataclysmic. A week or so later I handed 
in my research essay. It wasn’t exactly 
high-quality material, and I was glad to 
forget about it and move on. I had more 
interesting things to work on – I was 
entering a film competition! A few short 
months later, success in that competition 
found me breathing in deeply the cold, 
fresh air of remote Eastern Greenland.
	 I sat on a rock, looking out at the ice-
bergs across the fiords. I pulled my coat 
around me – it didn’t feel particularly 
warm! Soon, I was handed a fishing rod, 
and we cast a line into the clear water 
below – I could see the occasional shadow 
passing, of what I took to be our elusive 
target, the Arctic char. Half an hour later, 
with little more than a tug or two, we 
reeled the line in again and gave up.  This 
theme seemed to emerge in the next few 
days. We crossed the vast fiord on a rusty 
fishing boat. We inspected a traditional-
style fishing canoe. We watched the early 
morning exodus of local Inuit fishermen 
in motorboats. Finally, we made one very 
special trip to an abandoned hunting and 
fishing village, Ikateq, which now stands 
deserted on a small island just off the 
path of the enormous icebergs around the 
coast.
	 In this eerily empty village, we length-
ily and sadly discussed the fate of this, and 
many other similar towns, as we prepared 
to return to the larger, rapidly modernis-
ing town of Tasiilaq. Apparently, Danish 
government policy has caused small com-
munities to disband, as they can no longer 
support themselves. Warmer temperatures 
mean that every year it takes longer and 
longer for sea ice to form in the fiords. 
The traditional subsistence lifestyle, 
reliant on hunting, has been disrupted by 
the fact that the Inuits can no longer run 
dog-sleds across the frozen ice. Hunting 

is barely possible, and fishing now just oc-
casional, with only about 30% of people 
still going out to fish. The old ways are not 
sustainable any more, forcing the people 
continually towards a modern western 
lifestyle, reliant, ironically, on oil – the 
very stuff at the root of so many of these 
problems.
	 As we clambered back onto our boat, 
I turned for a last look at Ikateq. A dog 
sled sat stranded on a rock amongst the 
wildflowers. In front of a derelict house, 
a tall fish-drying rack stood, completely 
empty… and at last the light bulb lit up. 
The pages and pages of data, then mean-
ingless – tables of numbers showing fish 
populations; maps and diagrams pointing 
out habitat and patterns of migration; and 
lengthy discourses on carbon emissions 
and sea temperature increase. While it 
meant little to an uninterested schoolgirl, 
it meant everything to the people here – it 
was the reality they were living in. 
Fish species in Greenland are migrating 
northward, to stay within their optimum 
temperature zone as the ocean – even in 
these Arctic regions – gradually warms. 
Worldwide, fishing industries are suffer-
ing as populations shift or decline, and 
here in Greenland, it was spelling the end 
of the Inuit lifestyle as it once was. 

Somewhere out there scientists had 
known this – they had been making these 
tables, drawing the maps, and writing the 
essays which had filtered their way down 
to me and probably hundreds of others as 
well. But obviously not enough people 
– not yet. The science behind these poi-
gnant physical changes is the key to un-
derstanding and perhaps even mitigating 
against them – it could make all the dif-
ference. Science is perhaps too late to save 
Ikateq. But as the boat pulled away, I 
imagined all the other Ikateqs still hidden 
along that wild Arctic coast. I have re-
turned to the stuffy science classroom, 
and for the sake of Greenland’s clearer 
air, I study a little harder.

Could science have saved Ikateq?

LAST WORD
A personal perspective from susan smirk
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