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Short Description of the Abstract  
Several places in Greenland, there are major challenges regarding all kind of infrastructure 
including sanitation and waste handling. It is partly a consequence of the climatic conditions 
but it is heavily connected to the fact, that all societies in Greenland are challenged by island 
operation. In addition, Greenland over the past decades experienced a sector division of the 
total infrastructure that on many tasks have complicated the necessary cooperation. The 
problem will be discussed using Qaanaaq and Qeqertarsuaq as examples. 
 
Abstract 

The	island	operating	challenges	
Although Greenland is the largest island in the world, the country with its limited population of only 56.000 
inhabitants should be viewed as a micro-state. (Nielsen 2000) In addition, the fact that Greenland is not one, 
but essentially an association of 75 small or very small island economies, is a central challenge. 
 
For Greenland and each Greenlandic settlement all trade currently takes place directly between the 
individual settlement and Denmark. The exports of relatively unprocessed fish and shellfish contribute with 
90% of the export income and the processing are often taken place in low-wage countries, whereby a large 
part of the added value takes place outside Greenland. The Greenlandic dependence on external labour is 
seen throughout the country, and nowhere is it possible to commute on a daily basis.  
 
At the same time, Greenland faces the challenge of a costly and complex supply infrastructure. Each 
settlement has not only got its own electricity production, but also a backup, because if the power supply fails 
for just a short period during the winter, all plumbing and fixtures are destroyed, and the settlement has to be 
evacuated. Transport infrastructure is costly, and in areas closed by winter sea-ice storage capacity and 
supplies for longer periods are needed, just as a capacity for freezing the catch until the first ship arrives is 
crucial. (Hendriksen 2013) 
 
Thus, it is not possible to compare Greenland to Iceland, northern Norway or the Faroe Islands, as is often 
done. The simple reason is that in these areas each settlement is part of a more coherent electricity supply 
network, and that they generally have road and/or ferry connections to the outside world, enabling 
continuous supplies and exports and even commuting. 
 
Thus the nature of Greenland as a micro-state combined with island operation provides unique conditions for 
the development and organization of a sustainable industrial base and skills and handle infrastructural 
related challenges. 



 

Sectorization	and	its	impact		
The island operation situation is further challenged by the increased level of sectorization of the 
infrastructure that has characterized the development of Greenland since the late 1980s.  
 
Greenland's infrastructure has in recent decades in a broad sense been divided into a number of limited 
companies fully or partially owned by the Government of Greenland as well as a few 'net managed' 
companies owned by the Government of Greenland. The aim was that each company should optimize its 
services within their own core business and thus achieve greater efficiency and consequently savings.  
 
The owner of these companies, usually only the Self Rule, has a natural expectation that the individual 
company generates a profit and thus returns. The challenge, however, is that with this sectorization and 
desire that each company generates a profit, follows a natural sub-optimization, where each company 
focuses on its core business and cuts functions that are not essential for this operation. From a business 
economic point of view, this strategy makes good sense, but looking at it from a societal perspective this 
approach weakens a holistic use of resources. (Hendriksen and Hoffmann 2015) 
 
Overall, this sectorization results in very high costs for each of the fully or partially self-government owned 
enterprises. At the same time the consequence is that a number of socially necessary tasks are not 
resolved, and that each community at times more or less comes to a halt, triggering a number of secondary 
social costs and pushing to a more dysfunctional society. 
 

Black wastewater and hazardous waste	
Island operating issues by it self challenge in several areas all kinds of sanitation infrastructure.  
 
For small island operation society is becoming establishing of sewers disproportionately costly, and in 
Greenland more expensive and complicated because all piping have to be heated by power cables. 
Therefore, a large part of Greenland cities in whole or partly are non-sewerage, and the same applies to the 
country settlements. The grey water is led to the terrain and toilet waste (black water) is collected in bags 
and disposed manually, which provides a range of technical and occupational health challenges. 
 
The black water handling in Qaanaaq is challenged by the fact that there is located a reef a cuple of hundred 
meters shore, so it is not possible manually pouring toilet waste into the sea. Therefore the filled toilet bags 
have been leaved on the dump, resulting in uncontrolled leakage to the surrounding environment.  
 
Because of the complicated navigation conditions in the district with only two annual supply ships where 
everything must lighters in and out, a big part of hazardous waste have been left on the dump, and iron short 
left unsystematic decades. 

Refuse	
Similarly for urban waste management. Few cities have a functioning incinerator because the population 
base has been too little and waste too small for making it possible or profitable to utilize the heat for district 
heating. The establishment of a waste incineration are thus disproportionately expensive and without any 
actual repayment option. 
 
There has been some attempt to collect waste in small towns like Qeqertarsuaq and sail it to larger towns 
with incineration plants, as the calorific value positively contribute to the larger urban district heating. 
 
These experiments are partly encountered in various technical challenges. Additionally, they had to face a 
number of challenges as a result of the sectorization. The various infrastructure companies that would 
contribute to the total project, have, based on own sub-optimization, demanded a payment for e.g. transport 
of waste that made the project unprofitable. The sectorization also meant that in a number of cities not found 
the necessary professional skills to handle the technical challenges. 
 



 

The different types of challenges and their implications will be discussed. 
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