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Local Knowledge in Resilience and Adaptation to 
Snowstorm Hazards in Two North Atlantic Islands: 

Newfoundland and Iceland 

Sheridan R. Thompson and Michelle L. Valliant

ABSTRACT

Drawing on first person observations, this paper explores how severe 
winter storms impacted the two rural island communities of New-
foundland and Iceland in January of 2020. The authors, as researchers 
and local community members, examine vulnerability, resilience, and 
adaptation as processes of community transformation in response to 
large-scale environmental hazards. Highlighting the significance of 
local knowledge and place-based worldviews, we argue that communi-
ty-driven interactions are more effective than top-down approaches 
for hazard reduction and climate change adaptation. Our observations 
aim to offer broader insights for regions with similar socio-cultural 
and environmental contexts, underscoring how localized perspectives 
can foster positive transformation and strengthen adaptive capacity.

1. Introduction

If I look at how my ancestors even 200 years ago, they didn’t 
spend a lot of time banking capital, they didn’t rely on material 
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wealth for their well-being and economic stability. They put 
energy into meaningful and authentic relationships. So their 
food security and economic security was based on how good and 
how resilient their relationships were — their relationships 
with clans that lived nearby, with communities that lived 
nearby, so that in hard times they would rely on people, not the 
money they saved in the bank. I think that extended to how 
they found meaning in life. It was the quality of those relation-
ships — not how much they had, not how much they consumed 
— that was the basis of their happiness. 

— Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (2013)

As concerns over the impacts of climate change continue to intensify, 
communities the world over focus on vulnerability, resilience, and adap-
tation. Change is a universal and pervasive force of life. Yet, experiences 
with sudden, chronic, or rapid change in social and environmental con-
ditions leave an imprint on the human psyche that holds the potential 
for both negative and positive outcomes (van der Kolk, 2014). Humans 
can rebound from countless events of social disruption resulting from 
hazards and environmental changes within their occupied landscapes. 
However, if a human community lacks knowledge or ability to relate to 
non-human phenomena and is therefore unprepared, the impact of haz-
ards may not only damage property and destroy lives but compromise a 
community’s physical, emotional, and mental health, severely impacting 
their ability to respond successfully to future events (Kaniasty, 2020). 
Alternatively, a community’s social-ecological structure; worldviews; and 
how they think, act, and behave concerning the environment enhance 
their ability to respond to future impacts brought by climate change.

A worldview is a set of assumptions and beliefs about the physical 
and social reality that impact behaviour: how humans perceive, think, 
know, and act in the world (Koltko-Rivera, 2004). Over emphasis on 
techno-centric approaches to adaptation is criticized for not address-
ing the complex and integral social, economic, political, and environ-
mental circumstances at a local level (Burton et al., 2002; Adger et al., 
2005; Schipper, 2007; van Aalst et al., 2008; McNamara & Buggy, 
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2017). Many scholars suggest that the techno-centric must allow for 
the spaciousness of alternative knowledge systems, such as inherited 
local knowledge specific to place and community, in the decision- 
making processes of adaptation to climate change (Cronin et al., 2004; 
McNamara & Westoby, 2011; Bird et al., 2011; Wilson, 2014; Mc-
Narmara & Buggy, 2017). Although local knowledge has been some-
times excluded from this previous scholarship, such knowledge can 
make essential contributions to decisions concerning planning, pre-
paredness, and adaptation strategies for rural coastal island communi-
ties (Bird et al., 2011; McNamara & Westoby, 2011; McNamara & 
Buggy, 2017). Furthermore, while the dialogue around who holds the 
knowledge and thus gets to be included in decision-making has been 
broadened (Latulippe & Klenk, 2020; Klenk et al., 2017; Hall, 2013), 
positivistic Eurocentric worldviews remain dominant. 

We draw on the work of symbolic interactionist Hubert Blumer 
(1969), who challenges the dominant worldview of science and technol-
ogy being traditionally accepted as the one and only approach to truth 
(Carter & Fuller, 2016). Blumer suggests that, to understand social be-
haviour and relationships, one must get inside the individual and com-
munity to see how they perceive their world and the changes associated 
with its evolution. Symbolic interaction evolved in resistance to the dom-
inant, positivist approaches that tended to objectify and investigate 
society from the ‘top down’ perspective, focusing on the impact that 
macro-level institutions and social structures had on individual persons 
or groups of persons within a given society (Carter & Fuller, 2016). Sym-
bolic interactionists shift their attention to the interpretation of subjec-
tive viewpoints and how individuals make sense of their world from their 
unique perspective of meaning-making through shared action and inter-
action towards a thing: objects, events, ideas, perceptions, relationships 
(Blumer, 1969). The meanings that emerge from action and interactions 
with other individuals and with society are understood to be continuous-
ly created and recreated through interpreting processes during interac-
tion with others (Blumer, 1969), suggesting that human life is a group life 
in a constant cycle of stability and change (Denzin, 1969). 
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The following case study takes place at two different island com-
munities: Newfoundland, Canada, and Iceland, as both are consider-
ably isolated, remote, and with more rural populations relative to their 
parent nations of Europe and Canada. In particular, the focus is on the 
city of St. John’s in eastern Newfoundland and the municipalities of 
Ísafjarðarbær and Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður (part of the peninsula of 
Vestfirðir [Westfjords]) in northwest Iceland. 

Between January and February 2020, both areas experienced in-
tense winter storm events with record-breaking snow falls and wind 
gusts. The authors were present at the time of the events (one living in 
St. John’s and the other in Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður) and discuss 
community responses as well as what they personally witnessed. Our 
observations and reflections are written from an “eye-of-the-guest,” as 
neither of us are initially from the communities, as well as from a “local” 
perspective, as each of us currently live within each of these communi-
ties. We use the symbolic interactionism approach to interpret our 
subjective viewpoints and compare the unique perspectives witnessed 
during the storm events and the meaning behind shared actions and 
interactions among our communities. We were active members of 
these communities before, during, and after the snowstorms. We offer 
an alternative to the detached stance of an objective observer; we ac-
cept our roles as more engaged and active participants and we situate 
ourselves within the event as it unfolded, in relation to both human 
and non-human agency (Edgeworth & Benjamin, 2017). 

The aim of this paper is to highlight personal and community 
experiences and agentic responses to two snowstorms in the winter of 
2020 as understood by the authors and the ways in which community 
responses contributed successful adaptive outcomes. While we reflect 
on our observations, we also view our communities as experts in the 
field of local knowledge, establishing alternative means of communi-
cation to share information when technology is not accessible. We 
believe that our findings are important to share as our observations 
provide insight into how local and small communities can survive in 
times of uncertainty and especially when higher authorities are unable 
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to respond rapidly. Overall, this case study provides insight on com-
munal response from two different countries and cultures that are both 
islands in the North Atlantic. Thus, the study gives perspective on the 
important use of local knowledge and, from that, communication tools 
that need to be readily available to prosper from a crisis.

1.1 Hazards and Disasters of Two Northern Island Communities: 
Trauma, Vulnerability, Resilience, and Adaptation

When a community experiences the impacts of a hazard, it may be ex-
posed to collective trauma. The collective trauma concept is rooted in the 
work of French sociologist Émile Durkheim. Durkheim suggested that 
the building blocks establishing social order (such as norms, values, and 
rituals) are upended during significant scale disturbances, compromising 
the very fabric of a society and resulting in collective trauma that influ-
ences the well-being of generations to come (Durkheim, 2008). The 
exchange of experiences after disasters in which populations are collec-
tively affected is referred to as secondary traumatic stress (Creamer & 
Liddle, 2005), vicarious trauma (Abramowitz, 2005; Smith et al., 2014), 
and/or collective trauma (Abramowitz, 2005). Trauma in vulnerable per-
sons impairs the individuals’ abilities to live a happy, healthy existence and 
the human capacity to “register, know, transmit, record and remember” 
(Laub & Lee, 2003, p.434), therefore debilitating the ability to respond 
effectively and possibly leading to maladaptive strategies for future events. 
Alternatively, although disasters are inevitably environments of volatility, 
uncertainty, and ambiguity, the impact of these events may also contrib-
ute to the resilience and strengthening of individuals and communities. 
Over time, and with repeated exposure to an event, coupled with evolv-
ing worldviews, individuals and communities have the potential to devel-
op higher tolerance, greater resilience, and successful adaptive responses 
to future events. We are thus faced with the following question: What 
characteristics and worldviews are embedded in the structure of a com-
munity that positively influence the community’s well-being and, there-
fore, their resilience and adaptive capacity to future events?
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The terms vulnerability, resilience, and adaptation work cooperative-
ly to illustrate how communities around the globe transform through 
the processes of expected environmental — immediate and long-term 
— effects. In human life, adaptation seeks to moderate or avoid harm or 
exploit beneficial opportunities (McNamara & Buggy, 2017). Resilience 
can be described differently depending on the vulnerability and/or adap-
tive approaches that an individual or a community is armed with in the 
face of an environmental disturbance. Exposure to the event impacting a 
community is defined as the degree to which a hazard can occur in a 
particular location or region and is understood based on the physical 
environment, such as climate, geology, and terrain (Vasseur & Catto, 
2007). Social vulnerability is the propensity of society to suffer from 
damages in the event of a given natural hazard or disturbance and is 
based on several factors, including demographic, social, cultural, eco-
nomic, and political (Gaillard, 2007). For instance, although northern 
regions face greater exposure and thus are more vulnerable to climate 
impact than their southern counterparts, they are also locations where 
societies are known for their resiliency to extreme environmental condi-
tions ( Jóhannesdóttir & Gísladóttir, 2010; McNamara & Buggy, 2017).

Maguire & Cartwright (2008, p. i) describe social resilience as the 
community’s ability “to adaptively respond to change rather than simply 
returning to a pre-existing state.” A community’s success in overcom-
ing issues associated with a disaster is based on its adaptive capacity 
and what resources can be used. Social resilience looks closely at the 
interaction between people and the environment (Folke, 2006) to un-
derstand how humans can co-exist with hazards, for example, bush-
fires and volcanoes (Paton & Johnston, 2001) as well as social aspects 
of climate change and resource dependency (e.g. human use of the 
Great Barrier Reef ) (Marshall et al., 2007). Overall, human communi-
ties can become resilient depending on their environment, the extrem-
ity of environmental change on the community, and the community’s 
ability to respond to that change. 

The relationship between communities and environment is inher-
ently complex, consisting of interactions, feedback, and links within 
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and between humans and non-humans. These interactions are signifi-
cant because they can either facilitate or constrain human action in 
different contexts (Barnes et al., 2017). In the face of an event that 
causes social upheaval, cooperation, accommodation, and assimilation 
results in eventual stability, whereas competition and conflict results in 
chaos and stress.

A social resilience approach to adaptation to disasters, in particu-
lar, identifies the resources and adaptive capacity of the community 
— the internal mechanisms that help to overcome the problems that 
arise — and thus emphasizes the inherent capabilities of a community 
rather than only relying on external interventions to overcome vulner-
abilities (Maguire & Cartwright, 2008). Although social resilience 
depends on the ability of a group or community to cope with problems 
that may be caused by social, political, or environmental stresses that 
are external to the community (Speranza et al., 2014), it also focuses 
on resilience to transformation (Maguire & Cartwright, 2008). Resil-
ience to social transformation is based on the responses to change and 
can apply such responses to a current environment. Instead of trying 
to ‘survive’ or ‘stay afloat’ during a disturbance, the community re-
sponds by finding ways to transform that community’s foundation. 
Transformations from social resilience are an outcome of focusing on 
the adaptive capacities of a community (Maguire & Cartwright, 2008). 

Folke et al. (2010) concluded that transformability applies to new 
domains of development and stability. This study also argues that 
transformation applies novelty and innovation where transformational 
change at a smaller scale can trigger resilience targeting at larger 
scales. Thus, social transformation is formulated from social resilience 
as a community reaches its threshold of adaptive capacity from a dis-
turbance. Adaptive strategies by a community arguably develop over a 
long period of time, through generations of relationality, kinship, and 
inherited knowledge that emphasize connection and strong ties 
among people and with their environment that lead to action that 
preserves emotionally significant attachments within remote commu-
nities (Devine-Wright, 2010).
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2. TWO ISLAND PLACES

There are two reasons why the communities of St. John’s and 
Ísafjarðarbær and Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður were chosen (Figure 1). 
First, the authors had lived experiences with these communities, as 
they were residents of Iceland and Newfoundland during the time of 
snow/windstorm events (details in next section). Second, the pri-
marily rural populations and isolation of these two islands coupled 
with their histories, sizes, and populations, imply that a comparison 
of the two places offers potential to examine their self-efficacy in 
response to dramatic events.

There are different perceptions of what defines rural and remote 
within Iceland, dependent on where people live in the country. At the 
time of these events, Reykjavík (with a population of ~230,000; almost 
identical to the northeast Avalon) is the capital and largest city. Many 
of its residents consider the Westfjords as remote because of frequent 
road closures and difficulties of ground and air travel. Within the West-
fjords, Ísafjörður (population ~ 2,700) is the largest town, and most 
Westfjord residents would not consider it as remote. However, 
Ísafjarðarbær and Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður municipalities are remote 
relative to Reykjavík, due to periodic challenges to accessibility and 
limited medical resources and local food supplies available in the face of 
a hazard. St. John’s and the surrounding areas of the Northeast Avalon 
Peninsula are more densely populated (110,525 and 212,579) than the 
Westfjords in Iceland and are not subject to the same frequent closures 
to ground and air travel; however, relative to mainland urban centres of 
Canada as well as its distance from those centres, the Avalon is consid-
ered a remote island community.

Although histories of settlement and social conditions of these 
places are quite different, what the current communities in each of 
these places have in common is their adaptability; people decided to 
settle in each of these places, with physical landscapes that might have 
felt similar to their homelands, and they brought social worlds with 
them. However, the unfamiliarity of each of these places (whether the 
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climate, the volcanoes, or the settlement patterns) is what made them 
challenging, yet both communities of settlers shared an ability to adapt 
to remote island places with harsh winter months along the North 
Atlantic and Arctic coasts.

The Avalon Peninsula of Newfoundland and the Westfjords of Ice-
land have distinct physical geographies, including geology and climate. 
Although the European settlers of Newfoundland were not forced to 
adapt to volcanic eruptions and glacial outburst floods as Nordic set-
tlers in Iceland have become accustomed to, Icelanders did not have to 
adapt to the hurricane events familiar to Newfoundlanders. Nonethe-
less, shared environmental conditions such as high winds, sleet, rain, 
snow, and ice over bare layers of soil and harsh maritime conditions 
have always made living in the western North Atlantic challenging.

Both coastal places receive cycles of wet winters and are subject to 
extratropical storms that contribute to high winds and precipitation 
from September to April, resulting in several shared hazards. The 
northern maritime conditions have accelerated in intensity and fre-
quency in the face of climate change. For example, past studies suggest 
Iceland is susceptible to climate change based on outcomes that in-
clude, and are not limited to, glacier retreat (Aðalgeirsdóttir et al., 2006; 
Chandler et al., 2016a, 2016b), runoff (Aðalgeirsdóttir et al., 2006), 
permafrost degradation (Farbrot et al., 2007), and coastal erosion (Eti-
enne & Paris, 2010). Similarly, Atlantic Canada has seen an increase 
in storm surges, sea-level rise, flooding, and other associated events 
(Thompson et al., 2009). Aside from extra-tropical storms, both of 
these coastal regions are subject to freeze and thaw cycles, snowstorms, 
flooding, rock fall hazards, and avalanches during the winter months 
(Batterson et al., 1995; Shapiro & Grønås, 1999; Alchorn & Blanchard, 
2004). St. John’s, in particular, has experienced impacts from floods, 
rockfalls, and avalanches more than any other Canadian city (Liver-
man et al., 2006).
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Figure 1. Illustration of the two island study regions. Specific municipalities and towns are 
highlighted based on focused observations.
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2.1 Introducing the Authors

Thompson

I have lived in Newfoundland with my two children since 2007. At 
that time, our family was unsure about how long we would stay in St. 
John’s. However, in a very short time I had decided that this was the 
best place to raise my children and to pursue graduate studies in coastal 
geomorphology. The Avalon Peninsula offered me familiarities as well 
as potential for a new and unique adventure. Not unlike my hometown 
of Winnipeg, I observed that the capital city (St. John’s) had and has 
strong advocacy for human rights and an active collective arts commu-
nity within its downtown core. However, it was the accessibility to 
Nature of St. John’s that compelled me to stay; the abundance of coni-
fer forests, a moderate relief of rolling hills that ends with a dramatic 
cliff face before reaching ocean, were visible from my downtown home. 
Nearness to Nature also provided our family with a much-missed con-
nection that we craved after living in a densely-populated urban area 
for six years prior. By 2011, after several experiences with the socio- 
cultural and physical climate, especially post-Hurricane Igor in 2010, 
we became attached to this island community. These experiences with 
both natural events and the coastal communities instilled within us a 
sense of security that, even in the face of hazard and/or disaster, we 
were not alone, but rather a part of a larger community. As a single 
mother of two young children, I was not alienated, and during any 
extreme event, we did not feel isolated. As a novice researcher in coast-
al hazards and disasters at that time, my experiences in the downtown 
community of St. John’s and adjacent rural areas during storm events 
was my first glimpse into a promising narrative I might hope for in 
response to climate change. I looked forward to learning more about 
this potential narrative and ended up focusing my studies on local 
knowledge of rural coastal communities’ responses to rapidly changing 
coastal environments in Iceland. After several visits to Iceland, I 
observed several shared characteristics between these two island com-
munities. 
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Although I have lived in Newfoundland with my two children for 
close to 18 years, and I have come to respect and know the ways of the 
islanders, and consider myself as one, I also simultaneously see myself 
as a ‘come-from-away’ or guest to the island.

Valliant

I have lived on two islands for the last 13 years, seven years in New-
foundland and five years in Iceland. I am originally from the greater 
Toronto area (GTA) in Ontario, Canada. Ever since I was a little girl, 
I had the desire to live close to the ocean and learn as much as I could 
about it. I ended up moving to St. John’s to pursue my Bachelor of 
Science, focusing on marine biology at Memorial University. The peo-
ple, the culture, the coastal living and, most importantly, the experi-
ences I obtained in my undergraduate degree made me fall in love with 
the coast and the ocean. More recently, in the last five years, I have 
been living in the Westfjords of Iceland, first pursuing a master’s de-
gree in coastal marine management at the University Centre of the 
Westfjords in Ísafjörður. I now own an apartment in downtown 
Ísafjörður and am pursuing a doctorate in Biology at the University of 
Iceland where my research continues to be based in the Westfjords. I 
consider myself a local as I have found my sense of community and 
place and am now working towards permanent residency and eventu-
ally citizenship. I have always felt welcomed in these two island areas 
because of feeling closer to the ocean and wilderness, and connecting 
with the people of the communities. I have felt looked after and taken 
care of, especially in times of bad winter storms. Collectively, the com-
munities of the Westfjords look after each other, offer each other assis-
tance (like pulling each other’s cars out of snowbanks or offering our 
neighbours a bowl of soup if their power has gone out), and provide an 
environment where everyone is accounted for. As a guest from another 
country and integrating as a local, I have never felt more at home and 
connected with a small coastal community.
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2.1.1 The Snowstorm of 2020 — Ísafjarðarbær and Bolungarvíkur-
kaupstaður, Westfjords, Iceland

Iceland’s winter season of 2020 (mid-December to the end of 
March) was challenging and relieving as tense situations occurred 
and were later resolved. Focusing on the municipalities of Ísafjarðar-
bær (specifically Flateyrarhreppur, Ísafjarðarkaupstaður, and Þing-
eyrarhreppur) and Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður (specifically Bolun-
garvík), locals faced isolation from the rest of the Westfjords. Winter 
hazards had intensified during the winter of 2020 compared to pre-
vious years, causing various livelihood challenges for most people 
and survival adaptation. 

2.1.1.1 Environmental Hazards

The hazards that were faced within Ísafjarðarbær and Bolungarvíkur-
kaupstaður include the large abundance of snow, high wind gusts, and 
avalanche warnings. The weather gradually intensified from the begin-
ning of the winter season. Throughout Iceland, there were warnings of 
windstorm speeds gusting as high as 60 m/s at the beginning of January, 
and other storms throughout the season had been between ~25–40 m/s. 
During the time of the largest snow/windstorm in early January 2020, 
people were warned to stay indoors and strap down any loose objects 
outside as the storm lasted for several days (Figure 2). It was dangerous 
to be out driving and walking because there was limited visibility and 
people could be blown off their feet. Therefore, no one left their homes, 
and everyone bunkered indoors until the winds subsided.

Old buildings within Ísafjarðarbær and Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður 
degraded during the winter of 2020 because of the amount of snow 
and wind gusts. Infrastructures close to the coastline and within the 
valleys of the mountains were secured, as locals recognized the impor-
tance of saving them and ensured they could withstand the brutal con-
ditions. However, traditional fish drying racks (Hjallar) close to the 
main beach of Bolungarvík are examples of old infrastructure that are 
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not being looked after by the 
community as they are not neces-
sary for modern fishing practices 
(Figure 3). Most are still stand-
ing, but some are slowly degrad-
ing as residents are not hanging 
and drying fish there anymore. 
The old main road called Óshlíð 
between Bolungarvík and Hnífs-
dallur was classed as the most 
dangerous road in Iceland (Fig-
ure 4) and since 2010, it has been 
closed due to coastal erosion. 
With each passing season, you 
can see a difference as coastal 
erosion continues along the main 

Figure 2. The intensity of snowfall in Ísafjörður (Kevin Dubois, 2020).

Figure 3. The infrastructure of “Hjallar” in Bol-
ungarvík, Winter 2020.



15newfoundland and labrador studies, 38, 1 (2023)
1719-1726

Local Knowledge in Resilience and Adaptation to Snowstorm Hazards

coastal road. A tunnel was created in 2010 to take its place and form a 
safe passage for transportation as the old road continues to fall apart.

Iceland has always experienced intense winter storms of high wind 
gusts and snowfall throughout the winter season. Still, the winter of 2020 
was the worst in over 25 years due to its severity and frequent storm 
events. During times of high windstorms, this severity brought snow and 
increased the chances of avalanches. Throughout January and February, 
avalanches occurred throughout the municipalities of Ísafjarðarbær and 
Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður. Avalanches occurred on different occasions 
along the road from the town of Ísafjörður to Hnífsdalur, the inner fjord 
of Ísafjörður, and the road from Ísafjörður to Súðavík. The town of Flat-
eyri experienced two large avalanches that hit either side of the town 
and rolled out from the sides of the barriers and into the harbour (Fig-
ure 5). No one was injured, but one teenage girl sleeping upstairs in her 
home was swept away by the avalanche. A volunteer emergency rescue 
team (björgunarsveitir, landsbjorg.is) moved quickly and got her out 
safely in a few hours. 

The town called a state of emergency (SOE) as these two ava-
lanches occurred. Students at nearby schools stayed within the main 

Figure 4. The “Old Road” (Óshlíð) from Bolungarvík to Hnífsdallur, Winter 2020.
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building and were told not to leave until further notice. Many boats in 
the harbour got hit by the avalanche slide, sinking a few to the seafloor. 
Commercial divers and the Icelandic Coast Guard (Landhelgisgæsla 
Íslands) were on the scene quickly to try and retrieve what they could 
of the sunken vessels and take care of the damage. 

The amount of snowfall or avalanche during intense winter storms 
prevented road access to towns until it became manageable for snow-
ploughs to clear the snow off the roads (Figure 6). If the amount of snow 
continued for more than a few days, then a SOE would be announced.

Within the municipalities of Ísafjarðarbær and Bolungarvíkurkaup-
staður, I did not witness a state of panic. Everyone seemed programmed 
to know what needed to be done through these challenging times. For 
example, the snow ploughs acted quickly and effectively to clear the 
snow so that any town was not completely isolated for a long period.

There are only a few roads that go through Ísafjarðarbær and Bo-
lungarvíkurkaupstaður during the winter from Reykjavik to get food 
and other goods to and from the townships. When a SOE occurs, fast 

Figure 6. Snowplough removing snow on a road after a large snow fall in Flateyri (Peter Weiss, 
2020).
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action must happen to get the roads open again so that the communi-
ties can continue to function effectively.

2.1.1.2 Past Experiences, Resiliency, Adaptation

During these challenging winter storms, the municipalities of Ísafjarðar-
bær and Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður worked together by forming relations 
to help each other get through it, both mentally and physically. For ex-
ample, during the days of winter storms, we helped each other strap 
down loose objects outside or tow vehicles stuck in the snow. There have 
been numerous times my truck was stuck in the snow where I had to 
either call a friend to help tow it out or wave down a snowplough. Hav-
ing this consistent experience, how I can get my vehicle out of bad 
weather conditions is almost second nature now, along with the willing-
ness to help others (even a neighbour I never met before) if they need 
assistance. Talking about stormy weather with colleagues and friends 
became a natural everyday conversation. Conversations with people be-
came check-ups on preparedness and mental well-being whether before, 
during, or after a winter storm. Through the experiences of winter storms, 
from the big one that occurred in January to other bad storms later in the 
season, it became normalized to engage in conversation, to ask how each 
other were doing and to be there physically for one another. 

At the time I lived with a small family where, as a household, we 
collectively worked together to get through the big storm that hap-
pened in early January. It was standard practice that food was made 
together to ensure everyone had hot meals until the roads opened 
again and the SOE was lifted. A family friend, a local fisherman, even 
stayed at the house for two days as he was from the Reykjavik area and 
was prevented from getting home. Collectively as a household, we 
“bunkered down” in this SOE where we reserved food, what we 
thought was essential, that would last us a few days instead of having 
to go outside repeatedly in bad weather to the grocery store. Bunker-
ing down was a common occurrence for all households. The grocery 
stores became quite bare right before the storm hit and everyone in 
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town had the idea to stock up. Bunkering down to me meant making 
meals like homemade baked goods of bread and cookies, and meals 
that would be long-lasting and would feed the whole house, like stews. 
At times of having nothing to do and being stuck inside, we would all 
play board games and hang out together while drinking alcohol as a 
social gathering and bonding activity. Blackouts became soothing (and 
short-lived) as we were all together and not alone. We worked together 
as a family, forming a greater friendship and self-development to get 
through hazardous weather physically and mentally.

Locals informed me that the winter storm of 2020 was similar to 
experiences of the 1950s, 60s, and 70s. In the mid-1980s, I was told 
that the communities would get snow up to the roofs of their homes. 
Pictures of this can be found in restaurants, municipal buildings, 
homes, etc. The Bolungarvík pool even has pictures of snow tunnels 
dug out in the 1980s for people to be able to move from various hot-
pots (thermal tubs for soaking). It was also stated to me by locals that 
the 2020 winter season hit records of snowfall, wind gusts, and ava-
lanches since the early 1900s. When the avalanches occurred in Flat-
eyri in early January, the locals of that town (also nearby townships) 
had flashbacks of memories from when the avalanches occurred in 
1995. Episodes of devastation had a ripple effect for locals in the win-
ter of 2020 as they reflected on similar past winter storm events. As a 
new resident of the area, I heard stories about this devastation and 
tried to explain it to tourists during the summer of 2019. I had an 
empathetic understanding of what these people went through during 
the 1995 avalanches but no real idea of what it was like to experience 
it. Now, witnessing the avalanches that occurred in the winter of 2020 
in Flateyri, I have a much different perspective. I see the emotional 
expressions on the faces of locals as they tell me what has happened or 
read and hear about it through the news.

When a disaster strikes, word gets out quickly around the small 
communities of the Westfjords, causing an emotional drain from reliv-
ing past traumatic events (like the avalanche of 1995), and from con-
cern for their family’s well-being and that of neighbours, friends, and 
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family beyond their own doors. This produces a lasting bond not only 
amongst locals but also people outside the Westfjords, including for-
eigners that live in the communities and international students at the 
university centre in Ísafjörður. 

Mannaskðaveður means ‘human loss weather’ in Icelandic. The 
term is used to describe extreme weather that could be life threatening. 
The term can also help describe how humans have to adapt to horrible 
weather conditions, emphasizing that the people here are used to deal-
ing with bad conditions when they occur. The people here are resilient 
and adaptive to whatever situation comes their way. The municipalities 
of Ísafjarðarbær and Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður are remote locations, 
and it is important for everyone to embrace the challenging times in-
stead of feeling trapped and hopeless. As I lived in the Westfjords in the 
winter of 2020 and witnessed all that happened, it has given me per-
spective on what these coastal communities go through. I feel closer to 
them as I become a local myself, deepening my connection to the place, 
hearing about stories of disasters in the past, and witnessing first-hand 
what winter storms are like. Overall, I was learning how to prepare 
myself and adapt my well-being to these situations on a personal level.

2.1.2 The Snowstorm of 2020 — “Snowmageddon”: St. John’s and 
the Avalon Peninsula, Newfoundland, Canada

In January 2020, the New Year had just rung in, and Environment Can-
ada issued blizzard and wind warnings for much of eastern Newfound-
land that started on Friday, January 17th and continued to the morning 
hours on Saturday, January 18th. The snowstorm impacted much of the 
Avalon Peninsula of Newfoundland, but the following experiences were 
primarily within the municipality of the capital city of St. John’s.

2.1.2.1 Environmental Hazards

Not unlike Iceland, the Avalon Peninsula is a maritime climate with 
reasonably mild and wet winters where there are cycles between rain 
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and snow and frequent high winds in the January, February, and March 
months. For southeastern Newfoundland, highest precipitation 
amounts are typically in the winter (Abbasnezhadi et al., 2020), con-
tributing to freeze and thaw cycles. Frost heave along the coast upends 
trails and roads and contributes to rock toppling along coasts. Heavy, 
wet snowfalls coupled with the distinct landscape relief make driving 
difficult-to-impossible on roads with a steep incline. Along the east 
coast of the Avalon Peninsula, storms have caused extensive damage 

Figure 7. The Battery facing SE of the St. John’s Harbour (Ritche Perez, 
2015).

Figure 8. The Battery facing NW from the St. John’s Harbour (Shirley 
Eales, 1959).
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from their high winds, high precipitation (rain and/or snow) leading 
to flooding, and the washing out of roads. Mass movement such as 
landslides and avalanches are not uncommon throughout the island of 
Newfoundland but have a particular impact on the residents within 
the historic fishing village, The Battery, which is located to the south-
east of St. John’s. While the Avalon Peninsula is used to high winds, it 
is the unexpected gusts of up to 100+ km/h that make moving from 
place to place particularly dangerous. 

By mid-morning on Friday, January 17th in St. John’s, snow was 
blowing in from all directions and city streets were all but abandoned. 
Extreme snow events are the most common reason for the city of 
St. John’s to shut down throughout the winter months, but the pre-
dicted snowstorm event had higher than usual anticipated wind speeds 
and snow precipitation expected along the coastal Avalon and Bonavis-
ta peninsulas. Wind speeds were predicted to be close to that of hurri-
cane speeds and extensive snowfall would cause whiteout conditions 
from early that Friday evening ( January 17th) to the following Saturday 
( January 18th) morning. We had been told to prepare for an expected 
40 to 75 centimetres of snow.

By 12:30 p.m. on Friday January 17th, 33 centimetres (Figure 9) 
had already been recorded at St. John’s International Airport, according 

Figure 9. Downtown St. John’s during ‘Snowmageddon.’
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to Environment Canada. Via social media we were informed that 
snowploughs were being taken off highways on the Avalon Peninsula 
due to dangerous conditions, and people were advised to avoid travel. 
Late Friday, St. John’s also pulled its ploughs from the roads, citing 
deteriorating conditions and reduced visibility. The Royal Newfound-
land Constabulary said its officers were on call and available to respond 
to emergencies in St. John’s. A spokesman advised people to stay off the 
roads if possible and prepare for power outages, with flashlights, food, 
and water on hand. The City of St. John’s declared a SOE, ordering 
businesses closed and vehicles off the roads. The nearby towns of 
Mount Pearl, Paradise, Torbay, Portugal Cove-St. Philip’s, and Con-
ception Bay South followed suit. Air traffic in the region was also shut 
down Friday, and the airport issued a release that there would be no 
flights before Sunday at the earliest. In response, I observed a rallying 
of resources by the community members of St. John’s and beyond.

2.1.2.2 Past Experiences, Resiliency, Adaptation

What I have noticed over the years, and during this snowstorm event, 
was that community members prepare for storms in such a way that 
they do not underestimate the potential damage the coming storm 
will bring. However, they do so with a general tongue-in-cheek sense 
of humour. As Newfoundland comedian Rick Mercer describes: 

It’s 400 years to waking up to a smack in the face,
It forces you to seek comic relief in death and depression.
In Newfoundland you have two choices: laugh or seek 
therapy.

— Rick Mercer, 1992, from CBC The Archive

Although there was a fair bit of warning about the coming storm 
for those who lived on the Avalon, residents understand that it is dif-
ficult to predict. Community members were advised of wind damage 
such as removal of shingles or window blowouts on buildings and were 
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instructed to tie down and store loose objects on or near properties. 
Social media was inundated with photographs of store shelves emp-
tied of ‘storm chips’ — and boasts of reasonably large quantities of 
alcohol that were to sustain households in the case of a power outage. 
Power outages and rolling blackouts are common during storm events 
impacting the Avalon. Communities often prepare for these occur-
rences, anticipating isolation that may potentially last for days. 

The Friday evening felt like any other snowstorm evening, where 
we ensured we had food and candles, and that our electronics had been 
fully charged. Hunkered in, my children were reasonably invested in 
movies for much of the evening while I remained reasonably glued to 
my computer, monitoring social media comments that described oc-
currences and events in different communities near St. John’s as well as 
frequent reviews of the recorded wind gusts from Environment Canada 
as they sporadically shook our house late into the evening. 

Late in the morning hours of Friday, January 17th, an avalanche 
occurred on the Southside of Signal Hill within the Battery (adjacent 
to St. John’s Harbour). This was the same location of an avalanche that 
happened in 1959 (Liverman et al., 2006). This time around, the ava-
lanche had caused damage to home and property, with no one seriously 
injured. In response, the residents of four homes nearby (seven people 
in total) agreed to evacuate their homes, while six others decided to 
remain in The Battery (Anonymous, Saturday, January 18th, 2020). 
The evacuees were transported to a hotel via a four-wheel-drive vehi-
cle once a route was cleared of snow. On the Saturday evening after 
the storm had passed, I walked through the Battery and talked with a 
local resident about the avalanche event, and although the community 
member recalled the previous avalanche, it was with more awe than 
emotion as no one could recall the family of the 1959 avalanche event 
where five people were killed and several injured. 

Although power outages leading to rolling blackouts, or blackouts 
that last anywhere from a few hours to a few days during snowstorm 
events, are often caused by the failure of the dated and dilapidated 
energy plant in Holyrood, this was not the case for the January 2020 
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Figure 10. Cars in St. John’s needed to be shovelled out before the predicted freezing rain in 
the days to come.

Figure 11. Saturday morning after the event. Snow did not deter community members from head-
ing out and assessing the snow cover.
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snowstorm. Instead, the heavy snow had downed lines throughout the 
city which could not be attended to by the Municipality until the 
storm had passed. Medical staff had been stuck in hospitals, in some 
cases, for over 36 hours and needed to be relieved but snow drifts 
made roads impassable, so there was little the city could do during the 
24-hour snowstorm. Sadly, one life was lost during the storm. 

Environment Canada reported that the city had experienced a 
new one-day snowfall record of 76.2 centimetres, breaking a previous 
record of 68.4 centimetres that fell on April 5th, 1999 (Environment 
Canada, 2022). In addition to snowfall, winds at the St. John’s Inter-
national Airport were recorded at between 120 and 157 km/h at the 
height of the storm (Environment Canada, 2022). Due to the com-
bination of wind and snowfall, drifts in some areas were up to 178 
centimetres in height and the 
weight caused some roofs to col-
lapse. Houses had snow to the tops 
of front doors, and in some cases 
roofs, contributing to several social 
media posts of impromptu refrig-
erators. Cars, especially in cul-de-
sacs where the snow seemed to ac-
cumulate, were completely covered. 
A number of people stranded in 
their homes in the downtown area 
were unreachable and most of the 
streets were entirely impassable.

By early Saturday morning, 
neighbours were contacting each 
other and/or asking for help using 
social media. More importantly, 
several community members in my 
neighbourhood headed out knock-
ing on the doors of those we sus-
pected were a little more vulnerable. 

Figure 12. Snow accumulation along the 
periphery of St. John’s core was extensive 
(Kim Todd, 2020).
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This included sex workers, elderly persons, and low-income family 
households, as well as those who were alone and isolated with physical 
or mental health issues. The kids and I grabbed our snow shovels and 
headed out to do our part. On January 20th, the Canadian Armed Forc-
es arrived to dig residents out of their homes, however not before many 
of us in the downtown community dug out neighbours ourselves. 

Residents of most rural communities in both Newfoundland 
and Iceland have lives that are a hybrid of traditional and modern 
practices, particularly related to food. The baking of bread was a ther-
apeutic response — using the senses such as sight, touch (kneading), 
smell, and taste to find grounding in an event that otherwise might 
leave an individual feeling dissociative (not feeling connected to the 
body, usually a trauma response). Bread baking has the added benefit 
of a practical result at the end. These same advantages can be found 
in the making of soup. A few days after the storm event, the key in-
gredient for bread making, yeast, was growing scarce, and I traded 
several packages for a variety of partially-filled vodka bottles. Practices 
such as baking bread and making soup, that are helpful to communi-
ty members’ ability to cope with the stress of a hazard, we found 
added to the feeling of social cohesion. 

The story of Stone Soup is not only an old English and Irish tale, 
but is a folklore story shared across the globe. The story begins with a 
community that is desperately short of food, but after a visit by a 
stranger, they are reminded of their wealth, symbolized by a single 
large pot of soup that comes about from a little imagination and shared 
community contributions. It starts with an onion left in the cupboard 
and another who offers a bit of salt beef; a third offers their single 
carrot and another a potato to add to the pot and so on. This old leg-
end about a lesson in sharing during scarce or harsh times is the foun-
dation for the stocking of food banks across the country but was acted 
upon as pop-up foodbanks in St. John’s, and throughout the Avalon, 
immediately after the snowstorm had ended. 

On Saturday the 18th, members of the community became aware 
of the need to get food to vulnerable individuals. It was understood 
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that these people would be far less able to cope under the current con-
ditions. Within hours of the storm ending, the St. John’s Food Sharing 
Co-op Stone Soup had been developed (St. John’s Food Sharing Co-op 
Stone Soup, 2022). It first started at a neighbour’s house two doors 
down from our home but had grown so large within a day that we had 
to find an alternative location, which was offered by the Jimmy Pratt 
Children’s Foundation, located in the downtown area of St. John’s. To 
reach those that did not have access to communication technologies, 
we grouped in twos and visited residents in the downtown neighbour-
hoods. We were aware that this was an important initiative to touch 
base with vulnerable persons to let them know that during a time of 
crisis they had not been forgotten. Members of the group went door 
to door in the downtown area introducing themselves — making 
friendships with local residents that otherwise we had little contact 
with during our everyday lives. We sought out their needs and prom-
ised to make deliveries within the next day or two. In a very short time, 
and due to the desperate situation, rapport was quickly established, 
and many reached out. For vulnerable groups in our downtown region 
already struggling with disabilities and mental health, the snowstorm 
rendered them helpless or further vulnerable in many respects; however, 
the local community’s efforts in helping fellow neighbours in a time of 
crisis may have strengthened their resilience.

With only emergency roads cleared by Saturday afternoon, many 
volunteers showed up to deliver food by foot. Custom orders for those 
who were in a state of withdrawal due to drug usage were made, which 
included juice, yogurts, and other high-sugar items to counter the ef-
fects of symptoms. To ensure inclusivity, community members were 
given the opportunity to make requests anonymously online. A second 
social media site was developed to keep people informed, The 
Snowmaggedon Warriors 2020, which kept morale up, bringing the 
community closer together (The Snowmaggedon Warriors 2020, 2021).

Following the January 17th snowstorm, heavy rain was expected 
on January 20th, followed by both flooding and freezing. Snow-covered 
cars and homes would freeze under the weight of the snow, and there 
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was little promise of melt, for it was only mid-January. Exhausted 
community members mobilized again, ready to aid in shovelling 
neighbours out and to identify, locate, and clear the storm drains to 
avoid flooding in the downtown area. This included myself, my two 
children, as well as a guest from England staying in our home. Fortu-
nately, precipitation was not as high as expected and the city of St. 
John’s avoided greater hazardous conditions.

3. DISCUSSION 

As non-local residents reflecting on these 2020 snowstorm events on 
the islands of Iceland and Newfoundland, we discovered that within 
both of our island communities a social resilience approach had a pos-
itive influence on the communities’ ability to bounce back from a 
snowstorm event. However, we also noted ways in which the commu-
nities could have been better supported in the event of a hazard and 
disaster brought on by a climatic event. The following summarizes 
some of our experiences and observations that led us to this conclusion.

3.1 Community Response Prior to the Snowstorm Events

Although both locations are rural and remote, relative to mainland 
urban centres, these communities have access to communication (from 
bodies such as Environment Canada and Icelandic Meteorological 
Office) that provide ample advance warning of storm events. As mem-
bers of each of the communities, we observed that upon learning of a 
snowstorm warning, community members immediately acted with a 
preconceived plan such as stocking up on food supplies and engaging in 
conversation (both in-person and online) about the predicted events. 
We believe this response is built from practices developed through past 
experiences. Snowstorms are a common occurrence in both regions and 
although both island communities have had previous experiences with 
false snowstorm warnings, where the event falls short in scale of ca-
tastrophe originally predicted, in our experience, community members 
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were not hindered from preparing for snowstorms. In both locations 
prior to snowstorms, there was a cancellation of classes in schools, busi-
nesses closed early, people prepared to stay in their home potentially for 
days, and warnings of the conditions to come were thoroughly broad-
casted, not just through electronic media but in grocery stores, local 
pubs, and geo-thermal outdoor public pools (in the case of Iceland). 

While communications technology contributes positively to the 
communities’ knowledge of the snowstorm events, it is well known that 
the accuracy of the information for storm events is not always reliable. 
And yet, both island communities were seen to plan and prepare for an 
event that would potentially shut down their community for several 
days. Further, within the communities of the Westfjords, the storm 
events are very prominently seen and sensed (felt) based on environ-
mental changes such as cloud coverage, wind, atmospheric pressure, 
and ocean behaviour. For example, Bolungarvík is the most exposed 
town to northerly winds compared to its neighbourly towns (like 
Ísafjörður and Sudavík). There, local community members can observe 
drastic changes of storm movement through each township. The cloud 
coverage becomes dense, wind gusts and ocean swells become stronger 
(and more frequent), and the atmospheric pressure drops. These atmo-
spheric changes have a shared meaning amongst community members 
of Ísafjarðarbær and Bolungarvíkurkaupstaður, triggering a change in 
people’s moods from the complacency of day-to-day life to stress and 
excitement, a generally accepted shift that propels the communities 
into collective action in response to the upcoming storm.

The planning and preparedness of communities on the Avalon 
Peninsula of Newfoundland specifically included: preparing to leave 
work/school earlier than usual, planning to stop for groceries and 
other supplies needed in case of a power blackout (or rolling black-
outs), anticipating road closures between towns, and preparing for 
general isolation within homes. Group clustering of people occurs on-
line and in public places to discuss the upcoming snowstorm event and 
continues as it is happening. Post-event, people meet out in the streets 
to assess the outcomes and damages. Whether it was pre-, during-, or 
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post-event, both regions acted to maintain communication, making 
social cohesion a priority.

We noted that while both island communities remained calm, the 
attitude of Newfoundlanders in anticipation of storms was also playful 
and full of humour. Many Newfoundlanders embrace humour during 
times of challenge and potential stress. Humour is symbolic of a com-
munity’s boundaries of shared similarities and common understand-
ings (Kuipers, 2009). Familiar, common utterances and jokes as well as 
laughing together is a sign of belonging (Kuipers, 2009) that brings 
people together, forming an intimate connection that sustains com-
munities through times of crisis. However, humour is expressed in sev-
eral different ways and is unique to each culture. Although Icelanders 
are known for their own unique expression of humour, without the 
ability to understand Icelandic, neither of the authors were able to 
interpret whether this was an adaptive approach in the Icelandic com-
munities of Bolungarvík, Ísafjörður and Sudavík during the snowstorm 
events. Nonetheless, the approach and attitude of both communities 
within Newfoundland and Iceland were generally ones of acceptance. If 
anything, storms are often treated as an opportunity for the community 
to slow down and relax with friends and family in their homes until 
the event passes. 

3.2 Community Response During the Snowstorm Events	

As mentioned above, communication during snowstorm events is criti-
cal, particularly in the Westfjords of Iceland. Flateyri, Bolungarvík, and 
Súðavík are examples of towns with both snow-avalanche and debris- 
flow hazards (Decaulne, 2004) and where the Icelandic Meteorological 
Office (IMO) is constantly monitoring to provide updated information 
to the municipalities. The IMO would survey snow-packed areas and 
watch for freeze and thaw cycles regularly. Through these surveys, the 
IMO can communicate what areas are considered low or high risk for 
avalanches or mud slides, therefore addressing what areas are dangerous 
for people to drive and, in the worst case, identifying if evacuation is 
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required. By monitoring the snowpack’s movement through these cycles 
and collecting this environmental data when snowstorm events occur, 
advised maintenance of snow barriers can be addressed as can the re-
quirement of building new barriers in other areas.

There is only one road leading in and out of small towns like Bo-
lungarvík. And roads, as well as homes, in and near Flateyri and 
Súðavík are known to be high-risk areas for snow avalanches. Com-
munication among community members as well as from the Met 
Office is essential within each community to inform members of the 
dangers along commuting routes and of potential road closures. When 
a potential power outage or road closure due to avalanches and ice, 
snow, and wind gusts occurs, it is likely that small communities of the 
Westfjords become isolated for a few days until roads are cleared. 
Therefore, isolation occurs not just within homes and neighbourhoods; 
there is also no traffic movement between communities, emphasizing 
the necessity of preparing to “bunker down” in homes, potentially for 
days. For communities in both Iceland and Newfoundland, during 
times of forced bunkering down, home baking and cooking provide 
warmth and comfort. Staying safe indoors, playing games, and sharing 
moments with family/friends, sometimes referred to as hygge (Old 
Norse for hug), symbolizes the value of the informal connection of 
staying inside and cozy and of relaxed play. Although Newfoundland 
does not have an equivalent word to hygge, we did observe that New-
foundlanders took equivalent action in terms of accepting extreme 
weather events as a time to stay safe indoors and share in relaxed time 
with family and/or friends.

During a snowstorm event, few people take the risk of venturing 
outside. Most individuals remain indoors, keeping tabs on storm up-
dates as well as its impacts on various parts of the community via social 
media, and/or texting. Although homes may be without Wi-Fi during 
blackouts, we observed many within the community to be privileged 
with the use of phone data. For example, messages between community 
members on the Avalon were light and positive, yet informative. 
Within Iceland, there are websites that people can access through 
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computers and their phones. Examples include: https://www.ruv.is/ 
(news broadcasting that would be updated frequently across the coun-
try); https://www.road.is/ (to give updates on road conditions, especially 
major highways over mountain passes, and provide camera footage of 
areas that are known to be worse for snow accumulation and wind); 
and https://vedur.is/ (to give weather forecast updates across the coun-
try). In Newfoundland, Environment Canada is a frequently relied 
upon weather service. Facebook, for both regions, is also a popular 
platform for locals to check in on each other and provide updates to 
small groups of what is occurring in the towns. Both authors note that 
the use of social media platforms (for rapid communication and images, 
as well as for text with translation) was an excellent tool for ensuring 
that information is shared among residents for whom English or Ice-
landic is a second language.

Both before and during snowstorm events, the attitude we experi-
enced among community members within each of these island commu-
nities was familiar, and yet simultaneously accepting of the uncertainty 
of what the snowstorm might bring in terms of physical damage to the 
community, and therefore what collective action might be warranted. 
We suggest that characteristics of familiarity and acceptance — devel-
oped over time and through multiple experiences with storm events 
— by both communities may make them more malleable to the un-
predictable changes that climate change will bring to their regions.

3.3 Community Response Post-Snowstorm Events

Unless it involved someone employed in a critical job such as health 
care, policing, or the rescue team (“björgunarsveitir,” under the um-
brella of Department of Civil Protection  and Emergency Manage-
ment, “almannavarnir”), we observed that each of these regions moved 
slowly in terms of getting back to normal in the storm’s aftermath. 
Resumption of pre-storm activity was largely secondary to first check-
ing in on neighbours as well as getting the community up-and-run-
ning again, and ensuring that community members were mobile and 
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able to leave their homes safely. Agentic mobilization of able-bodied 
persons in both regions was swift and included the rallying of resources 
(e.g. food, water, shovels) and seeking out of those who were most 
vulnerable and in need of aid. Also, volunteer rescue teams were on the 
scenes if any emergencies arose. There was little assumed dependence 
on external organizations such as the Canadian Military or the Icelandic 
Coast Guard, both of which may not arrive for days post-event.

People experience agency when they manage to make things hap-
pen, and thus feel a sense of effective control in the process of change 
from state to state (Higgens, 2015). In both communities, people who 
were able walked out on the street to assess the damages caused by wind 
and excessive snowfall. Many people were prepared with outdoor clothes 
and armed with shovels to start digging out front doors of houses and 
cars. Within both regions, community members not only shovelled 
their own property out of metre-high snow drifts but proceeded to 
shovel their neighbours out as well — working collectively to mitigate 
damage brought about by the snowstorm. For many, the task of getting 
the place up-and-running again was a shared, collective responsibility. 
When people come together for the purpose of accomplishing a task 
their behavior involves more than the intentions and meanings brought 
into the situation, and suggests that the interaction as a central feature 
of all joint actions contributes to the emergence of a quality that may 
not have existed before the interaction occurred (Denzin, 1969).

The collective responsibility of each of these communities was 
acted upon pre-, during- and post-snowstorm event. The old legend 
of Stone Soup is not just about a lesson in sharing food during scarce 
or harsh times, but it is a metaphor with meaning — that when a 
community pools its resources together, they are the more successful 
for it. After several days of cozying up indoors where certain commu-
nity members had the time and resources to make bread and soups, 
excess food was distributed post-storm. Pop-up foodbanks and soup 
kitchens were established in St. John’s within 24 hours after the end 
of the storm.
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4. CONCLUSION

The alternative is deep reciprocity. It’s respect, it’s relationship, 
it’s responsibility, and it’s local. 

— Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (2013)

There are several reasons for the social cohesion of each of these island 
communities. What is clear is that people in both remote northern 
places have adapted to the harsh environment in which they settled. 
Because these regions are composed of very small human populations 
of approximately 393,000 (Iceland) and 572,000 (Newfoundland), 
human existence hinges on a collective ability to persevere, and perse-
vere together. Collective action was clearly demonstrated during ex-
treme events: able-bodied people got out onto the streets when it was 
safe to do so and they either shoveled snow for those who were snowed 
in by roof-high snow drifts, or buried cars were dug out. Fast-acting 
and community-based agentic mobilization was especially beneficial 
to vulnerable groups such as the elderly or those with physical disabil-
ities who were potentially unable to get themselves out of their homes, 
some of which already had little food stores. Those privileged with a 
surplus of food donated it to those who did not — everybody who 
could give, gave something. Community action reduced stress and 
harm to many fellow residents.

The collective action not only decreased stress and harm in vulner-
able groups but, significantly, abated increased stress in the more privi-
leged by empowering their perception of the problem with the ability 
to help by taking action. We perceived this agentic mobilization as an 
attitude of “we are in this together” and “no one gets left behind,” both 
of which improved the mood and imbued a sense of hopefulness over 
hopelessness. Certain potentially vulnerable members of the commu-
nity are aware of the community’s programmed response, decreasing 
their concern as they likely possess the knowledge that their commu-
nity will be fast-acting and that they will be reached and assisted in a 
reasonable time.
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The use of technology as a predicative tool (i.e. weather forecast-
ing) or for communications (i.e. social media) are helpful aids in plan-
ning and preparedness in the face of a snowstorm event — for those 
who have access. However, we argue that the community’s shared 
worldviews that embrace inheritance of memory and familiarity of 
past events plays the greatest role in resilience and adaptation. Although 
the communities mentioned in this paper use forms of communica-
tion technology, we do not believe it was the primary contributing 
factor in their success as it excludes certain vulnerable groups.

With respect to storm events, we experienced an attitude among 
community members that generally accepted the unpredictability of 
nature as a way of life. This characteristic attitude of these communi-
ties suggests that they may be more adaptive to the unpredictable 
changes that climate change will bring to their regions and, arguably, 
many other regions across the globe. In both the Avalon Peninsula and 
Westfjords, the relations of locals within towns and neighbouring 
townships show we are connected and going through similar challenges. 
Human interactions have also shown how people in these communi-
ties can help each other empathetically; our experiences are unique 
and should be deemed unique at a local level, yet we all share in the 
challenges brought about by the current climate crisis.

We observed several levels of resilience and adaptive success within 
local contexts. However, we believe strongly that even the most success-
ful of local practices in the most resilient of communities must be sup-
ported through additional resources to facilitate and build community 
planning and preparedness for the increasing frequency and intensity of 
extreme weather events. For those resources to be enacted with maxi-
mum efficacy, top-level policy makers need to listen to and be inclusive 
of local stories and successes. Specifically, key resources must include 
the allocation of funding to local experts: the groups who provide sup-
port and services to vulnerable groups within each of these communities. 
In addition, we encourage continued local, place-based conversation 
and storytelling around experiences and perceptions of climate impact. 
The observations and personal experiences made here by the authors 
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provide a promising lesson about the value of local inherited knowledge 
through experience and social cohesion, as well as collective decision- 
making and action taken prior to, during, and following snowstorm 
events. We emphasize the integration of this local knowledge into the 
larger discourse around adaptation to the climate crisis, providing these 
communities with the support to lead themselves.

Symbolic interaction between community members over time 
proves to be a prominent part of inherited local knowledge and thus 
preparedness for disaster events. Therefore, community engagement is 
a significant factor when assessing risk and safety of community mem-
bers. Globally, the climate crisis is upon us with Arctic and North At-
lantic coastal communities being some of the most vulnerable areas. 
Understanding the local practices and knowledge that have made them 
more resilient in response to their environment is of great value to the 
community in times of immediate crisis and in each consecutive crisis 
thereafter by contributing positively to a community’s ability to relate 
to drastic and rapid changes to their environment (van Manen, 2007). 
Within the global context, we find the lessons learned valuable to island 
communities with similar characteristics to that of Newfoundland and 
Iceland, but encourage all communities, urban and rural, to draw from 
these stories, embracing these less popular practices of social cohesion 
in the face of the climate crisis and the inevitable wave of increased 
intensity and frequency of climatic events.

In summary, successful rebounding from these snowstorm events 
resulted from collective action taken in response to communications 
that came about in many forms prior to, during, and post-snowstorm. 
The shovelling of snow, the baking of bread, the sharing of soup, as 
well as knocking on doors to exchange yeast for vodka had a meaning-
ful impact on people’s mental, emotional, and physical well-being. 
Subsequently, each of these communities were able to bounce back 
and will be able to respond effectively to future events.
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