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Abstract

With different interests at stake, conservation is at the centre of power relations and

negotiations over how best to manage a landscape, and is thus a potential source of

conflicts, not only about how to manage the land, but also more importantly about what

is just. In 2008 Sweden's National Park Plan, the creation of a national park in the area

of Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags in the county of Jämtland was recommended. This area

covers in part the land used by Handölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys for

reindeer herding, and, in May 2016, the samebys declared that they would oppose the

national  park  project.  Negotiations  between  the  samebys  on  the  one  hand,  and  the

authorities in charge of running the project – the Swedish Environmental Protection

Agency and the County Administrative Board of Jämtland – took place, until, in May

2017, the project actors officially met all for the first time. The samebys most notably

demanded that reindeer herding and the Saami culture are recognised in the national

park, and that the samebys have a clear influence in the project and later in the park

management.  Despite being overrepresented in national parks, Saami reindeer herders

remain in fact underrepresented in the management of these parks, and still  struggle

locally to be included in conservation projects. In parallel to the progressive recognition

of  their  rights  as  an  indigenous  people  and  within  a  national  trend  fostering  local

participation,  they  have  been  however  increasingly  included  in  the  discussions  on

conservation projects at the local scale. This thesis aims at contributing to challenge the

way conservation is still conceptualised and practiced in Sweden. It raises the question

of what the opportunities are for the affected samebys to anchor their  claims in the

negotiations over the establishment of a planned national park in the area of Vålådalen-

Sylarna-Helags. The question is studied through the lens of the discursive institutional

conflict  management  analysis,  which  allows  to  have  a  deep  understanding  of  the

negotiation process, by looking at its procedural as well as contextual aspects, and at the

interdependence  between  the  samebys  and  the  authorities.  Overall,  the  procedural

aspects  of  the  negotiation  process  are  unfavourable  to  the  samebys,  the  contextual
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aspects provide only mixed opportunities for the samebys, and the interdependence of

the  parties,  while  positive,  is  weak in  degree  which  may hamper  the  anchoring  of

samebys'  claims. This thesis demonstrates the importance of institutional change and

building of trust for the effective recognition and participation of the samebys in the

process.

Keywords: conservation • Saami • sameby • Sweden • discursive institutionalism • 

conflict management
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"Varför inte tillåta oss?"
Erkännande och deltagande av samebyar i ett 
nationalparksprojekt: Fallet Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags

Abstract

Med olika intressen står konservering i centrum för maktrelationer och förhandlingar

om  hur  bäst  man  kan  hantera  ett  landskap  och  är  därmed  en  potentiell  källa  till

konflikter, inte bara om hur man hanterar landet, men också viktigare om vad som är

rätt.  I  Nationalparksplan  för  Sverige  under  2008  rekommenderades  att  skapa  en

nationalpark i området Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags i Jämtlands län. Detta område täcker

delvis marken som används av samebyarna Handölsdalen, Mittådalen och Tåssåsen för

renskötsel,  och  i  maj  2016  förklarade  samebyarna  att  de  skulle  motsätta  sig

nationalparksprojektet.  Förhandlingar  mellan  samebyarna  och  de  myndigheter  som

ansvarar för att driva projektet - Naturvårdsverket och Länsstyrelsen Jämtlands län -

ägde rum fram till  maj  2017 då  alla  projektets  aktörer  träffades  officiellt  för  första

gången.  Samebyarna  krävde  framför  allt  att  renskötsel  och  samekultur  erkänns  i

nationalparken och att  samebyarna har ett  tydligt  inflytande i  projektet  och senare i

parkförvaltningen.  Trots  att  de  är  överrepresenterade  i  nationalparker  är  samiska

renskötare  faktiskt  underrepresenterade  i  förvaltningen  av  dessa  parker  och  strider

fortfarande lokalt  för  att  bli  inkluderade  i  projekt  för  bevarande.  Parallellt  med det

progressiva  erkännandet  av  deras  rättigheter  som ursprungsbefolkning  och  inom en

nationell  trend  som  främjar  lokalt  deltagande  har  de  emellertid  alltmer  ingått  i

diskussionerna om bevarandeprojekt på en lokal skala. Avhandlingen syftar till att bidra

mot att utmana hur bevarandet fortfarande är betraktat och praktiserat i Sverige. Det

väcker frågan om vilka möjligheter som finns för de drabbade samebyarna att förankra

sina  krav  i  förhandlingarna  om  inrättandet  av  en  planerad  nationalpark  i  området

Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags. Frågan studeras genom linsen i den diskursiva institutionella

konflikthanteringsanalysen, som möjliggör en djup förståelse av förhandlingsprocessen

genom att  titta  på dess procedur-  och kontextuella  aspekter  samt på det  ömsesidiga
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beroendet mellan samebyarna och myndigheterna. Sammantaget är de procedurmässiga

aspekterna  av  förhandlingsprocessen  ogynnsamma  för  samebyarna,  de  kontextuella

aspekterna ger endast blandade möjligheter för samebyarna, och parternas ömsesidiga

beroende, vilket är positivt i sig, är svagt i en grad som kan hämma förankringen av

samebyarnas  krav.  Denna  avhandling  visar  vikten  av  institutionell  förändring  och

uppbyggnad  av  förtroende  för  samebyarnas  effektiva  erkännande  och  deltagande  i

processen.

Nyckelord: miljövård •  same •  samebyar  •  Sverige •  diskursiv institutionalism •

konflikthantering
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1. Introduction

So the best we can do to accept it, is if we can be in the steering board and have the majority
with these three samebys and the Saami Parliament. And I can't see any reason why they should

not accept it, because in the rules for a national park – the rules must be so clear, and safe, so we
can't destroy as well as Swedes could not destroy, so why not let us?

Olof T. Johansson, reindeer herder

It is important to acknowledge that conservation is about much more than ecological values
such as biodiversity and ecological goods and services. It fundamentally concerns how we

perceive landscapes, how we place differential values on different landscape components, and
who gets to decide on these values. Thus, conservation has been and still is very much about

issues of power and environmental justice. 

Dahlberg, Rohde and Sandell (2010, 211)

The  idea  behind  conservation  policies  and  their  effects  are  not  neutral,  as  Annika

Dahlberg, Rick Rohde and Klas Sandell explain; conservation is basically concerned

with defining what is worth protecting in a landscape, how it should be protected, and

by whom. While it can be said that the original ideal behind conservation was very

much top-down and authoritative (Adams and Mulligan 2002; Dahlberg,  Rohde and

Sandell  2010;  Stevens 2014),  recent  international  evolutions under  the incentive for

sustainable  development  tend  to  push  for  the  acknowledgement  of  the  interests  of

various groups in conservation, thus rendering the processes complex and challenging.

The interests  championed by various stakeholders have to be reconciled in  order to

ensure participation and compliance in the protection of the area, and eventually the

success of the project. With different interests at stake, conservation is at the centre of

power relations and negotiations over how best to manage a landscape. Conservation is

thus a potential source of conflicts, not only about how to manage the land, but also

more importantly about what is just.

In 2008 Sweden's National Park Plan, Naturvårdsverket (the Swedish Environmental

Protection Agency [SEPA])  recommended the establishment of thirteen new national

parks, including one in the area of Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags in the county of Jämtland

(SEPA 2008). The national park is an extension of the already existing Vålådalen nature

reserve, and would cover the area between Vålådalen mountain station and Sylarna and
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Helags mountains (see Figure 1). A project aimed at creating a proposal for the national

park and its management was launched in 2016. The project is to be carried out in four

steps, starting in step 0, and was at the time of writing in step 1 which concerns the

“boundaries, purpose and naming of the national park, investigation of land ownership,

creation of zones and regulations” (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a, 6). Step 2 relates

to designing the management plan and acquiring facilities. Were the project successful,

the inauguration  of  the national  park in  Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags  would take place

during step 3, in 2021 at the earliest.  In addition to the project managers, being the

SEPA and Länsstyrelsen  Jämtlands  län (the  County Administrative Board  [CAB] of

Jämtland), the identified stakeholders are Åre and Berg municipalities, Handölsdalen,

Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys,1 Sametinget (the Swedish Saami Parliament),  and

Jämtland-Härjedalen Turism [JHT]. 

1.  The term ‘sameby’ literally means ‘Saami village’, but is more accurately a geographically delimited 
community of Saami reindeer herders.
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National park boundaries 
(2013 proposal)
Vålådalen nature reserve 
boundaries

Handölsdalen sameby

Tåssåsen sameby

Mittådalen sameby

Figure 1: Map of the samebys within the planned national park boundaries 
in Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags (2013 proposal)

Source: Map retrieved and adapted from CAB of Jämtland 2013, 71.



Were a national park established in the area, Handölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen

samebys could be potentially heavily affected. Their members' rights – such as reindeer

herding,  hunting,  fishing,  building  of  facilities  for  reindeer  herding,  driving  of

snowmobiles, and protective culling of predators – could be greatly restricted or even

prohibited. Furthermore, the tourists, attracted by the national park's status, could be a

threat  to  the conduct of reindeer herding. Handölsdalen would be the most  affected

sameby with virtually almost all of its area being included within the national park's

boundaries; the second most affected would be Tåssåsen, then Mittådalen (see Figure

1).  In  May 2016,  representatives  of  the  affected  samebys  declared  that  they would

oppose the national park project. After continuous talks between the affected samebys

on the one hand, and the SEPA and the CAB of Jämtland on the other, the conflict was

eventually settled, and the stakeholders met officially to discuss the project for the first

time on 10 May 2017. 

At least nine of the twenty-nine existing national parks in Sweden are situated within

the  reindeer  herding  area,  representing  approximately  82%  of  the  total  surface  of

Swedish  national  parks.2 Despite  being  overrepresented  in  national  parks,  Saami

reindeer herders remain in fact underrepresented in the management of these parks, and

still struggle locally to be included in conservation projects. Most reindeer herders today

live in what is called Saepmie in Southern Saami,3 a territory with no fixed boundaries

that stretches over Norway, Sweden, Finland, and the Kola Peninsula in Russia. The

example of Sweden is interesting to study, given the historical importance of nature

conservation in the building of its national identity (Dahlberg, Rohde and Sandell 2010;

Löfgren 2003; Mels 2002; Mohnike 2015; Sundin 2005), and as it is perceived as a

2.  These parks are: Abisko, Muddus/Muttos, Padjelanta/Badjelannda, Pieljkaise, Sarek, Stora 
Sjöfallet/Stuor Muorkke, and Vadvetjåkka in Norrbotten, Björnlandet in Vasterbotten, and Töfsingdalen 
in Dalarna. I did not include in this list Fulufjället in Dalarna, as reindeer herding is forbidden there, nor 
Sånfjället in Jämtland, where, despite the fact that reindeer herding seemingly existed there at least in 
the beginning of 20th century, the reindeer herding right does not apply. Information retrieved from the 
Swedish national parks' official website (www.sverigesnationalparker.se); see also Allard 2006, 414-415.

3.  Literally ‘the land of the Saami’. Saami people are known to have inhabitated this region since at least 
after the last Ice Age. Part of this region is known as ‘Lapland’ (‘Lappland’ in Swedish), but this term is 
considered by many Saami as a colonial denomination of their territory; furthermore, once a traditional 
province, Lapland does not serve any administrative function anymore; finally, Lapland does not cover 
the entirety of the Saami territories (Öhman 2016a, 63). For all of these reasons, and in the spirit of 
decolonising research practices, I will prefer the term used by Saami themselves. The Northern Saami 
term Sápmi is the most known alternative, but, regarding the region in focus here, I will use the 
Southern Saami name.
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tolerant country. A look at the history of the Saami in Sweden would however mostly

qualify this last view. Concerning the issue of conservation, the Saami had no say on the

designation, planning and management of the first national parks in Sweden (Dahlberg,

Rohde and Sandell  2010,  215;  Mels  2002;  Sandell  2005,  63-64).  In  parallel  to  the

progressive recognition of their rights as an indigenous people and within a national

trend fostering local participation, they have been however increasingly included in the

discussions on conservation projects at the local scale. The case of the Laponia World

Heritage Site was a milestone in this regard: after ten years of intense negotiations, the

Swedish government eventually granted the local samebys a majority in the steering

board in 2006. Whether what is known as ‘the Laponia case’ is the beginning of a trend

towards  increased  local  participation,  and  more  especially  Saami  participation,  in

conservation practices in Sweden stands in trial in this thesis: What are the opportunities

for  the  affected  samebys  to  anchor  their  claims  in  the  negotiations  over  the

establishment of a planned national park in the area of Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags?

This  focus  draws  upon  a  hypothesis  developed  by  Lina  Holmgren,  Camilla

Sandström and Anna Zachrisson (2017),  who,  after  having studied  the  cases  of  the

Fulufjället and Kosterhavet national parks and of Laponia, assumed that “a governance

transition” was taking place in Swedish conservation policy. Many studies have been

conducted on the role and the stand of locals in conservation policies in Sweden (see,

e.g., Dahlberg, Rohde and Sandell 2010; Holmgren, Sandström and Zachrisson 2017;

Hovik,  Sandström and Zachrisson 2010;  Sande 2015;  Sandell  2005;  Zachrisson and

Beland Lindahl 2013). I argue however that these studies fail to isolate the Saami as a

different local group, and as such, fail to consider Saami participation in conservation

projects separately from other local participation cases. Very few studies concentrate on

Saami  participation,  and they are worth noting,  especially the ones  by Åsa Nilsson

Dahlström (2003),  Carina  Green  (2009)  and  Elsa  Reimerson  (2015).4 Nevertheless,

these  studies  approach  the  issue  from the  point  of  view of  discourses,  and  do  not

analyse a governance process as such, which, as I will suggest later drawing upon Kaisa

Raitio's argument (2013), could however allow for a deeper understanding of the issue. 

4.  Reimerson's dissertation does not only focus on the role of Swedish Saami in conservation issues, but 
more generally on the “space for indigenous agency in protected area discourses”. However, two of the 
four appended papers do (Papers 2 and 4).
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Examining the case of the Saami separately from the one of other local actors is

crucial I contend, not only because their claims differ, but most importantly because

there is something in it for them specifically: the inclusion of the Saami in conservation

policies could be a step towards decolonising institutions in Sweden. Recognising and

including the Saami in conservation projects could enhance their legitimacy of having a

say in the public debate, and could in the long run lead to an increased enforcement of

their rights. Studying the opportunities available to the samebys to anchor their claims

in the negotiations is motivated by this reflection. The reasons for choosing to focus in

this thesis exclusively upon the samebys and not more generally on the Saami were

twofold: firstly, as users of the land, the samebys would be more directly affected by a

national park than the Saami who are not reindeer herders; secondly the involvement of

the  samebys  in  the  national  park  project  would  be,  in  a  highly  symbolic  way,  the

recognition  of  an  important  element  of  the  Saami  culture.  This  is  however  not  to

disregard the entire  branch of the Saami  population not  related to  reindeer  herding.

Although  reindeer  herding  is  regarded  by many as  a  crucial  element  of  the  Saami

culture and identity, it should be recalled that this activity is practiced by only a small

minority of Saami. Identification to the Saami group and Saami culture are politically

and culturally tensed issues (see, e.g., Öhman 2016a, 2016b), and it is not the purpose of

this  thesis  to  analyse  what  the  negotiating  actors  mean  when  they  talk  about  ‘the

Saami’.  However,  I  need  to  insist  that  the  opinions  expressed  by  the  samebys'

representatives in this thesis may not reflect what other persons identifying as Saami

think.5 

I concentrate in this thesis on the relationships between the samebys on the one hand,

and the SEPA and the CAB of Jämtland on the other. Although two distinct agencies, I

chose  most  of  the  time  to  refer  to  the  SEPA and of  the  CAB of  Jämtland  as  ‘the

authorities’,6 because they clearly appeared to attempt to speak with one voice in the

negotiations  with  the  samebys.  I  will  however  present  their  distinctive  roles  in  the

project, and I will mention and analyse when and how their positions on certain topics

differed.  This  restricted  panel  of  actors  contrasts  with  the  number  of  stakeholders

5.  It will be especially interesting in this regard to listen to what the other Saami actor in the project – 
Sametinget – has to say in the future negotiations.

6.  I exclude from this term the municipalities – in this case Åre and Berg – as they did not participate in 
the talks I review, which exclusively took place between the samebys, the SEPA and the CAB.
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involved in the project listed above. Nevertheless, it reflects the state of the negotiations

as studied in the time frame, which took place exclusively between the affected samebys

and the authorities. Thus, I did not deem relevant to include other stakeholders. It would

be however interesting to analyse the other stakeholders' opinions and roles in future

research.

 In this thesis, I present an analysis of both procedural and contextual aspects of the

negotiation  process  between  the  samebys  and  the  authorities.  By  looking  at  many

differents  elements,  such  as  the  institutional  structure,  the  power  relations,  or  the

perceptions  of  actors,  I  intended  to  reveal  the  actual  opportunities  available  to  the

samebys to anchor their  claims in the negotiation process.  While most other studies

done on similar issues are conducted once the conservation project is over, I focused in

this  thesis  on  the  beginning  of  the  national  park's  planning  process,  while  the

negotiations were still taking place. The time frame of the study starts with the first

letter the samebys addressed to the authorities in January 2016, and ends in May 2017

after the stakeholders officially met for the first time to discuss the national park project

together.  Although  this  time  frame  does  not  allow  for  an  analysis  of  a  potential

governance shift,  as  the actors  in  the project  were still  discussing the modalities of

governance, it remains important to study the first steps of the national park project. The

phase in which the project was at the time of study was crucial: what was at stake was

whether all stakeholders agreed to the formation of a national park, and, if yes, how the

project would be conducted. By choosing to focus on the beginning of the project, I also

suggest what I can do with my research: I propose to help identify right at the start the

potential  conflicts  and explain them in order  to  help  finding possible  solutions  that

could support the dialogue between the samebys and the authorities. More generally, I

aim  at  contributing  to  challenge  the  way  conservation  is  still  conceptualised  and

practiced in Sweden.

The thesis is structured around two main parts, preceded by a presentation of the

research framework. In Chapter 2 I provide an overview of the theoretical approaches

applied to the participation of local and/or indigenous people in resource management.

More especially, I present my focus on the discursive institutionalist approach applied to

conflict management analysis, which provides interesting keys to understand in depth
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the  present  case  by  considering  both  the  procedural  and  contextual  aspects  of

negotiation process. I proceed in Chapter 3 with a presentation of the methodology I

used that concentrates on analysing a case in its context, and of the research material. In

Chapter 4 I introduce the concept of decolonising methodologies on which I based the

ethical protocol for this research. I then turn on to the study. Part I sets the stage, giving

the reader the necessary tools to understand the background of the case: the historical

frames  in  Chapter  5  and  the  legal  framework in  Chapter  6,  while  Chapter  7  more

specifically focuses on the problem-setting phase of the present case. In Part II I present

and explain  the  results  of  my research.  This  part  is  divided  according to  the  three

aspects  of  conflict  I  identified  drawing  upon  the  discursive  institutional  conflict

management  analysis:  Chapter  8  concerns  the  procedural  aspects  of  the  negotiation

process; Chapter 9, the contextual aspects; and finally Chapter 10, the interdependence

between the parties in focus, i.e. the samebys and the authorities. Each chapter ends

with some conclusions specific to the aspects studied. I eventually get to my general

conclusion in Chapter 11 in which I juxtapose the findings of Chapters 8, 9 and 10 that I

consider in light of the elements presented in Part I. Some propositions are made to

increase the inclusion of the samebys in the project.
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2. Theoretical framework – Looking at the participation of the
samebys

I  start  from  two  assumptions:  (1)  enhancing  the  participation  of  the  samebys  of

Handölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen in the planning of a proposed national park in

the  area  of  Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags  is  a  matter  of  environmental  justice,  and  (2)

guaranteeing this  participation can be achieved by empowering and legitimising the

samebys. Evaluating the degree of participation of the samebys in the present case study

is best  done by applying Kaisa Raitio's  discursive institutional  conflict  management

analysis.

2.1   Environmental justice and conservation

As Dahlberg, Rohde and Sandell (2010) explain, conservation touches upon the issue of

environmental justice (also called ‘ecological justice’). More precisely they contend that

conservation practices would have to accomodate an environmental justice approach if

it were to achieve sustainable development (210). In this case, environmental justice

should  guarantee  that  conservation  policies  are  not  only  concerned  with  protecting

biodiversity, but also with integrating the views of the populations affected by those

policies. David Schlosberg (2004),  a professor in environmental politics, argues that

environmental  justice  should  not  be  only  focused  on  “equity in  the  distribution  of

environmental risk” but also equally on “recognition of the diversity of the participants

and experiences in affected communities, and  participation in the political processes

which create and manage environmental policy” (517; my emphasis). Schlosberg's view

stemms from a reflection on the definition of justice, which encompasses not only a fair

distribution of goods, but also the guarantee for people to be able to access and enjoy

equally  those  goods  –  or  what  Amartya  Sen  and  Martha  Nussbaum  refer  to  as

‘capabilities’  (Schlosberg 2007).  Schlosberg suggests that  the concept  of capabilities

should be added to understandings of ecological justice, and, eventually, should apply to

the environment itself (Schlosberg 2007). Following his argument on inclusive aspects

of environmental justice, I argue that what opportunities the samebys have access to in

order to anchor their  claims in the negotiations over the planned establishment of a
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national  park  in  Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags  is  a  crucial  aspect  to  consider  when

evaluating  whether  the  project  is  (environmentally  and  socially)  just.  Whether  the

samebys  are recognised by the SEPA and the CAB in the process,  and whether the

samebys can effectively participate in the process is therefore examined in this thesis.

2.2   Participatory approaches in conservation

According  to  Sissel  Hovik,  Camilla  Sandström  and  Anna  Zachrisson  (2010),  the

participatory approach  “emphasizes  the  empowerment  of  people  as  a  key driver  to

facilitate  the  participation  of  diverse  actors  in  managing  protected  areas”  (160).

Enhancing  the  participation  of  actors  is  essential  to  guarantee  the  success  of

governmental policies, as “the ultimate objective could be to increase the legitimacy or

efficiency of some policy measure and/or to assist conflict resolution” (163; see also

Holmgren,  Sandström  and  Zachrisson  2017;  Zachrisson  2008,  154).  The  rationale

behind the participatory approach as adopted by Sweden is thus as follows: the more

people have a say in management, the more they would accept to comply with the rules,

perceived as legitimate because seemingly set up by the people for the people. 

Bringing  the  locals  –  and  especially  the  indigenous  peoples  –  to  the  table  in

conservation issues could have other positive impacts. It could thus allow to create a

dialogue between different interest groups (Hovik, Sandström and Zachrisson 2010) – a

dialogue which could prove decisive not only to solve conflicts (Zachrisson 2008, 154),

but also to facilitate “social reconciliation” between the former colonisers and colonised

people (Stevens 2014, 8; see also Maraud and Guyot 2016, 214). Including local and/or

indigenous people in conservation policies could also improve these policies by creating

“new conservation synergies” (Stevens 2014, 8, see also 23-26). Tim Ingold and Terhi

Kurttila (2000) emphasise the equal importance of what is framed as ‘science’ on the

one hand and ‘traditional  knowledge’ on the other to  understand the landscape,  and

therefore to implement better environmental policies, a vision which is shared by other

scholars  (see,  e.g.,  Green  2009;  Hornborg  and  Pálsson  2000;  Seeland  1997).  As

Schlosberg (2004, 528) puts it, “broadening participation would bring a recognition of,

and validity to, diverse ways of understanding and valuing (in numerous senses) the

land”. However, the risk could be to confine indigenous peoples – and in this case the
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Saami – in a vision of ‘nature people’, or what Kent Redford (1991) refers to as “the

ecologically noble savage”, thus limiting the possibilities these people have to (re)define

themselves, their cultures and their livelihoods (Dahlström 2003, 499-504; Green 2009,

176-183; Maraud and Guyot 2016; Valkonen J. and Valkonen S. 2014). Participatory

approaches  in  environmental  management  could  but  also  support  efforts  towards

improving indigenous peoples' right to self-determination (Green 2009; Stevens 2014).

Nevertheless, participatory approaches can pose several difficulties. One challenge

for the state adopting such approaches is to balance local interests on the one hand and

national  committments  to  extra-national  environmental  objectives  on  the  other

(Holmgren, Sandström and Zachrisson 2017; Hovik, Sandström and Zachrisson 2010).

It  is  arguably the most  crucial  practical difficulty facing the majority of sustainable

development projects. In general, combining multiple and sometimes clashing interests

while  satisfying  all  the  stakeholders  can  be  laborious.  As  Hovik,  Sandström  and

Zachrisson (2010,  163)  underline:  “participatory arrangements  [can]  sustain existing

divisions of power at the local level, thereby promoting the interests of some particular

user  group(s)  above  those  of  other  users  and  the  government's  goal  of  nature

protection”.  Linked to that, another possible drawbacks of participatory approaches is

that, contrary to what they aim for, these approaches bring even more tension to the

table,  and some actors might reject broad stakeholder involvement,  as they perceive

themselves  as  more  legitimate  than  other  actors  (Bell  and  Stockdale  2016).

Furthermore,  these  approaches  are  not  necessarily more democratic,  and indigenous

peoples may not be equally included in the process compared to other stakeholders,

especially considering that they are usually a minority group which struggle to be heard

in a democratic representative system (Hovik, Sandström and Zachrisson 2010, 163-

164;  Reimerson  2015,  4).  Finally,  Hovik,  Sandström  and  Zachrisson  (2010,  174),

question the use of participatory approaches by Norway and Sweden, as whether these

approaches are considered a means or an aim: “Efforts to engage local stakeholders as

partners  in  the management  of  protected  areas  have  been relatively reluctant,  being

more of a response to local opposition to nature conservation than a purposeful strategy

by central government to mediate and reconcile opposing views on conservation”.

To conclude, the way participatory approaches are implemented critically influences
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their potential success. Moreover, simply adopting such approaches does not guarantee

the empowerment of local people, and more precisely in the case I studied, the samebys.

The aspects of negotiations, the contexts, and the discourses used by the parties matter

as well. Hence it is relevant to apply the discursive institutional conflict management

analysis to the present case.

2.3   Discursive institutional conflict management analysis

Kaisa  Raitio  (2013,  98)  defines  the  discursive  institutionalist  approach  to  conflict

management as 

a framework for analysing conflict management processes that combines the ‘micro’ 
perspective of the collaborative planning theory with the ‘macro’ perspective of the  
socio-political contexts of such processes and thereby provides a more comprehensive 
conceptualisation and understanding of conflict management processes than either of  
the approaches alone can achieve.

In other words, Raitio recommends the study of both procedural and contextual aspects

of a process to fully comprehend this process as well as the conflicts that may result

from it. This approach is particularly relevant for the case study of this thesis, as the

opportunities  for  the  samebys  to  anchor  their  claims  in  the  negotiation  process  are

influenced by many different factors.

In this thesis, I used Raitio's discursive institutional conflict management analysis as

applied by Anna Zachrisson and Karin Beland Lindahl  (2013) in  their  study of the

Laponia case. More specifically, I designed the following questions in order to improve

my comprehension of the issues at stake in the case of a planned national park in the

area of Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags (adapted from Zachrisson and Beland Lindahl 2013).

I categorised these questions according to the three aspects of the negotiation process I

analysed – i.e. the procedural and contextual aspects, and the interdependence of the

actors.

Procedural aspects: Does the procedural setting provide favourable opportunities for

the samebys to anchor their claims in the negotiation process?

- How do the ad hoc institutions allow an inclusive collaboration process?
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- Which political arenas are available for the samebys to express their claims?

Contextual aspects: Does the contextual setting provide favourable opportunities for

the samebys to anchor their claims in the negotiation process?

- What is the economic context in the area of the planned national park?

- How do discourses and norms frame the negotiations?

Interdependence  of  the  actors:  What  is  the  degree  and  quality  of  interdependence

between the samebys and the authorities?

- What are the incentives for dialogue between the samebys and the authorities?

- What are the power relations between the actors?

Some  concepts  here  need  a  definition.  Regarding  institutions,  Raitio  (2013,  98)

explains that they are “rules of game”, and adds: “Institutions encompass both formal

rules such as laws and regulations and more informal norms and standard operating

procedures”. She further emphasises the importance of institutions in shaping the actors'

relationships  and  positions,  as  institutions  would  “distribute  power  unevenly  across

social groups by providing better opportunity structures to some strategies and actors

while  discouraging  others”.  In  the  present  study,  I  separated  informal  norms  from

institutions, and studied them instead alongside discourses.

Zachrisson and Beland Lindahl understand discourses as communication,  drawing

upon  Vivien  Schmidt's  theory.  I  think  it  is  also  relevant,  following  Raitio,  to  take

discourses as “socially constructed frames of meaning that help organise experience and

exist in the minds of people and in the social networks of which they are part” (99). This

understanding of discourses postulates the impact contextual aspects have on discourses

themselves; discourses are thus understood as part of the context, but also as shaped by

it.  I  believe  discourses  reflect  socially,  culturally  and  politically  constructed  world

views, and they can therefore clash depending on these world views. My aim in this

thesis is not to point my finger at some individuals taking part in the negotiations, but

rather  to  expose  different  understandings.  Furthermore,  seeing  discourses  as  frames

allows to acknowledge the possibility of reframing:

The frame approach to discourses emphasises the ability of actors to become aware of 
their frames, to reflect, and to change them. Here frame theory is well in line with  
discursive institutionalism which talks about the discursive abilities of individuals that 
enable them to think, speak, and act also outside institutions even as they are inside  
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them, to deliberate about the institutional rules and to change or maintain them (Raitio 
2013, 99).

Finally, concerning the issue of the interdependence between actors, Zachrisson and

Beland  Lindahl  (40)  explain:  “Parties  are  dependent  to  the  degree  to  which  they

perceive themselves as having a stake in the relationship from which the conflict arises.

When their goals are interlinked in such a way that they represent a possible win-win

situation, interdependence is positive”.  In order to assess the interdependence of the

parties, it is important to look at the interlinkage of the goals of the parties, access to

resources, the accountability of parties to one another, and at what negotiation theorists

frame as the best alternative to negotiated agreement [BATNA] – the standard against

which  parties  to  a  conflict  assess  whether  entering  negotiations  could  have  more

benefits than not.
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3. Methodological framework – Studying a context 

3.1   Qualitative single-case study

Most  works  focused  upon  local  participation  in  conservation  management  are

comparative studies between different protected areas and/or different countries. This

allows to stress changes, similarities and differences, and to make a general case on

inclusive management in conservation. This thesis, however, is a qualitative single-case

study, with occasional comparison with the Laponia case based on findings by other

scholars.  This  is  not  only to  adapt  to  the  time and space available  to  me,  but  also

because I believe a single-case study could prove interesting and helpful to highlight the

importance of the context. Bent Flyvbjerg (2006) made a convincing argument in favour

of case studies, including single-case studies, for their relevance as in-depth examples.

While he also argues that qualitative research can allow for generalisation, this is not the

aim  of  the  present  study.  On  the  contrary,  I  want  to  insist  on  the  importance  of

researching  context-dependent  knowledge  in  conservation  projects.  What  the

comparative studies on this issue show is how significantly influent the context (in the

form of discourses, policies, etc.) is in shaping conservation projects. Furthermore, it

has been noted that local participation in conservation projects was very much done on

an ad hoc basis in Sweden, thus making a single-case study relevant. This is not to say

that  the  present  study  cannot  be  incorporated  in  a  broader  overview  of  Saami

participation in conservation projects. This thesis will help the reader understand the

importance  of  context  in  participatory  conservation  projects,  and  the  need  to  adapt

policies and procedures in accordance.

3.2   Research material 

Studying the process and context of the present case study required both a document

analysis and getting in touch directly with the actors. Relevant documents linked to the

project  as  well  as  interviews  and  personal  communications  with  different  actors

constitute the primary data source, as they help understand the process and the stakes of

the different actors. 
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3.2.1   Documents

The  CAB  of  Jämtland  created  a  website  to  present  the  national  park  project,  to

communicate  on  its  advancement,  and on the  taking place  of  dialogue meetings.7 I

found most relevant documents regarding the project on this website, including more

specifically the project plan designed by the SEPA and the CAB of Jämtland, as well as

an exchange of letters between the SEPA and the CAB of Jämtland and the affected

samebys – Handölsdalen, Tåssåsen, and Mittådalen. The project plan published in April

2016 concerns the planning phase before the proposal for a national park is actually

accepted; it details the objectives of the project, presents the way it will be organised

and the timeline of its implementation (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a). As such,

this document is crucial to understand the governance and ideology ‘backbone’ of the

national park project. 

However, in order to analyse the process in depth, it is necessary to look beyond the

policy plan, and to examine the interests of each actor as well as the negotiation process.

In this regard, the exchange of letters between the SEPA and the CAB of Jämtland and

the  affected  samebys  is  illuminating.  On  22  January  2016,  the  samebys  of

Handölsdalen, Tåssåsen, and Mittådalen sent the CAB of Jämtland a letter detailing the

requirements that would have to be met in the project for the samebys to accept the

establishment  of the national  park (Händölsdalen,  Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys

2016a). On 28 April, after the project plan was published, the SEPA and the CAB of

Jämtland replied to the samebys, and assured that the project objectives would follow

samebys' demands (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016b). The samebys stated in a letter

dated on 5 May that they would oppose the project, expressing fears that restrictions on

their activities would likely occur in case of the establishment of a national park in the

area, and stating that there was “too much unpredictability” concerning Saami issues in

the project (Händölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys 2016b). The SEPA and the

CAB answered on 4 July, showing their readiness to address the issues raised by the

samebys early in the process, and claiming the samebys' demands would be fullfilled

(SEPA and  CAB  of  Jämtland  2016c).  By  their  letter  of  18  August,  the  samebys

eventually expressed their approval to start a dialogue with the SEPA and the CAB on

issues affecting them (Händölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys 2016c). What

7.  See www.valadalen-sylarna-helags.se.
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this exchange of letters shows is the need to go beyond the examination of policy plan

and to focus on negotiation processes; what then comes out are not only the interests

and stakes of each party, but also the crucial issue of trust between negotiating parties. 

These documents  were only available  in  Swedish.  In  the translation work,  I  was

helped by two Swedish speakers who are bilingual in English, thus making – or so I

hope – the translations quite reliable.8 I must say nevertheless that all remaining errors

in translation are entirely mine. 

3.2.2   Interviews and personal communication

In addition to the study of these documents, some actors were contacted directly in

order to hear their thoughts on the project. Most actors were identified from the initial

document analysis.  I  targeted what  can be called the ‘elites’ in the project,  or what

David Richards refers to as “a group of individuals, who hold, or have held a privileged

position in society and […] are likely to have had more influence on political outcomes

than general members of the public” (cited in Bell and Stockdale 2016, 1523). As Oisín

Tansey (2007, 767) argues, elite interviews may “shed light on the hidden elements of

political action that are not clear from analysis of political outcomes, or of other primary

sources”.  Information  collected  through  communication  with  the  actors  thus

complements the study of the documents with insights into the negotiation process, and

as such constitutes part  of  the research material.  Given the focus  of  the research,  I

concentrated on the relationship between the SEPA and the CAB, on the one hand, and

the  samebys'  representatives  on  the  other  hand  through  a  non-probability  sampling

approach.  Drawing upon Tansey's  argument  (2007,  766),  such an approach is  more

relevant than probability sampling to my research, as I did not seek to “make inferences

about a larger population's characteristics/decisions”, but as I tried to “corroborate what

ha[d] been established from other sources”, “establish what a set of people think”, and

“reconstruct an event or set of events”. The elites were identified as such: Anna von

Sydow from the SEPA and Ruona Burman from the CAB of Jämtland, respectively

8.  In addition to the project plan and the letters, other documents only available in Swedish (for no 
English version existed or, if it did, I failed to find it) that I had to translate are the preliminary study for 
the national park project (CAB of Jämtland 2013), and several legal documents concerning conservation 
policies in Sweden: the National Park Plan (SEPA 2008) and its Implementation Plan (SEPA 2015), 
Nationalparksförordning 1987:938, and Skr. 2001/02:173.
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project manager and deputy project manager until May 2017; and Jonas Kråik, vice-

chairperson of Handölsdalen sameby.9 Although I did not manage to get insights from

representatives of Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys, I can quite safely assume that their

positions were reflected in Jonas Kråik's, as the samebys' representatives had spoken

with one voice with the authorities since the beginning of the process.  In additon to

these elite interviews, contact was established with persons identified through snowball

sampling, who did not have a direct influence on the process but whose insight was

useful to have a broader and better understanding of the process. These persons were:

Olof T. Johansson, reindeer herder and former chairperson of Tåssåsen sameby,  active

during the previous attempt to establish a national park in the area; and Jerker Bexelius,

chief of operations for Stiftelsen Gaaltije – the South Saami cultural centre in Östersund

– who provided his support to the samebys at the beginning of the process. 

Four  qualitative  semi-structured  interviews  (from  15  to  50  minutes)  and  one

structured personal communication were conducted. It must be acknowledged that the

actors were contacted while the negotiation process was still taking place: although it

allows  to  assume  that  the  answers  were  quite  reliable  as  far  as  memory  recall  is

concerned, all the participants may not have felt the possibility to talk as freely as they

could have once the negotiations are over. In this regard, I had the impression that the

representatives from the authorities, Anna von Sydow and Ruona Burman, did not feel

really comfortable tackling some sensitive topics, while the Saami participants seemed

much more open. As Tansey (2007, 767) remarks, a researcher using elite interviews

must be able to “critically evaluate” the information collected, as interviewees may seek

to slant  their  account  of  the events. Nonetheless,  I  argue  that  interviews carried on

during the process may inform quite interestingly on the stakes of the actors and on the

negotiation process. 

Other biases of my research method may be language and culture barriers. I do not

speak Swedish, and I therefore carried the interviews in English, a language which not

all the participants perfectly mastered; as a result, their answers may not have reflected

their thoughts with accuracy. I believe I did my best to take that into account when

9.  Anna von Sydow and Ruona Burman were replaced in their functions in May 2017 respectively by 
Sara Hommen (SEPA) and Annica Ideström (CAB of Jämtland). Jonas Kråik was temporarily replacing in all
his functions Richard Åström, chairperson of Handölsdalen sameby.
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analysing the results. Furthermore, I attempted to rectify this bias by sending the quotes

I used in my thesis to most participants first, in order to check with them if that was

what they wanted to communicate, a method Irving Seidman (2006) recommends. An

exception was the personal communication I had with Jonas Kråik: I sent him a list of

questions in Swedish to which he answered in the same language; I then translated his

answers into English. I received help for the translation work, but all remaining errors

are  mine.  Concerning  the  potential  cultural  barrier,  I  acknowledge  that  I  am  not

completely  familiar  with  behaviours  to  adopt  in  a  conversation  in  a  Swedish

environment, and that may have made it difficult for the participants to feel comfortable

during the interviews. Yet, I do not think this have had a great impact on the information

I was able to collect.
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4. Ethical framework – Decolonising methodologies

4.1   Introducing decolonising methodologies

My thinking is  strongly informed by decolonising  methodologies  as  theorised  more

especially  by  indigenous  researchers  Linda  Tuhiwai  Smith  (1999)  and  May-Britt

Öhman (2016b, 2016c). They both emphasise that most research on indigenous peoples

has  been  carried  out  by  non-indigenous  researchers,  which  raises  the  issue  of  the

participation of indigenous peoples in research. Research on indigenous peoples has

been  an  important  tool  of  colonialism:  indigenous  peoples'  cultures  have  been

essentialised, indigenous knowledge disregarded, and research would have become the

basis for exclusive policies (Smith 1999). Research has thus been – and would still be –

a  painful  experience  for  most  indigenous  peoples  (Smith  1999).  As  a  reaction,

decolonising  methodologies  are  part  of  a  reappropriation  process  of  research  by

indigenous peoples and  for indigenous peoples  (Öhman 2016b, 2016c; Smith 1999).

Decolonising methodologies aim at changing the role of indigenous peoples from being

objects of study to becoming actors, and at questioning the value and the recipient of

research. Smith (1999) hence argues: “research is not an innocent or distant academic

exercise but an activity that has something at stake and that occurs in a set of political

and social conditions” (5). This remark points out to the fact that research is not neutral

nor  objective,  but  it  also  emphasises  the  potential  it  has  for  indigenous  peoples,

provided that it is done with what Smith (1999, 3) calls a “sense of reality”.

4.2   Ethical protocol

Drawing upon the recommendations made by Smith (1999) and Öhman (2016b, 2016c),

I designed the following ethical protocol for my research:

Showing respect to participants

Both Smith (1999, 120) and Öhman (2016c, 5) emphasise the importance of showing

respect to participants, who take time to help carry out the research. Following Öhman's

advice (2016c, 4), I tried to learn as much as possible beforehand about the issues I

touch upon in my thesis. However, the participants seemed willing to provide me with
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information I  did not know or I  did not understand.  Based upon a recommendation

made by Öhman (2016c, 4), I discussed the issue of anonymity with each participant;

they all agreed to be cited. 

Situating my knowledge

As Öhman (2016b, 87) explains: “A major theme of the decolonizing methodologies

(…) is self-presentation, introducing oneself to the readers, to the ones we interview,

and to those we wish to interact with”. This allows to identify biases, and, hopefully, to

avoid them. More importantly,  however,  it  also questions  the positivist  thought  that

research is  objective,  and,  therefore, true.  By situating  my knowledge,  I  affirm my

subjectivity;  I  present my understanding of the situation as one among many,  and I

recognise others. I wrote a presentation of myself and of my research project that was

approved by Dr. May-Britt Öhman, and that I transmitted to the Saami people when

contacting  them  (see  Appendice  1).  This  presentation  might  be  useful  for  other

researchers willing to apply decolonising methodologies in their studies.

Enhancing the participation of interviewees in the research

The  participation  of  the  people  who  are  researched  is  an  essential  component  of

decolonising methodologies. In this regard, the dissemination of the research results is

an  important  issue  to  bear  in  mind.  Smith  (1999,  15)  emphasises  the  principles  of

reciprocity and feedback; Öhman (2016c, 4) recommends that the results of the research

are made quickly available to the participants with an opportunity to discuss them. In

addition to transmitting my research results to the participants, I would like to held an

open meeting at the end of my research project, in order to present the results of my

research, and discuss them with the participants. Moreover, I tried to bear in mind the

principles of reciprocity and feedback  during the research process. Smith (1999, 198)

protests:  “How  can  research  ever  address  our  needs  as  indigenous  peoples  if  our

questions are never taken seriously? It was as if the community's questions were never

heard, simply passed over, silenced”. In order to avoid that, I tried to remain open to the

concerns of the Saami participants. The emphasis on certain themes in my thesis, such

as the issues of the purpose of the future national park and of the role of samebys in

management,  which  kept  coming  back  in  the  discussions  I  had  with  the  Saami

participants, reflects this approach.
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PART I: SETTING THE STAGE

To the samebys' representatives in the [Laponia] process, the normative structure of the
conservation control and management of the area has been the essence of colonialism. This is

when the colonial structure, which can often be elusive and difficult to describe or grasp,
becomes obvious and tangible.

Carina Green (2009, 202)

5. Historical frames

The  relationships  between  the  Saami  and  the  Swedish  state  have  historically  been

characterised by complex conflicts over access to the land and its resources. The Saami

in Sweden face multiple challenges due to industrial encroachments, such as mining

ventures, hydropower exploitations, modern forestry, and wind farms, on the lands they

live in and/or use.10  Protected areas could be viewed as a solution to prevent industrial

encroachments,  and,  as  such,  could  contribute  to  protect  the  land and rights  of  the

Saami.  However,  protected areas can also be a potential  source of conflicts, as they

touch upon issues of land ownership and use of natural resources, self-determination,

and raise questions about the legitimacy of the Saami to be heard on those. Reviewing

the evolutions in conservation policies in Sweden parallel to the Saami rights over the

land, which both followed international trends, allows to put in perspective the present

case, as well as to understand the frames of the parties to the case.

5.1   Local participation in conservation: From the Yellowstone 
model to the Laponia case 

Sweden was the first  country in Europe to create national parks, in 1909.  Sweden's

original parks were based on what is known as the Yellowstone model,  which dates

10.  See, e.g., concerning mining Koivurova et al. 2015; hydropower exploitations Öhman 2016a and 
2016b; wind farms Lawrence 2014. In regard to modern forestry on Saami land, I recommend the 
following documentary available on YouTube with English subtitles: The Last Generation? – Sami 
Reindeer Herders in Swedish Lapland. 2013. Directed by Petri Storlöpare. Available at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hr8uiyDgy7w.
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back to 1872 with the establishment  in  the USA of  the Yellowstone National  Park.

Protected areas created under this model aimed at strict nature preservation through the

restriction of human activities on these areas under the control of the state (Stevens

2014,  36).  As the  concepts  of  ‘pristine’ nature and ‘wilderness’ spread,  the cultural

aspect of the landscape in protected areas was disregarded, and locals and indigenous

people  were  excluded  from decision-making  and  management  and  sometimes  even

removed from these areas. Nature conservation under the Yellowstone model can be

viewed as part  of the colonial  process based on the concept of  terra nullius,  which

assumed that some areas of land were virtually unused and uninhabited and could be

therefore  occupied  without  much  regard  to  the  local  and/or  indigenous  population

(Adams and Mulligan 2002; Riseth 2007; Stevens 2014).  In Sweden, protected areas

were thus not unlike outdoor museums where nature was preserved for the interest of

both scientists and tourists (Löfgren 2003; Mels 2002; Sundin 2005). This has arguably

not  changed  much.11 Nature  became  considered  as  national  cultural  heritage,  and

protected areas were created as part of nation-building strategies which constructed the

landscape as a mirror of the Swedish nation (Löfgren 2003; Mels 2002; Sundin 2005). 

The dichotomy between nature and culture championed under the Yellowstone model

and its fortress protected areas has since been widely challenged by scholars such as

social anthropologist Tim Ingold (1993; Ingold and Kurttila 2000), sociologist Klaus

Seeland (1997),  or  Phil  Macnaghten,  a  science  and technology studies  scholar,  and

sociologist John Urry (1998). Along with recent reflections on what social justice entails

and a growing interest in participatory approaches, the importance to take locals' views

into  consideration  in  conservation  projects  has  been  increasingly  championed  in

international organisations since the 1990s-2000s. A rights-based approach was applied

to  conservation  which  recognised  the  value  of  cultural  landscapes,  as  well  as  the

importance of guaranteeing local participation and indigenous peoples' rights (Stevens

2014). Explaining the growing concern for locals' participation in conservation, Green

(2009, 18) contends:

11.  The official website of Swedish national parks (www.sverigesnationalparker.se) hence reads: “Then, 
as now, the idea was to preserve pristine nature for present and future generations, but also to make 
national parks inviting for tourism and outdoor activities.” (my emphasis; citation retrieved from “Why 
Do We Need National Parks?” 2017.)
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First there is the insight that local or indigenous people have valuable knowledge that 
will  secure  sustainable  development  where  ‘conventional’ science  has  failed,  and  
secondly there is a wish to return (some) control to people who have been unjustly  
deprived of such control through historical encounters.

Two momenta for this ‘new conservation paradigm’, strongly advocated by indigenous

peoples' representatives, were the adoption of the Convention on Biological Diversity

[CBD] and Agenda 21 at the Rio Conference in 1992, and of the Durban Action Plan at

the  2003 International  Union for  Conservation  of  Nature's  [IUCN] Vth World  Parks

Congress  (Stevens  2014).  At  the  European level,  the Council  of  Europe's  European

Landscape  Convention  (2000)  recognised  the  link  between  nature  and  culture,  and

bound the signatory states to increase the public participation in conservation projects

(Council of Europe 2000, art. 5).

Sweden,  active  in  these  arenas,  was  relatively  a  late  adopter  of  participatory

approaches  in  conservation  (Dahlberg,  Rohde  and  Sandell  2010,  215;  Holmgren,

Sandström  and  Zachrisson  2017,  23).  In  a  2002  communication  (skrivelse) to  the

Riksdag (the Swedish Parliament), the Swedish government emphasised the importance

of increasing local participation in future conservation projects, and mentioned in that

respect the CBD (Skr. 2001/02:173). The SEPA in 2008 National Park Plan reiterated

the intention to include locals more in conservation projects  (SEPA 2008, see more

especially 85-86). Nonetheless, there is still a lack of precise legal guidelines on how to

implement  participatory  approaches,  and  no  systematic  decentralisation  process  has

been initiated (Hovik, Sandström and Zachrisson 2010, 164; Reimerson 2015, 14-15). A

2008 survey conducted all over Sweden shows that 65% of the respondents supported

self-  and/or  co-management,  while  state  management  –  which  is  still  the  norm in

Sweden – was supported by only 18% of the respondents (Zachrisson 2008, 158).12 In

practice, still, some co-management arrangements have been made locally. Standing in

strong comparison with the case of Fulufjället national park (created in 2002) in which

locals  have  no  management  power,  Kosterhavet  national  park  (2009)  and  Laponia

12.  In the Swedish context, the three categories would be as follows:
- self-management: “all combinations including the municipality and/or the local population and/or 
the Sámi communities”
- co-management: “state and/or county administrative board AND municipality and/or population 
and/or Sámi communities”
- state management: “state and/or county administrative board” (Zachrisson 2008, 158).
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World Heritage Site (2011) hence display seemingly successful co-management models,

where the local population has been included in the planning and supervision of the area

(Holmgren, Sandström and Zachrisson 2017; Hovik, Sandström and Zachrisson 2010).

The case of Laponia is especially interesting for the present paper, as it is the first (and

so far only) time where the Saami successfully negotiated a majority of seats in the

steering  board  –  Laponiatjuottjudus  –  where  decisions  over  the  site  are  based  on

dialogue  and  consensus  between  the  various  stakeholders  (Green  2009;  Holmgren,

Sandström and Zachrisson 2017; Sande 2015; Zachrisson and Beland Lindahl 2013).

5.2   Saami voice in conservation: From being silenced to having 
a say

The early relationship between the Saami and the Swedish state was characterised by

various policies of land appropriation in Saepmie and interference in Saami affairs by

the Swedish state.  In the middle of the 1600s, following the colonisation of northern

territories  by the  Swedish  state,  the  system of  ‘Lap tax  land’ (Lappskatteland)  was

implemented.  The Saami were guaranteed rights equivalent to ownership over some

territories, divided into samebys, in exchange of payment of a tax. In 1751 the Lapp

Codicil,  signed by Denmark/Norway and Sweden/Finland, left to the Saami reindeer

herders  the  power  of  managing  resources  on  their  territories.  This  status  quo  was

however  soon  overturned  by  various  policies  of  appropriation  of  Saami  land  and

resources  by the Swedish  state,  which  declared  most  of  northern  territories  ‘Crown

lands’. The Reindeer Husbandry Acts of 1886, 1928 and 1971 progressively reduced

customary Saami rights to mere privileges (Lawrence 2014, 1043; Öhman 2016a, 75).

Nowadays,  Saami  reindeer  herding  rights  are  based  on  prescription  from  time

immemorial, and governed by the 1971 Reindeer Husbandry Act, which does not grant

ownership rights to the Saami.

The relationship between Saami people and the Swedish state has also been marked

by discursive colonial  practices.  Under the old conservation paradigm on the global

scale, indigenous peoples were constructed by colonisers as the inferior Other who was

part of the ‘wilderness’ and who was as such denied self-determination and decision-

making  power  over  land  use  (Adams  and  Mulligan  2002;  Stevens  2014).  These
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discourses were also present in Sweden (Dahlberg, Rohde and Sandell 2010; Öhman

2016a;  Sandell  2005).  In  regard  to  conservation  policies,  Tom  Mels  (2002,  143)

explains: “The bond between the Swedish people, their ‘common’ history, and the soil

implied park planning never included the Saami. Represented as ‘part of nature’, they

were prevented from being actively involved in the ‘civilized’ act of planning”.  More

recently, in parallel to similar international trends concerning indigenous peoples, the

Saami seem to be caught up between two clashing depictions: either perceived as eco-

friendly ‘nature people’ attached to ‘traditional’ lifestyles with, as such, full legitimacy

to have a say on environmental issues, or portrayed as a threat to nature because of their

use of modern technology (e.g. snowmobiles, helicopters) in reindeer herding. On such

basis, their claim to be included in the planning and management of protected areas is

sometimes downplayed by other stakeholders (Beach 2000; Green 2009; Mels 2002;

Dahlström 2003; Sundin 2005). The Saami have to navigate between these two visions

in order to build on both to back up their claims (Beach 2000; Dahlström 2005; Green

2009; Maraud and Guyot 2016). 

The recognition in 1977 by the Riksdag of their status of indigenous people gave the

Saami an opportunity to access special collective rights defined internationally. There is

still  no international consensus on a definition for the term  ‘indigenous people’. As

Smith  (1999, 6) explains, “[t]he term ‘indigenous’ is problematic in that it appears to

collectivize many distinct populations whose experiences under imperialism have been

vastly  different”.  UN Special  Rapporteur  of  the  Sub-Commission  on  Prevention  of

Discrimination and Protection of Minorities José R. Martínez Cobo suggested in 1983 a

broad ‘working definition’, since then often cited:

Indigenous  communities,  peoples  and nations  are  those  which,  having  a  historical  
continuity  with  pre-invasion  and  pre-colonial  societies  that  developed  on  their  
territories,  consider  themselves  distinct  from  other  sectors  of  the  societies  now  
prevailing on those territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-dominant  
sectors  of  society and  are  determined  to  preserve,  develop  and  transmit  to  future  
generations their  ancestral  territories,  and their  ethnic identity,  as the basis of  their  
continued existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social  
institutions and legal system (UN Economic and Social Council 1983, para. 379).13

13.  While providing a definition, Cobo notably also stressed the importance of letting indigenous 
peoples themselves decide on a definition: “The fundamental assertion must be that indigenous 
populations must be recognized according to their own perception and conception of themselves in 
relation to other groups; there must be no attempt to define them according to the perception of others 
through the values of foreign societies or of the dominant sectors in such societies.” (UN Economic and 
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Although  the  international  formulation  of  the  legal  status  of  indigenous  peoples

constitutes a significant step towards recognition, some scholars point to the fact that the

definition  of  such  category  would  be  part  of  the  dominant  society's  discourse,  and

would  be  shaped  by  it,  thus  eventually  confining  those  who  regard  themselves  as

indigenous in pre-established perceptions conceptualised by others (Green 2009, 173-

175).  Jarno  Valkonen  and  Sanna  Valkonen  (2014,  37)  go  as  far  as  claiming:  “the

category and  the  concept  [of  indigenousness]  are  creations  of  colonization,  i.e.  the

attempt of state powers to control these peoples”. One should nevertheless acknowledge

the agency power for the people lying in the concept of indigeneity (Green 2009, 175;

Smith 1999, 7). Hence, for the Saami involved in the Laponia process, “[e]mphasizing

their indigeneity became a significant move for them in order to establish themselves as

a distinct actor”, especially as ‘rights bearers’ and not simply as ‘stakeholders’ (Green

2009, 152).14

Following international trends,  Saami rights  to self-determination and to land are

advancing  in  Sweden.  Two  decisive  international  documents  promoting  indigenous

peoples' rights were adopted: the International Labour Organization [ILO] Convention

169 Concerning  Indigenous  and Tribal  Peoples  [ILO 169]  in  1989,  and the  United

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples [UNDRIP] in 2007. While

UNDRIP affirms the right to self-determination for indigenous peoples (UN  General

Assembly 2007, preamble and art. 3 and 4), ILO 169 does not explicitely, although it is

arguably implied in the term ‘peopleS’.15 However, while UNDRIP states indigenous

peoples' right to land (UN General Assembly 2007, art. 26), ILO 169 goes further by

providing  more  especially  for  the  rights  to  consultation,  participation  and  self-

management in regard to land and water issues (ILO 1989, art.  13-19). Importantly,

Sweden  ratified  UNDRIP,  but  did  not  do  so  for  ILO 169.  Another  significant  step

Social Council 1983, para. 368).

14.  Green (2009, 157-158) nevertheless adds: “The ‘contents and displays’ of that indigeneity is 
sometimes contested internally by many Sami. I know of Sami who often feel awkward in international 
indigenous contexts when the pan-indigenous rhetoric does not resonate with their own experience of 
being Sami in Sweden”. 

15.  See the reflection by Mylène Jaccoud and Renée Brassard (2008) on the politicisation of the status of
indigenous people(s): “The notion of a people is by far more political and contains more claims, because 
it refers to a specific affiliation (property) to a given land, to a political unity whose sovereignty is or is 
being recognised, which is not the case for the notion of community” (396; my translation).
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towards the recognition of rights for the Saami would be the ratification of the Nordic

Saami  Convention.16 This  document  aims  at  strengthening  existing  Saami  rights  in

Norway, Sweden and Finland, among which the right to self-determination (art. 3) and

to  land  and  water  (art.  34-40),  with  a  special  emphasis  on  consultation  and  co-

determination in management. A joint draft was agreed upon by Norway, Sweden and

Finland in 2016, but has still to be ratified by all three states. 

In  1993,  the  Sametinget  (the  Swedish  Saami  Parliament)  was  established,  which

allowed  the  Saami  to  have  a  hand  over  some  of  their  affairs;  nevertheless,  nature

conservation remained under the jurisdiction of the Swedish state through the Ministry

of  Environment  (Sande  2015,  795).  In  2006,  Christina  Allard  contended:  “The

involvement  of  Saami  in  resource  management  within  the  reindeer  herding  area  is

virtually non-existent” (Allard 2006, 25). The same author nevertheless expressed the

possibility  this  might  change  with  the  devolution,  the  same  year,  of  some  powers

regarding the administration of reindeer herding to the Sametinget. The change came

with Laponia's steering board. The Laponia case constitutes a milestone in the Swedish

history of the involvement of Saami in the management of protected areas, and possibly

in  the  broader  context  of  Saami  authority  over  the  land.  Green  (2009,  203)  hence

explains: “for the involved samebys in the Laponian process this is, after all, a shift in

power and a start towards a more (in their words) decolonized relationship between the

nature conservation authorities and the Sami community”. 

The Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags case therefore takes place in a context of evolving

discourses and norms in Sweden that are promoted at the international scale. In parallel

to the promotion of local participation in conservation, Saami rights, along with more

globally indigenous peoples' rights, are increasingly recognised. We can thus expect a

change in norms and a discursive reframing as defined by Raitio (2013; see Chapter 2),

which may have possible repercussions on the actors in the present case. 

16.  An English version of the draft is available online on Samtinget's official website at 
https://www.sametinget.se/105173. 
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6. Legal framework

A brief review of the current legal framework helps to understand what the institutions

allow the actors to do. What this Chapter shows is that the conservation institutions

have not changed much compared to the discourses (see Chapter 5), remaining mostly

top-down and exclusive.

6.1   Implementation of a new national park

Despite the recognition of the importance of local participation in conservation projects,

such projects remain very top-down, with decision-making authority being left to the

government, mostly through the SEPA, and with management power being left a priori

to the CAB.

The  government  decides  on  the  location  of  new national  parks.  The  decision  to

establish a park in the area of Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags was thus expressed in 2008

National Park Plan. The SEPA is responsible for the planning and implementation of

new national parks. In the process, the SEPA is expected to cooperate with the relevant

CAB, municipalities, “and possibly other stakeholders” (SEPA 2015, 22; my emphasis).

The planning and implementation phase follows several steps (SEPA 2015, 22). After an

initial  consultation at  the local  scale  and the conduct  of a preliminary study on the

feasibility of the project, the SEPA, together with the CAB, prepares a project plan.

Several groups in charge of drafting a proposal plan for the future national park are

created. During the planning phase, issues such as those of limits, purpose, regulations

and management of the national park are discussed. In consultation with the CAB, the

municipalities, and Havs- och vattenmyndigheten (the Swedish Agency for Marin and

Water Management) where relevant, the SEPA decides how the national park should be

managed (Nationalparksförordning 1987:938, para. 7). The SEPA is also responsible for

issuing  restrictive  regulations  on  the  right  of  the  public  access  (allemansrätten)  in

relation  to  nature  protection  (Nationalparksförordning  1987:938,  para.  4).  Once  the

parties to the project have agreed on a proposal, the SEPA sends this document to the

Riksdag and to the government. The latter has the final word, after hearing the Riksdag

on the issue. Throughout the whole process, information and communication about the
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national  park  project  are  issued,  following  a  communication  plan  drafted  at  the

beginning  of  the  project,  in  order  to  ensure  that  the  stakeholders  “have  had  the

opportunity to express their views” (SEPA 2015, 25). Once the government has given its

approval, the national park can be inaugurated. The relevant CAB is a priori the sole

manager of the national park, except for ad hoc cases where the law has determined

otherwise, e.g. Kosterhavet national park (Nationalparksförordning 1987:938, para. 3).

6.2   Recognition and participation of the Saami

Although there exist  incentives to increase the participation of local and indigenous

people in conservation projects on the international scale, in Sweden Saami rights –

especially concerning reindeer-herding – are in competition with other interests, and

there is  no real and systematic devolution of competence to  the Saami in regard to

nature conservation.

As noted in Chapter 5, the importance of including local and indigenous people in

conservation projects has been increasingly acknowledged in international documents

which Sweden has approved. In the UN CBD, article 8 effectively protects the cultural

heritage and livelihoods of indigenous peoples and guarantees their participation in such

protection. However, it  contains restrictive conditions, as the knowledge, innovations

and practices it aims to protect should “embod[y]  traditional lifestyles relevant for the

conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity”, thus relating to the dilemma

indigenous peoples face today presented in Chapter 5. As Reimerson (2015, 41) argues,

“the discursive construction of Indigenous subject positions in and through the CBD

may limit the space for agency of Indigenous peoples within the context of the CBD”.

In the Swedish context, this may have repercussions on the treatment and perceived

legitimacy  of  the  Saami  using  modern  technologies  in  reindeer-herding,  as  the

traditional  and  sustainable  character  of  these  technologies  is  sometimes  questioned.

Agenda 21, adopted at the same time as the CBD, displays the same discourse, although

to  a  lesser  extent.  Importantly,  this  text  explicitely  supports  the  involvement  of

indigenous  peoples  in  “resource  management  and  conservation  strategies  and  other

relevant  programmes  established  to  support  and  review  sustainable  development

strategies” (UN Conference on Environment and Development 1992, chap. 26, 26.3.c).

39



The Durban Action Plan adopted at the 2003 IUCN's Vth World Parks Congress goes

even  further  by  endorsing  a  broad  understanding  of  indigenous  peoples,  and  by

producing  three  targets  aiming  at  increasing  the  recognition  and  participation  of

indigenous peoples in conservation projects:

Main Target 8 – All existing and future protected areas are established and managed in 
full  compliance with the rights of  indigenous peoples,  including mobile indigenous  
peoples, and local communities (…) 

Main  Target  9  –  The  management  of  all  relevant  protected  areas  involves  
representatives chosen by indigenous peoples, including mobile indigenous peoples, and
local communities proportionate to their rights and interests (…)

Main Target 10 – Participatory mechanisms for the restitution of indigenous peoples'  
traditional lands and territories that were incorporated in protected areas without their 
free and informed consent are established and implemented (…) (IUCN 2004, Outcome 
5, 248-249).

Although limited and subject to interpretation, these international documents provide

the basis for a protection of indigenous peoples' rights and participation in conservation

projects implemented at the national scale.

Considering these international trends and especially some IUCN guidelines – but,

importantly though, not citing the Durban Action Plan – Sweden's National Park Plan

recognises  the  Saami  interests  in  conservation  projects  but  does  not  give  them

precedence over other interests. According to the plan, one of the goals of protected

areas would be “to consider indigenous peoples'  needs – including access to natural

resources  –  if  this  does  not  adversely  affect  other  goals”,  these  goals  being  the

“preservation of a natural or near-natural state” for “spiritual, scientific and educational

purposes  as  well  as  for  recreation  and  tourism”  (SEPA 2008,  10;  my  emphasis).

Although recognised, Saami rights are therefore balanced against other interests, and

may be limited in order to achieve other goals deemed superior. In addition, as noted by

Allard (2006, 480), the enforcement of the protection of reindeer-herding in Swedish

legislation, although a national goal, is “vague”. The samebys or even the Saami are

seldomly – if at all – mentioned in national texts concerning conservation. Given the

over-representation of  the  reindeer  herding area  in  national  parks  (82% of  the total

surface),17 the  issue  is  not  nevertheless  anedoctal.  Despite  this  fact,  Saami  reindeer

17.  See footnote 2.
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herders  do  not  enjoy a  systematic  full  protection  nor  devolution  of  competence  in

conservation projects. In those projects, the SEPA, the CAB and the municipalities –

would  have  “wide  discretion  to  infringe  the  reindeer  herding  rights”,  with  as  only

limitation  the  general  principle  of  proportionality  (Allard  2006,  482).  In  regards  to

participation, there does not seem to exist  an obligation to include the Saami in the

planning, implementation, let alone management of national parks. Laponia's steering

board is hence an exception. However, it should be noted that, for national parks located

on reindeer herding areas, the SEPA (2015, 24) recently recommended that the affected

samebys, as well as the Sametinget, be “involved at an early stage and that cooperation

is ongoing throughout the project”.

Swedish legislation thus does not provide a supportive frame for the involvement of

locals  and  the  protection  of  Saami  rights  in  conservation  project,  but  rather  lets  a

window open for ad hoc changes. It is up to the locals to champion their interests in the

process. Hence the importance of not stopping at this overview of current institutions,

and  going  further  by  looking  at  the  specific  institutions  present  in  the  Vålådalen-

Sylarna-Helags case. 
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7. Setting the problem

This  Chapter's  structure  is  adapted  from the  problem-setting  phase  as  presented  by

Zachrisson  and  Beland  Lindahl  (2013)  drawing  upon  Barbara  Gray's  collaboration

model.  I  present  the  background  to  the  Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags  case,  the  actors

involved, and I define the problems encountered based upon the actors' concerns.

7.1   Background

In the mid- to late 2000s the area between Vålådalen mountain station and the Sylarna

mountains was prospected in the eventuality of becoming a national park. This area

situated  in  the  Swedish  county  of  Jämtland  along  the  border  with  Norway already

attracted  many tourists,  and was famous for  its  ski  stations.  In  2007,  a  survey was

conducted among the local institutions and associations to know their opinions about a

possible national park in the region. Authorities noted that the majority of them were

positive towards the project (SEPA in CAB of Jämtland 2013, 1, 5-6). In 2008 Sweden's

National Park Plan, the SEPA thus recommended the establishment of a national park in

the area, extended to include Helags mountains and hence covering 230,000 hectares

(SEPA 2008), which, if established, would be the largest national park in Sweden.18 

The motivation to establish a national park in the area was as follows:

The area contains a diverse mountainous landscape with very high natural values. The 
terrain  forms  are  magnificent  and  contain  geological  shapes  of  great  interest.  In  
Vålådalen,  the  combination  of  pine  forests  and  mountains  provides  a  beautiful  
wilderness character. The area has an established outdoor life, a well-developed network
of managers and overnight cottages, and is easily accessible by road and rail. Overall, it 
is a well-suited national park in the southern mountain region (SEPA 2008, 35-36).

In addition to the area's natural values, its accessibility for potential tourists was thus an

important criterium for its nomination. This is further confirmed in the National Park

Plan.  Indeed,  the  new national  park  would  be  an  extension  of  the  already existing

Vålådalen  nature reserve (created in  1988),  and the extension  of  nature reserves  as

national parks was justified as such: 

18.  As for now, the largest national park is Padjelanta in Norrbotten, which covers 198,400 hectares.
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The most significant effect of converting a nature reserve into a national park would be 
that the area gets much more attention, that it is researched and planned in a new way 
for the information, use and reception of visitors, and that management resources are 
adapted to what is expected of a national park (SEPA 2008, 85; my emphasis).

As nature is already protected in a nature reserve, the objective in transforming a nature

reserve into a national park would be thus in part to promote the area to more potential

tourists.

In 2012-2013, the CAB of Jämtland ran a preliminary feasibility study commissioned

by the SEPA that provided the basis for the project. In January 2016, Handölsdalen,

Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys detailed the requirements that would have to be met

in  the  project  for  the  samebys  to  accept  the  establishment  of  the  national  park

(Händölsdalen,  Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys 2016a).  In April  2016, the project

plan was issued; the inauguration of the potential new national park was scheduled in

2021  (SEPA and  CAB of  Jämtland  2016a).  After  this,  the  SEPA and  the  CAB of

Jämtland replied to the samebys, and assured that the project objectives would follow

samebys' demands (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016b). In May, the samebys stated that

they would oppose the project, expressing fears that restrictions on their activities would

likely occur in case of the establishment of a national park in the area, and stating that

there  was  “too  much  unpredictability”  concerning  Saami  issues  in  the  project

(Händölsdalen,  Mittådalen  and  Tåssåsen  samebys  2016b).  The  SEPA and  the  CAB

answered in July, showing their readiness to address the issues raised by the samebys

early in the process, and claiming the samebys' demands would be fullfilled (SEPA and

CAB of Jämtland 2016c). In August, the samebys eventually expressed their approval to

start a dialogue with the SEPA and the CAB on issues affecting them (Händölsdalen,

Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys 2016c). The process was still pending in March 2017,

while the samebys on the one hand, and the CAB and the SEPA on the other were trying

to reach an agreement (Ruona Burman, pers. comm.). The project eventually went on,

and the preparation group met for the first time on 10 May 2017. The project is to be

carried out in four steps (see Figure 2), starting in step 0, and is, at the time of writing,

in step 1, which concerns the “boundaries, purpose and naming of the national park,

investigation of land ownership, creation of zones and regulations” (SEPA and CAB of

Jämtland 2016a, 6).  Step 2 relates  to designing the management plan and acquiring
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facilities. Were the project successful, the inauguration of the national park would take

place at the end of step 3.

The local opinions towards the establishment of national park in the area are mixed.

In 1995-2000, a project of a national park  in the area – Södra Jämtlandsfjällen – had

already been prospected, but was eventually terminated due to the reluctance of some

stakeholders  (Sandell  2007).  Sandell  argues  that  the  main  difficulty  encountered  by

authorities  when  attempting  to  anchor  the  idea  of  a  new  national  park  was  local

resistance  and  skepticism –  an  attitude,  Sandell  (2007,  10-11)  explains,  which  was
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Step 0: Collection of knowledge and experience 

The resource owner group decides on the project and communciation plans.

The preparation group develops a proposal for the composition of the dialogue groups.

Step 1: Discussion about the boundaries, purpose and naming of the 
national park, investigation of land ownership, creation of zones and 
regulations

The preparation group submits a proposal to the resource owner group. 

Checkpoint 1: The resource owner group decides whether the project can proceed.

Step 2: Development of the management plan, acquisition of land, 
establishment of entrances, facilities and information sites

The preparation group submits a proposal to the resource owner group.

Checkpoint 2: The resource owner group evaluates the project proposal. If the process 
is deemed complete, the proposal is sent to the SEPA. A request on the formation of a 
new national park is submitted to the government.

Step 3: Planning and implementation of an inauguration

Checkpoint 3: The Riksdag and the government must approve of the formation of a new 
national park.

Inauguration of the national park

Figure 2: Overview of the project implementation in the Vålådalen-Sylarna-
Helags case

Source: Adapted from SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a, 8-10.



caused by different “ecostrategies” – or ways of viewing and valuing the land – between

the authorities and the locals.19 Put simply, the locals demanded to have a strong hold on

the project, especially in order to control the way the tourism industry was conducted,

and to ensure the continuation of hunting, fishing and the use of snowmobiles (Sandell

2007, 10-11). The 2007 survey reflected to a certain extent the same attitude by locals

(CAB of Jämtland 2013, 5-6), which possibly highlights a continuous partial resistance

to a national park project based on a ‘traditional’ model. The samebys, who demanded a

strong influence in management, have retained the same stance on the issue (Olof T.

Johansson, pers. comm.; Jonas Kråik, pers.comm.).

7.2   Actors

The actors cited in the project plan were identified as such for they all have a stake in

the area and its management. In addition to the SEPA and the CAB of Jämtland, the

stakeholders are Åre and Berg municipalities, Handölsdalen, Tåssåsen and Mittådalen

samebys,  Sametinget,  and  Jämtland-Härjedalen  Turism  [JHT].  The  municipalities

represent the citizens living in the area, and participate in the planning. The samebys

have usufructuary rights to the natural resources in the area; their representatives speak

for the local reindeer herders. The Sametinget represents more broadly the interests of

the Saami, and therefore of those who are not reindeer herders; as a national body, it

also articulates general stances on broad issues. Finally,  Jämtland-Härjedalen Turism

represents the tourism industry in the region. The opinions of other locals can be heard

in dialogue meetings held as part of the project. In my thesis, I focus on the samebys on

the one hand, and the authorities – the SEPA and the CAB of Jämtland – on the other;

the  term  ‘the  actors’ hereafter  refers  to  a  virtual  group composed of  Händölsdalen,

Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys, the SEPA and the CAB of Jämtland.

7.3   Problems

The samebys asserted their  views in their  letter  of 22 January 2016 to the CAB of

Jämtland.  I  found  in  it  the  three  aspects  of  environmental  justice  identified  by

Schlosberg (2004): equal distribution of environmental goods and bads, recognition, and

19.  For an elaborate explanation of what these ecostrategies consist of, see Sandell 2005 and 2007.
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participation. I categorised the Saami views according to this selection. 

• equal distribution of environmental goods and bads: The samebys refuse to bear

the costs of nature protection; they reject any interruption of their usufructuary

rights,  i.e.  reindeer  herding,  hunting,  fishing,  use  of  vehicles,  building  of

facilities  for  reindeer  herding.  They  also  plead  for  a  right  to  conduct  the

protective culling of predators – restrictions on this activity or even prohibition

is a recurring problem faced by reindeer herders (see, e.g., Dahlström 2003; Torp

2001).

• recognition: The samebys demand that the Saami culture as well  as reindeer

herding be recognised as an objective of the national park, and be protected in

consequence. 

• participation: The samebys request that they have “a clear influence over the

management  of  the  national  park”  (Handölsdalen,  Mittådalen  and  Tåssåsen

samebys 2016a). They suggest several management models in order to achieve

this aim. The first model would be a “Saami national park” based on the model

of tribal parks elsewhere in the world; this was the model championed by the

samebys  in  the  Södra  Jämtlandsfjällen  case  (CAB  of  Jämtland  2013,  5;

Johansson 1998 and pers. comm.). The second model integrates a majority of

Saami in the steering board (Handölsdalen,  Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys

2016a).  Some  participants  would  like  in  this  regard  to  draw  from  the

management board in Laponia World Heritage (Olof T. Johansson, pers. comm.;

Jonas Kråik, pers. comm.). Finally, if not given a majority, the samebys demand

“another way to have  a decisive influence  on the decisions taken concerning

national park management” (Handölsdalen,  Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys

2016a; my emphasis).

At this point in the project, neither the SEPA nor the CAB of Jämtland have settled

their  views (or,  at  least,  have made them known),  nor have they yet  issued a draft

management plan, although the possibility for co-management is not discarded (Ruona

Burman, pers. comm.; Anna von Sydow, pers. comm.). It is clear from the exchange of

letters between them and the samebys that they are ready to accomodate some of the

samebys' claims, but it is not yet certain to what extent. The SEPA and the CAB are a
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priori in charge of issues related to management, but seem to be open to discuss that

with the samebys.  The SEPA represents the government's  environmental  policy,  and

thus  insists  on  nature  protection,  tourism  and  sustainability.  The  CAB  acts  as  an

intermediary between the central government and the locals, and as such tries first and

foremost to maintain a dialogue. Both institutions underline the importance of finding a

solution that would accomodate sustainability imperatives and Saami claims.
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PART II: AT THE NEGOTIATING TABLE

We felt that the project was going on without us being a part of it or being heard.

Jonas Kråik, vice-chairperson of Handölsdalen sameby

8. Procedural aspects – The rules of the game

This Chapter focuses on the practical opportunities for the samebys to be heard within

the  negotiation  process  by  providing  an  overview of  the  procedural  aspects  of  the

negotiations – or what I would call, to adopt an expression used by Raitio to define

institutions, ‘the rules of the game’. In this Chapter I thus study the project institutions

as well as the policy arenas available to the samebys, or how and where the samebys

can anchor their claims.

8.1   Inclusive institutions

In this section, I evaluate whether the project institutions are collaborative and inclusive

by  looking  at  the  project  structure,  its  participatory  mechanisms,  as  well  as  the

mechanisms specifically designed to include the samebys. This section thus provides an

ad hoc and detailed overview of the conservation institutions in this particular case,

which  supplements  the  more  general  description  of  the  Swedish  legal  framework

produced in Chapter 6.

8.1.1   Project structure

Figure 3 shows the structure of the project team in charge of developing the future

national park. The samebys are involved in both the preparation group and the working

group, and, as such, may have good opportunities to express their views from within,

and, ultimately, to influence the project. As part of the working group, they may issue

proposals for the project in collaboration with the other actors, thus having a proposal

power; as part of the preparation group, they may evaluate the proposals formed by the

working group and they may appoint the representatives for the dialogue groups, thus
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having a consultative power and a nomination power. It is worth recalling that there is

no legal obligation for the SEPA to include actors in the project other than the CAB and

the municipalities, although strong incentives to include local representatives – and of

Saami in particular – are appearing. From a structural point of view, the samebys are

given equal opportunities as the other actors to anchor their claims in the project, at least

in theory. 

49

RESOURCE OWNER GROUP
RESURSÄGARGRUPP

Decides on proceedings for the project

Members: SEPA; CAB of Jämtland

Project manager Deputy project manager

PREPARATION GROUP
BEREDNINGSGRUPP

Examines and evaluates the proposals of the Working group

Members: SEPA; CAB of Jämtland; Åre and Berg municipalities; 
Handölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys; Sametinget; JHT

WORKING GROUP
ARBETSGRUPP

Issues proposals for the project

Members: SEPA; CAB of Jämtland; Åre and Berg municipalities; 
Handölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys; Sametinget; JHT; 

Swedish Marin and Water Agency

DIALOGUE GROUPS
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Figure 3: Structure of the project team in the Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags case

Source: Adapted from SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a, 13-15.



8.1.2   Participatory mechanisms

In order to guarantee a truly collaborative project, actors should not only be included,

but  also  given  effective  opportunities  to  express  their  views,  and  decision-making

power. Furthermore, the project should allow for the local population, only indirectly

represented by the actors, to be able to participate directly in the project. On these issues

there seems to be a gap between theory and practice. 

Emphasis is  laid on the collaborative aspect of the project,  with cooperation and

dialogue between the project groups and between the various stakeholders (SEPA and

CAB  of  Jämtland  2016a;  Anna  von  Sydow,  pers.  comm.).  The  role  of  the  local

population  is  also  asserted.  Continuous  and  effective  dialogue  should  be  ensured

through  the  dialogue  groups,  which,  as  contended  in  the  project  plan,  “are  very

important for the overall project” (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a, 15). The dialogue

groups  consist  of  representatives  from  various  interest  groups  appointed  by  the

preparation group – itself reflecting different interests, and their work should be taken

into account in the project (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a, 15). The purpose of such

groups is twofold: on the one hand, it should allow to collect the views of the interest

groups;  on  the  other,  it  serves  as  a  communication  platform  on  the  project's

advancement  (SEPA  and  CAB  of  Jämtland  2016a,  15).  Dialogue  groups  are

supplemented with meetings with the local population; the turn-out to these meetings

would  be  quite  high,  which  may highlight  their  efficiency (Anna von Sydow,  pers.

comm.). Besides, communication – overseen by the CAB – is a crucial aspect of the

project, underlined in the project purposes (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a, 4). The

official website for the project is complete and regularly updated, and a newsletter is

available. Furthermore, before the project started, the samebys had been informed about

the taking place of the feasibility study (Jerker Bexelius, pers. comm.; Jonas Kråik, pers.

comm.).

Despite  the existence of  those collaborative and communication mechanisms,  the

samebys were not satisfied with their application, as they did not feel involved in the

dialogue. Jonas Kråik (pers. comm.) thus claimed:

We do not feel that the authorities have involved us to the extent they should, nor give 
us the opportunity to participate on equal terms. It is a matter we raised and discussed a 
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lot. Now, we will be taking new action in the process, and we have been promised a 
change but it remains to be seen.

Furthermore, the decision-making power remains very exclusive, as the resource owner

group,  formed  with  representatives  from the  SEPA and  the  CAB,  retains  the  final

decision on whether the project should proceed and on whether the proposal should be

sent to the Riksdag and the government (see Figures 2 and 3). Likewise, it is up to the

government to decide eventually on the creation of a new national park. Theoretically

thus, the samebys' opinion could be passed over, unlike in Norway where Saami enjoy a

far  stronger  consultation  power  in  the  nomination  process  (see,  e.g.,  Sande  2015).

However, in practice this seems largely unlikely to happen, as I will further explain in

Chapter 10. The present study was conducted very early in the process and therefore it

is  difficult  to  evaluate  already  the  efficiency  of  the  participatory  mechanisms;

nonetheless, the skepticism towards those mechanisms shown by the samebys should be

noted.

8.1.3   Inclusion of the samebys

In order, on the one hand, to deal with the special needs reindeer herding displays as an

industry both economic and cultural, and, on the other, to ease the tensions after the

initial resistance to the project among the samebys, some inclusive mechanisms were

designed specifically for the samebys in the project. The authorities shew encouraging

efforts, but struggled to establish a transparent and equal dialogue. 

Reindeer herders enjoy a special legal status, as was explained in Chapters 5 and 6:

they have usufructuary rights over the land and its resources in order to carry their

activity. What also makes reindeer herding a unique industry is its nature, being both an

economic activity out  of which the herders  should be able  to  make a living,  and a

cultural  activity  many  regard  as  essential  to  the  Saami  culture.  Its  protection  is  a

national goal, and, as such, the regulations affecting it within a conservation area should

be  thoroughly  discussed  –  in  regard  to  but  also  apart  from  other  issues.  As  a

governmental authority, the SEPA seems to be but reluctant to put one interest above the

others, or to engage in a dialogue which does not include all stakeholders. Anna von

Sydow (pers. comm.) hence explained:

51



We try to make a project together with the Saami people and the local municipalities, 
and together with the tourist association [i.e. JHT]... We make a project together, but all 
these different [actors] should come together and discuss what to be the relations and 
management plan and such things together... We hope it will be so, because the Saami 
people want that we should talk just to them first. But we hesitate that we talk to – all 
the parts in this area together and discuss with  each other what we are going to do  
(her emphasis).

Nevertheless, after the samebys expressed their opposition to the project – a position

which could be analysed as a pressure tactic – the authorities engaged in a dialogue

exclusively with the samebys (Ruona Burman, pers.  comm.).  Moreover,  following a

suggestion made in the project plan (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a, 8), a special

dialogue  group  dealing  with  issues  related  to  reindeer  herding  was  created.  The

samebys, though, did not seem to be convinced about the willingness of the authorities

to implement effective dialogue mechanisms to tackle issues raised by the samebys.

Jonas Kråik (pers. comm.) commented: “the problem was that nothing happened”, and

added: 

There were dialogues and work around and over our heads, we felt. The government  
agencies for example promised that small scale hunting would remain and that scooter 
driving would remain, but we never participated in such discussions. At the same time, 
they never raised important issues related to reindeer herding. We felt that the project 
was going on without us being a part of it or being heard.

The issue at stake that emerges from this comment would be hence not so much whether

the  views  expressed  by the  samebys  –  in  this  case  the  continuation  of  small  scale

hunting and scooter driving – are anchored in the project, but whether the samebys are

effectively involved within the project structure, thus pointing out to the issue of trust

between the actors. I will come back to this last point in Chapter 10. 

Lacking  at  the  beginning  of  the  process,  a  coordinator  of  Saami  interests  was

eventually  nominated  in  May  2017,  about  a  year  after  the  Saami  representatives

requested such an expert to be included in the project (Ruona Burman, pers. comm.).

This  is  especially  important  given  that  some Saami  feel  that  Swedish  authorities  –

and/or non Saami Swedish people in general – do not have enough knowledge on the

Saami,  their  needs,  their  claims,  their  livelihood and culture  (Jerker  Bexelius,  pers.

comm.; Olof T. Johansson, pers. comm.; see also Öhman 2016a). Having a coordinator
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expert on Saami issues may allow to compensate that gap, and may eventually allow for

a  more  informed  and  fruitful  dialogue  between  the  samebys  and  the  other  actors.

However, for such dialogue to take place, a conflict resolution mechanism would be

highly beneficial. To my knowledge, such mechanism does not exist within this project,

but  Ruona  Burman  (pers.  comm.)  told  me  that  she  was  in  charge  of  ensuring  the

continuation of a dialogue with the samebys.  Drawing upon Elinor  Ostrom's design

principles of robust governance, Hovik, Sandström and Zachrisson (2010, 173) however

emphasise the importance of conflict resolution mechanisms in such projects: “Overall,

a  lack  of  discussion  and  conflict  resolution  mechanisms  will  likely  result  in  old

hostilities re-igniting and old conflicts becoming more entrenched”.

8.2   Available policy arenas

As shown by Zachrisson and Beland Lindahl (2013) in their study of the Laponia case,

the  availability  of  policy arenas  or  institutional  settings  may prove decisive  for  the

Saami.  The  latters  can  be  able  to  promote  their  claims  to  a  larger  audience,  and,

ultimately, create increased support for their claims and exercise more pressure in the

negotiations than what they could be able to do in one arena only. This section presents

the opportunities the samebys (may) have to anchor their claims in four different arenas:

at the local scale, at the regional scale, at the national scale, and at the international

scale.

8.2.1   At the local scale

The local scale is available in theory for the samebys to express their claims, but the

support for those may be limited. The positions of the samebys are known at the local

scale. It should be hence noted that the advancement of the negotiations between the

samebys and the authorities,  as well  as the exchange of letters between them, were

published  on  the  project  website.  However,  whether  support  exists  locally  for  the

samebys'  claims  is  still  uncertain;  a  more  thorough  study  on  the  issue  should  be

conducted among locals. At the time of writing, the samebys have not yet engaged in a

dialogue with the other actors apart from the SEPA and the CAB, although some other

local actors might back up some of the samebys' claims (Jonas Kråik, pers. comm.). It
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should  be  mentioned  nevertheless  that  the  samebys  benefit  from  the  support  of

Stiftelsen Gaaltije, which was very active at the time talks about establishing a national

park  started.  The  foundation  later  withdrew  from  the  direct  dialogue  with  the

authorities, as the samebys were the ones included in the process as stakeholders, and as

Stiftelsen Gaaltije felt that it could not bring much to the project. At the time of writing,

the foundation still follows the process with much attention though, and remains open to

back up the samebys would the need arise (Jerker Bexelius, pers. comm.). Finally, the

samebys exchange with the local board of the Sametinget, which support some of their

claims (Jonas Kråik, pers. comm.).

Another important issue at  the local scale is democracy. Olof T. Johansson (pers.

comm.) and Jerker Bexelius (pers. comm.) point to the fact that the Saami are a minority

in Swedish society; thus even though their interests are supposedly represented in the

public  debate,  their  democratic  influence  remains  low.  As  noted  in  Chapter  2,

participatory  approaches  are  not  necessarily  more  democratic  than  top-down

approaches,  and  indigenous  peoples  may  not  be  equally  included  in  the  process

compared to other stakeholders, especially considering that they are usually a minority

group  which  struggles  to  be  heard  in  a  democratic  representative  system  (Hovik,

Sandström  and  Zachrisson  2010,  163-164;  Reimerson  2015,  4).  Therefore,  if  the

samebys'  claims  are not  supported  by other  local  actors,  it  may be  difficult  for  the

samebys to be listened to at the local scale. Hence the insistance expressed by the Saami

participants concerning the possibility of having a Saami majority in the national park's

steering board: “To be in a steering board with a minority, a Saami minority, there's no

reason, because we will be overruled several times, as... always. But if we could be a

majority, we can make up the rules. And say  ‘no! that is not acceptable. Yes, this is

acceptable’” (Olof T. Johansson, pers. comm.).

8.2.2   At the regional scale

Support for the samebys' claims might exist at the regional scale. By ‘regional’ I here

mean  the  area  within  and  surrounding  the  national  park's  proposal,  including  the

neighbouring  mountainous  region  situated  in  Norway.  As  shown in  a  2000  survey,

Swedish,  Norwegian  and German visitors  in  the  area seemed to be  sensitive  to  the
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challenges the reindeer herders may face if a national park was established:

Over half of the visitors think that [the establishment of a national park in the area]  
would be positive for tourism development. About half of the visitors think also that the 
number of non-Swedish visitors would rise if the area became a national park. This  
could have negative impacts on the nature and the reindeer herding according to the  
visitors (Vuorio, Emmelin and Sandell 2003, 55).

The regional scale may provide an interesting institutional setting that could prove

useful  to  foster  dialogue.  Indeed,  the  samebys  may  be  able  to  benefit  from  the

discussion  arena  available  at  a  Swedish-Norwegian  organisation  –  the  Gränsfjällen

Sylarna  association.  This  association  aims  “to ensure  a  sustainable,  responsible  and

long-term orientated management of the tourism industry” in the mountainous region

around  Sylarna.20 It  regularly  organises  a  Fjällforum,  and  has  started  the  project

‘Fjällkunskap’,21 funded by Interreg and the development company Naboer AB among

others, to respond to the challenges raised by the increasing tourism industry, with a

focus on reindeer  herding as well  as on nature and culture protection.  The CAB of

Jämtland and the samebys participate to the Fjällforum. The forum would provide a

favourable place for discussion (Jerker Bexelius, pers. comm.). As a matter of fact, the

national park project has already been discussed in the forum (Ruona Burman, pers.

comm.); Fjällforum could thus serve as a possible arena for the samebys to express their

opinions on the planned national park, and as a discussion place for the project actors.

8.2.3   At the national scale

The national scale could provide an opportunity for the samebys to raise awareness

about their claims, but the support may be limited. The national park project as well as

the positions of the samebys are mentioned in national media, for instance on Sveriges

Radio as part of the programme “Sameradion & SVT Sápmi”,22 which may provide the

samebys with a new arena to make their voice heard. However, there is no certainty

whether the samebys' claims would gain a strong support. Hence, commenting upon the

media representation of indigenous peoples, Maraud and Guyot (2016, 212-213) argue:

20.  See “Fjällkunskap” 2017.

21.  Literally ‘knowledge of the mountain’.

22.  See, e.g.: Nutti 2016; “Nej till nationalpark i Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags” 2016. 
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The  media  are  responsible  for  the  transmission  of  either  dystopian  or  sacralized  
imaginaries. When there is something that concerns Indigenousness, it is typically about
demands or agreements. Obviously,  when there is no knowledge about Natives, the  
imaginary only refers to what the media shows: the fact that Natives are in a chronic 
state of discontent – regarding their rights, exploitation, or other issues – or that they 
have just  signed a  new agreement  with the  government  – so they will  have more  
privileges, huge amounts of money, etc.

According to this, coverage by the media of the samebys' positions could even have a

negative effect  for  the samebys:  it  might  result  not  in  increased support  but  on the

contrary in opposition to the samebys' claims. Furthermore, the interest shown to the

samebys'  claims might be limited altogether.  As one participant asserted,  non-Saami

Swedes  would  believe  that  the  Saami  in  Jämtland are  not  a  significant  part  of  the

population compared to the northernmost provinces in Sweden; also, some Northern

Saami would have a tendency to consider Southern Saami not as ‘real  Saami’.  The

accuracy of this assertion is however hard to evaluate, and it is not the purpose of the

present study. Nevertheless, it might shed some interesting light on the position of the

samebys in Jämtland at the national scale. 

Furthermore,  the  samebys  lack  a  direct  anchoring at  the national  scale,  and thus

would depend on intermediaries. Support for the samebys' claims could be built with the

help of Svenska Samernas Riksförbund [SSR] / Sámid Riikkasearvi (the Swedish Saami

Association).  The  SSR is  an  organisation  dedicated  to  promote  the  interests  of  the

Swedish Saami and especially those related to reindeer herding; SSR was active in the

Laponia process. It appears though that the samebys have not (yet) sought the assistance

of SSR (Jonas Kråik, pers. comm.). 

8.2.4   At the international scale

The chance for the samebys to reach the international scale might be extremely limited,

but if the samebys managed to raise awareness on their situation at this level, this may

help them to anchor their claims effectively in the project. As some scholars remark

(see,  e.g.,  Green  2009;  Hovik,  Sandström  and  Zachrisson  2010),  the  international

dimension of the Laponia World Heritage Site project gave the Saami an advantage in

the negotiations, although at first international interests would not really have met those

of  the  Saami,  as  the  focus  was  on  nature  protection  rather  than  culture  protection
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(Dahlström 2003). Zachrisson and Beland Lindahl (2013, 44) hence explain:

Important in the Laponia case was the connection to binding international regulations
that  offered  alternative policy arenas at the international level.  Laponia's  World  
Heritage Site status granted the weak party, the RHCs [reindeer herder communities],
strong standing as one of the two fundamental pillars of the nomination. This meant 
that the state was dependent on the RHCs, which could choose to by-pass the state 
and communicate directly with UNESCO at a critical juncture of the process  (my 
emphasis).

While Laponia was a World Heritage Site project involving international bodies, the

planned national park in Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags is exclusively a national project. The

opportunities for the samebys to bring their  claims on the international  scale would

therefore be quite limited, and, hence, their pressure power would be lower than was the

case in Laponia. 

Nevertheless, the samebys could benefit from their positioning in a global indigenous

discourse. As Green (2009, 204-205) remarks, in the Laponian context, the Saami used

to  some  extent  “self-ascribed  marginalization”  as  an  empowerment  strategy,  which

allowed them to present themselves as different from the non-Saami Swedish majority

and to access an international recognition as indigenous people. Especially interesting in

the  Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags case,  the  samebys'  representatives  did  not  position

themselves explicitely in an indigenous discourse, although they used some elements of

this discourse. On the other hand, Ruona Burman from the CAB of Jämtland clearly and

repeatedly employed the term ‘indigenous’ to talk about the samebys'  situation, thus

giving the samebys an importance at the global scale. This will be further analysed in

Chapter 9.

8.3   Conclusions

The analysis of the national park project's institutions reveals the existence of several

issues that are of concern for the samebys, as they result in lesser opportunities for them

to anchor their claims in the negotiation process. Although some inclusive mechanisms

exist, including some specifically designed for the samebys, the issues of transparence

vis-à-vis the samebys and of whether the latters can effectively exert an influence within

the negotiation process remain.  Furthermore,  even though at  the time the study was
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conducted it was still early in the process, there did not seem to be many policy arenas

made available for the samebys. It was still up to the samebys to enter multiple policy

arenas  in  order  to  build  support  for  their  claims.  A participant  hence  analysed  the

opposition of the samebys to the project in May 2016 as “a cry for help”; the samebys

would have thus  adopted – at  least  temporarily – opposition as their  main pressure

tactic,  and  possibly  as  a  way  of  attracting  attention  of  project's  outsiders  to  their

situation. To conclude, I argue that it is still up to the samebys to create opportunities to

be effectively included in the process and to make their claims heard. The procedural

aspects of the process seem to be overall unfavourable for the samebys to anchor their

claims.
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9. Contextual aspects – Different frames

This Chapter provides an overview of the contextual aspects of the process. As Raitio

(2013)  contends,  studying  the  context  of  a  process  in  addition  to  its  procedures  is

essential to fully comprehend the dynamics of this process. She thus explains that while

institutions are “the rules of the game”, this does not prevent actors to decide to play the

game differently; in other words, the way actors think and act, and the means available

to them decisively influences the process (Raitio 2013, 99). In this Chapter, I analyse

the economic context as well as the discourses and norms of the actors, and I evaluate

whether they provide favourable opportunities for the samebys to anchor their claims in

the negotiations.

9.1   Economic context 

Zachrisson and Beland Lindahl (2013) consider the economic context as one possible

reason to explain the success or failure of the negotiations concerning conservation.

They hence contend: “The presence of strong economic interests opposing conservation

is  clearly  one  important  reason  for  asymmetric  power  relations  and  resistance  to

institutional change”  (45). In the present paper though, the economic context will be

analysed  as  a  reflection  of  competing  interests  regarding  conservation  which  may

hamper opportunities for the samebys to anchor their claims.

The area of Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags is important for reindeer herding, tourism, and

hunting and fishing. The tourism industry especially has a strong economic power, and

is well established in the area. For instance, Åre municipality, whose ski resort is one of

the  largest  in  Sweden,  would  welcome  each  year  around  500,000  visitors.23

Furthermore, a certain number of accomodations and trails are already established in

Vålådalen  nature  reserve  and  around  Sylarna  and  Helags  mountains.24 The

establishment of a national park in the area could be an opportunity to attract more

tourists and to develop the tourism industry. The potential of the area for this industry

was moreover highlighted in the National Park Plan (SEPA 2008, 35-36), which, as was

23.  See “Welcome to Åre” 2017.

24.  See “Jämtland och Härjedalsfjällen” 2017.

59



noted in Chapter 7, would partly explain the nomination of the area for the national park

status (SEPA 2008, 85). 

Increased numbers  of  tourists  visiting  the  region could  however  have  a  negative

impact on reindeer herding: tourists would scare the reindeer, and the samebys would

have  to  manage  fragmented  reindeer  herding  areas  because  of  the  expansion  and

development of outdoor activities. Jerker Bexelius (pers. comm.) points to the more

general conflict between tourism and culture: tourism may to a certain point destroy

local  culture,  while,  on  the  other  hand,  the  Saami  presence  may  hamper  touristic

activities. Would a national park be established, the question of the precedence of either

tourism or Saami culture should be raised. In comparison with the tourism industry, the

reindeer herding industry is however not a strong economic actor, as it employs few

people and as it generates only limited income. Although the exact number of Saami is

unknown,25 it  is clear that only a small minority of Saami are reindeer herders.  The

number of registered reindeer  herding companies in  the area is  10 in  Handölsdalen

sameby, 16 in Mittådalen sameby, and 15 in Tåssåsen sameby.26 There is a risk therefore

that the samebys' interests may be considered less important than those of the tourism

industry  which  is  a  stronger  economic  actor  in  the  area.  Olof  T.  Johansson  (pers.

comm.) hence wryly observed:  “Maybe if it was a national park that would be fenced

around, and no entrance or people – yeah, good! But there's no interest for doing that”

(my emphasis). 

It  must  be  mentioned  nevertheless  that  the  authorities  seem to  take  the  issue  of

growing tourism, as well as the impact it could have on reindeer herding very seriously.

Ruona Burman (pers. comm.) thus affirmed:

But  today  the  tourists,  the  amounts  are  increasing  –  rapidly,  so  we  have  to  do  
something, to canalise, to protect special areas where there should be less visitors, and 
we see a national park is a very important tool to find such solution, but also for the 
reindeer  herding  aspects,  because  the  visitors  don't  know how to  behave  and  the  
reindeer will be afraid (…).

In this case, the samebys' interest could meet the goal aimed at with a nature protection

25.  As mentioned earlier, identification to the Saami group and Saami culture are politically and 
culturally tensed issues.

26.  Figures retrieved from Sametinget's official website (www.sametinget.se).
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approach: the national park would hence be a way to protect some areas both for the

sake of nature protection and for reindeer herding. A complication does arise however

when  one  considers  that  the  reindeer  herding  industry  and  nature  protection  may

actually  clash.  The  transborder  Fjällkunskap  project  organised  by  the  Gränsfjällen

Sylarna association, which aims at responding to the challenges raised by the increasing

tourism industry with a focus on reindeer herding and nature and culture protection,

could be an opportunity for the project actors to discuss this issue, and find solutions

satisfying all interests (see Chapter 8). The stance of the SEPA and the CAB on the issue

remains unclear. This issue seems but crucial to the Saami participants (Jerker Bexelius,

pers. comm.; Jonas Kråik, pers. comm.; Olof T. Johansson, pers. comm.). Some of them

in fact affirm that the authorities would be biased as they would support the tourism

industry. Olof T. Johansson (pers. comm.) hence declared:  “They [i.e. the authorities]

want more people to come here. And we [i.e. the reindeer herders] don't want to have

more! We want to have less people!”. The distrust shown by the Saami participants

towards the authorities will be further explained in Chapter 10.

9.2   Discourses and norms

As  already  mentioned,  Dahlberg,  Rohde  and  Sandell  (2010,  211)  argue  that

conservation  “fundamentally  concerns  how  we  perceive  landscapes,  how  we  place

differential values on different landscape components, and who gets to decide on these

values”. Hence the importance of studying the frames of thought of the project actors –

discourses and norms. The following section structure follows the priority given by the

samebys to two issues: “The samebys consider it important that the reindeer becomes

part  of  the  [national  park's]  purpose,  and  that  we  can  actively  participate  in  and

influence all parts such as regulations, etc” (Jonas Kråik, pers. comm.). I study first

what, according to each actor, the purpose of the national park should be, and, second,

what the role of the samebys within the national park should be.

9.2.1   Purpose of the national park

At the  core  of  the  discussions  over  the  planned  national  park  lies  the  issue  of  the

purpose of this national park, or, in other words, what this national park should reflect
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and  protect.  As  Jerker  Bexelius  (pers.  comm.)  explained,  the  key question  is  what

approach should be privileged between strict nature protection, tourism development,

and culture preservation. Here, strict nature protection refers to an understanding related

to  the  old  conservation  paradigm,  where  the  natural  and  human  worlds  are  to  be

separated;  culture  is  understood as  livelihoods,  with  a  focus  on the  Saami  reindeer

herding. If implemented strictly, each of these approaches would hamper the other two,

except if concessions were made, which is the basis of the negotiations between the

project actors.

The purpose of the national park is a key question from the point of view of the

Saami  participants  (Handölsdalen,  Mittådalen  and  Tåssåsen  samebys  2016a; Jerker

Bexelius, pers. comm.; Olof T. Johansson, pers. comm.; Jonas Kråik, pers. comm.). The

samebys  demand that  “the Saami  culture and reindeer  herding should be seen  as  a

natural feature of the area and as an asset in a national park” (Handölsdalen, Mittådalen

and  Tåssåsen  samebys  2016a).  This  phrasing  evokes  the  one  used  in  the  Laponia

process; indeed, in the Laponia case, reindeer herding was the cultural criterium which,

in addition to the natural criterium, constituted the reason for the obtention of the status

of World Heritage Site. Reindeer herding composing hence ‘half’ of what would make

Laponia special, the Saami felt they had full legitimacy to make their voice heard in the

project, and, eventually, to manage the area (see, e.g. Dahlström 2003; Green 2009). In

the  present  case,  the  samebys  seem to  adopt  the  same  discourse,  in  order  to  gain

perceived legitimacy as stakeholders. Within this discourse, the samebys do not position

themselves only as an economic actor but also as representatives of the Saami culture,

establishing the continuation of the reindeer herding industry as a prerequisite for the

preservation  of  the  Saami  culture  (Handölsdalen,  Mittådalen  and Tåssåsen  samebys

2016a).

However, in the Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags case, the importance of culture seems to

be  limited.  While  World  Heritage  Sites  can  be  composed of  what  is  referred  to  as

‘mixed  natural  and  cultural  heritage’,  as  is  the  case  in  Laponia,  national  parks  in

Sweden are exclusively concerned with the natural heritage, as emphasised by Anna von

Sydow (pers. comm.): “the national parks in Sweden are just natural heritage. (…) But

of course there is culture in it, but we could just protect the nature. You know, in our
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legislation, we couldn't protect the culture, we could just protect the nature things, that's

it!”.  In the National Park Plan, the emphasis is laid on the protection of nature “in its

original state”; culture is not a criterium for the nomination of areas as national parks

(SEPA 2008, 13). 

In the Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags case, the position of the authorities on the question

remains nevertheless ambivalent. In a letter to the affected samebys, the SEPA and the

CAB stated: “We see the Saami presence and culture as major assets in a future national

park”, and they recognised the importance of the cultural landscape in the area (SEPA

and CAB of Jämtland 2016b). This was confirmed by Ruona Burman (pers. comm.),

who insisted – hence slightly departing from what Anna von Sydow said – that the

Saami culture was important “to protect” within the national park. Furthermore, in line

with  the  international  discourse  on  conservation,  the  authorities  recognise  the  link

between nature and culture:

the Saami use of the landscape and the Saami presence is very important for the nature 
of course, they're connecting to each other (Ruona Burman, pers. comm.)

in some nature there also is culture, of course, in all nature there is culture. You can see 
the culture in it (…) (Anna von Sydow, pers. comm.)

However, in a somewhat contradictory manner, the focus on the pristine aspect of nature

and its protection would still prevail, transcribing an unceasing infatuation for an ideal

perception of the ‘nature’:

the idea with national parks is that they should (…) mirror the Swedish nature, the  
Swedish landscapes... (…) They should also be areas that are not explored (…)  The  
wild nature. People could be there, and come there, and the Saami people lives in the 
summer perhaps but there are no buildings or settlements in the parks in Sweden. (…) 
The idea is we should save the wild nature for the next generation and for the future 
(Anna von Sydow, pers. comm.; my emphasis).

It should be noted nevertheless that, contrary to what have appeared on numerous other

occasions, the discourse picturing the Saami reindeer herders as what Dahlström (2003)

termed as  ‘eco-villains’ is  to  my knowledge not  present  to  a  great  extent,  thus  not

undermining the possible legitimacy of the samebys to manage a protected area.

The Saami culture is recognised, and will surely be represented in the national park –
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although it is uncertain yet in which form and to what extent, and what the role of the

samebys will be in that regard, but it remains in the authorities' discourses subordinated

to what appears as the prevalent national park objective: nature protection. Hence, the

project plan states:  “The Saami culture and reindeer herding continues to be able to

operate and develop in the area in a manner consistent with the preservation of the

area's values and national park purposes” (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a, 4; my

emphasis). Therefore, I argue that the authorities' discourse in the present case is linked

to  a  national  discourse  which  is  still  more  closely  related  to  the  old  conservation

paradigm,  emphasising  strict  nature  protection,  rather  than  to  the  new conservation

paradigm, focusing on cultural landscapes. The mention of ‘cultural landscape’in the

authorities' discourses is a sign that discourses are progressively changing, but does not

however confirm that the notion has effectively changed the actors' frames yet. 

9.2.2   Role of the samebys within the national park

As was explained in Chapter 7,  increasing attention is  paid to local participation in

conservation projects, and indigenous rights are more and more recognised both at the

international scale and in Sweden. In Kosterhavet national park, locals were included in

the planning of the project, and participate in the management of the park; in Laponia

World Heritage Site, the Saami culture is a crucial aspect of the project, and the Saami

hold the majority in the steering board. However, those are very specific cases, which

do not necessarily stand as management models for future national parks. Concerning

Laponia, Reimerson (2015, 44) hence remarks:

the emphasis on Sami reindeer-herders' contributions to World Heritage values as the  
basis  for  Sami  influence  in  Laponia  ascribes  an  instrumental  value  to  Sami  
participation, rather than legitimizing the intrinsic rights of the Sami as an Indigenous 
people to participate in and influence protected area management on their traditional  
lands.

In other words, would the reindeer herders not have been considered as a value to the

site  equal  to  its  natural  value,  the  Saami  would  probably  not  have  succeeded  in

obtaining a majority in Laponia's steering board. As seen in the previous sub-section,

reindeer herding is not part of the purpose of the planned national park in Vålådalen-

Sylarna-Helags where the focus would officially be nature, thus potentially weakening
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samebys' claims to gain a majority in management.

In Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags, the samebys emphasise their legitimacy and right to be

included in the management of the national park. As noted in Chapter 7, the samebys

thus request that they have “a clear influence over the management of the national park”

(Handölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys 2016a). Some parts of their discourse

are  similar  to  the  global  indigenous  discourse. Interestingly,  they  do  not  present

themselves as  indigenous people explicitely,  contrary to what  had been done in  the

2000s during the Södra Jämtlandsfjällen case (see,  e.g.,  Johansson 1998) and in the

Laponia  process  (see,  e.g.,  Green  2009).  Nevertheless,  they  take  several  arguments

common  to  most  indigenous  discourses  at  the  international  scale  to  justify  their

inclusion in land and resource management: an ancient and continuous presence on a

given  territory,  a  particular  relationship  to  the  surrounding  environment,  and  a

sensitivity to ecology. In their first letter to the authorities, the samebys hence present

themselves as follows:

We Saami, who are members of Handölsdalen, Tåssåsen and Mittådalen samebys, live 
in and use the area that could possibly become a national park. Our ancestors have lived
and worked in the area, and our children and future generations will live here the same 
way. Reindeer herding, hunting, fishing, and trapping have been and still are a natural 
part of our lives, and our relationship with the reindeer is one of the pillars of our  
culture. The grazing of reindeer and our way of life with the reindeer have shaped the 
landscape and the landscape has shaped us. For us to be able to live here and to use the 
land, it must be managed in a sustainable way (Handölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen 
samebys 2016a).

Assuming  that  the  authorities  to  which  this  letter  is  addressed  already  know  the

samebys' representatives, this introduction is much more than simply a descriptive and

objective self-presentation; I argue that this is actually an affirmation of legitimacy to be

included in the process, and a claim to certain rights. However, when referring to their

rigths to land and water, the samebys do not invoke international documents concerning

indigenous  peoples,  but  the  Swedish  Reindeer  Husbandry  Act  (Handölsdalen,

Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys 2016a). I am not certain why this is so. It might be

that the samebys prefer referring to the Reindeer Husbandry Act because this document

has more power than legally non-binding international documents. It might be also that

the samebys in the present case identify themselves first and foremost as Saami before

65



considering  themselves  as  indigenous  people.  Contrary  to  the  Laponia  case,  the

Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags is mostly anchored at the local scale, as the samebys have not

extensively  invested  other  policy  arenas  (see  Chapter  8);  in  this  local  context,  the

samebys might prefer to emphasise their ‘Saaminess’ rather than their ‘indigenousness’. 

As mentioned in Chapter 8, the authorities recognise the indigenous status of the

Saami and the rights attached to it. For instance, in their first letter to the samebys, the

CAB of Jämtland and the SEPA affirmed that they  “cannot as government agencies

participate  in  a  process  that  results  in  the  deterioration  of  the  rights  of  Sweden's

indigenous people” (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016b). Moreover, the CBD is cited as

legal basis for the project in the project plan (SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016a), and,

although the CBD may be seen as too restrictive concerning the indigenous peoples'

participation, its citation in the project plan may transcribe a will to acknowledge and

include the Saami  – represented in this case by the samebys and Sametinget – in the

process.  Finally,  the  authorities  insist  on  the  fact  that  they are  positive  to  a  Saami

“influence” in the management of the planned national park which they see as necessary

(SEPA and CAB of Jämtland 2016b). However, the vision of the SEPA and of the CAB

seem to differ concerning what this  “influence” would cover in practice. On the one

hand, Ruona Burman (pers. comm.) believes co-management should be favoured: “We

are looking on other solutions, on other national parks with – for example, Laponia and

Kosterhavet are cooperation management, and we think it's the only right thing to do in

this area as well” (my emphasis)27. Whether this would imply a majority of Saami in the

steering board is however unclear. On the other hand, Anna von Sydow seems much

less resolute. Hence, when asked about the possibility of establishing a co-management

structure, she responded: “In our legislation, it's the county in which the national park is

situated that is the manager (…) But we can always change that  if the government of

Sweden  decides  something  else”  (Anna  von  Sydow,  pers.  comm.;  my  emphasis).

Ambivalence  in  the  authorities'  discourses  may  to  some  extent  highlight

misunderstanding  and/or  miscommunication  between  the  CAB and  the  SEPA.  Both

Ruona Burman (pers. comm.) and Anna von Sydow (pers. comm.) nevertheless insist on

the collaborative aspect of the project, and, thus, on the fact that they are not the only

27.  It is not clear in this declaration what ‘we’ refers to. I asked Ruona Burman about the CAB's opinion 
on co-management, but this pronoun may also refer to the project team composed of representatives 
from both the CAB and the SEPA.
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ones to decide about which form the national park management will take. Thus, unless

the actors involved in the project request a co-management structure, the authorities do

not display any clear will to establish such a structure. The absence of a clear stance on

this  issue  may  have  contributed  to  the  feeling  of  “unpredictability”  the  samebys

denounced (Handölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen samebys 2016b).

9.3   Conclusions

The  context  provides  overall  mixed  opportunities  for  the  samebys  to  anchor  their

claims. The economic context seems rather unfavourable to the samebys' demands, as

they in effect compete with the interests of a stronger economic actor in the area – the

tourism industry.  Although the authorities appear  to be aware of the challenges that

would result of a potential development of the tourism industry, their stance on the issue

remains unclear, which would cause concern and would furthermore foster feelings of

distrust  among the  Saami  participants.  The same ambivalence  about  the  authorities'

opinion is visible when looking at  the actors'  discourses and the norms framing the

negotiations. While there has been a change of norms at the international scale, changes

in Swedish national norms have been ad hoc and rather limited, and Sweden has not

(yet)  engaged  in  an  extensive  decentralisation  process  (see  Chapters  5  and  6).

Furthermore,  while  the  Saami  culture  is  recognised,  and  despite  the  fact  that  the

reindeer herders are not portrayed as a potential threat to nature, there is no clear will to

include  the  Saami  culture  in  the  national  park purposes  nor  to  give  the  samebys  a

majority in the steering board. In fact, the authorities' discourses transcribe a lack of

clear national guidelines on the extent of Saami participation in conservation projects.

All things considered, the contextual aspects of the negotiation process may hamper the

samebys' opportunities to anchor their claims. 
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10. Interdependence of the actors

While in Chapters 8 and 9 I focused on revealing the  opportunities available for the

samebys to express their claims, in this Chapter I evaluate the chance the samebys have

to anchor their claims. To do so, I analyse the interdependence of the actors, by looking

at  their  relationship  with  the  authorities.  Interdependence  is  influenced  by  the

procedural and contextual aspects of a process (Zachrisson and Beland Lindahl 2013,

45). In the Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags case, these aspects were rather unfavourable for

the samebys as seen in Chapters 8 and 9. In this Chapter I study the incentives for

dialogue and the power relations between the samebys on the one hand, and the SEPA

and the CAB on the other.

10.1   Incentives for dialogue

Studying the incentives for dialogue of the actors allows to understand the motivations

of the actors to stay in the negotiation process and to discuss each other's positions. The

more  motivation  there  is  on  both  side,  I  argue,  the  more  chances  there  is  that  the

samebys may success in anchoring their claims in the negotiations.

10.1.1   Interlinkage of goals

The specific goals of each actor seem to differ; however, the parties would agree on the

global  objective  of  the  project,  which  would  guarantee  that  each  party  accept  to

negotiate.

As explained in Chapter 7, the samebys aim at guaranteeing an equal distribution of

environmental goods and bads, at being recognised in the project as a particular actor,

and at being able to participate in the project. More especially, the samebys demand to

be able to continue enjoying their usufructuary rights – i.e. reindeer herding, hunting,

fishing, use of vehicles, building of facilities for reindeer herding – and to conduct a

protective culling of predators when necessary; they request that the Saami culture as

well  as  reindeer  herding are  recognised  as  objectives  of  the  national  park,  and are

protected in  consequence;  finally,  they expect  to  have a substantial  influence in the
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national  park  management.  From the  point  of  view of  the  samebys,  I  contend,  the

establishment of a national park would be more of a means rather than an end. Indeed,

the  samebys  do  not  need  a  national  park  in  order  to  continue  conducting  reindeer

herding; however, negotiations over the creation of a national park provide them with an

opportunity to champion their rights as Saami and possibly even as indigenous people.

This influences their BATNA, which I will further discuss in the next sub-section.

The stance of the authorities on the issues raised by the samebys appear to be neutral.

The authorities seem indeed willing to avoid conflict – hence their responses to the

samebys'  letters  in  which  they  present  themselves  as  ready  to  meet  the  samebys'

expectations – at least to some extent. The official idea behind establishing a national

park in  the area would be to  bring benefits  for  all  by protecting the nature and by

increasing economic development. In the case of the authorities, the establishment of a

national park would be an end.

10.1.2   BATNAs

As previously stated,  the acronym BATNA stands for  ‘best  alternative to negotiated

agreement’. A BATNA represents the standard against which parties to a conflict assess

whether  entering  negotiations  could  have  more  benefits  than  not.  BATNAs  are

influenced  by the  broader  context  in  which  the  negotiations  take  place,  i.e.  by the

procedural and contextual aspects of the process (Raitio 2013; Zachrisson and Beland

Lindahl 2013). In the present case, the BATNA of each party seems to be weak.

Although, as explained in the previous sub-section, the samebys do not depend on a

national  park  to  conduct  reindeer  herding,  the  creation  of  a  national  park  could

potentially  affect  them  quite  heavily.  Their  activities  in  the  area  could  indeed  be

restricted – de jure if a nature protection approach was privileged, or de facto if tourism

was developed. Furthermore, the issue of the protective culling of predators appears to

be a sensitive one: if the national park was established, the culling of predators could be

restricted or even prohibited. The authorities did not offer any guarantee pertaining to it:

the final decision belongs to the government, and the authorities have only suggested

that the CAB of Jämtland could petition the government on this issue. On the other

hand, the samebys could possibly benefit from the establishment of a national park, as it
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would  in  theory protect  the  area  –  and,  ultimately,  the  reindeer  herding  industry –

against any industrial encroachment. Finally, as already mentioned, negotiations over

the creation of a  national  park provide them with an opportunity to  champion their

rights. According to Jerker Bexelius (pers. comm.), the samebys cannot afford not to

negotiate,  as  he  fears  that  the  process  to  establish  a  national  park  would  continue

anyway without them having the possibility to defend their positions.

The latter hypothesis appears however to be unlikely. As highlighted in Chapter 9,

the norms regarding the involvement  of local  and indigenous people have changed;

bypassing the samebys, identified as a key stakeholder by the authorities (SEPA 2015,

24; SEPA and CAB of  Jämtland 2016a),  could be detrimental  for the image of  the

authorities at the local and national scale, and, eventually, for the image of Sweden at

the international scale. Moreover, it seems that the authorities want to avoid conflicts

that could delay the process. The boycott  applied by the Saami in the Laponia case

illustrates the pressure Saami can exercise (see,  e.g.  Green 2009). Anna von Sydow

(pers. comm.) hence declared:

A new national park is decided by our government. (…) they [i.e. the government] don't
want to decide a national park if all the Saami people say ‘no, we don't want to have it’. 
And they don't want to decide a park if the municipality, the local people, also say ‘no, 
we don't want to have it’.

Finally, Ruona Burman strongly insisted that the establishment of a national park was

dependent on the agreement of the Saami:

We can't force the Saami people to like a national park. (…) We can't decide that there 
should be a national park if they [i.e. the Saami] are against it (pers. comm.).28

(…) it is absolutely critical to have the samebys on board. If they say no, I do not see 
how  any  national  park  can  be formed  (“Samiskt  inflytande  i  förvaltningen  av  
nationalparker” 2016).

10.2   Power relations

The actors' power relations concern, on the one hand, the practical opportunities each

28.  See footnote 21.
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actor has to take part in the negotiation on an equal stand, and to defend their positions,

and, on the other, the assurance the samebys have that their claims will be taken into

account by the authorities.

10.2.1   Access to resources

The access to resources influences the power relations. Zachrisson and Beland Lindahl

(2013, 40, 43) list as resources financial resources, expertise, control over the policy

process, and the ability to represent constituencies. In the present case, the resources

appear  to  be  unequally  distributed,  thus  making  the  samebys  the  weaker  party  in

comparison to the authorities.

The samebys lack the financial resources necessary to be able to actively participate

in the project. In contrast, both the SEPA and the CAB have a dedicated budget and

team for this project. When talks about the possibility to establish a national park in the

area started, Jerker Bexelius (pers. comm.) explained, Stiftelsen Gaaltije in cooperation

with the samebys asked the authorities for resources in order to create a national park

“in the Saami way”. The authorities however did not allocate the resources, as they

would have claimed that the Saami would be involved in the national  park process

(Jerker  Bexelius,  pers.  comm.).  The  authorities,  acknowledging  the  potential

“considerable  workload”  the  project  would  represent  for  the  samebys,  eventually

proposed to  allocate  some funding to the latters in  order  to  “facilitate  the samebys'

active participation  and help strengthen the  dialogue” (SEPA and CAB of  Jämtland

2016c).29 Such proposition nevertheless was made only after the samebys voiced their

opposition to the project. 

Despite several mentions of the importance of ‘traditional knowledge’ in the national

park project, there seems to be no recognition by the authorities of a samebys' expertise

as such. The experts are part of the CAB of Jämtland. When asked about the existence

of a Saami expert in the project, Anna von Sydow (pers. comm.) responded:

They [i.e. the CAB of Jämtland] have also experts about the Saami things, Saami rights 
(…) But we have no special expert from the Saami. You know, they have no expertise 
about one issue... I think they all want to be there, the head of the Saami village and the 

29.  In May 2017, the financial help had not been paid yet, but the promise was still valid (Jonas Kråik, 
pers. comm.).
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board of the Saami village want to participate in the working group in the project (her 
emphasis).

What this may lead to, however, is a dismissal of the samebys' expertise as claims, thus

potentially  undermining  the  accuracy  and  legitimacy  of  the  samebys'  expertise.

Nevertheless,  in  May  2017,  a  coordinator  of  Saami  interests  was  hired,  after  the

samebys had requested it, which could also have a positive influence on the samebys'

ability  to  represent  constituencies.  As  noted  in  Chapter  8,  the  samebys'  ability  to

represent constituencies, although limited at present, could be supported by cooperating

with Stiftelsen Gaaltije, Sametinget, and SSR. Finally, in theory all actors have almost

equal control over the policy process; however, as discussed in Chapter 8, it does not

seem to be the case in practice.

10.2.2   Trust

The study of trust takes into account the samebys'  feelings; it  raises the question of

whether  the  samebys  have  the  assurance  that  the  authorities  will  collaborate  and

eventually protect the reindeer herders' interests. This sub-section hence focuses on the

possibility  for  the  samebys,  from  their  point  of  view,  of  effectively  and  durably

anchoring their claims in the negotiations.

Raitio (2013) and Zachrisson and Beland Lindahl (2013) do not extensively include

trust in their conflict management analysis. Trust – and the absence of trust – however

has been shown to be a crucial element of conflict and thereby of conflict management.

Raitio (2013, 103) thus explains:  “Trust has been described as the glue or lubricant of

co-operation in modern societies (…), and some definitions of conflicts maintain that

incompatible interests or frames only lead to a conflict if the actors lose their trust in

one  another  (…)”.  Trust  would  be  hence  essential  to  avoid  potential  conflicts  and

necessary to foster cooperation.  Among what they find as the essential elements for

cooperation, Simo Kyllönen et al. (2006) stress the importance of trust – or ‘assurance’.

According to them, to continue the cooperation, actors must be able to expect that the

other actors will  cooperate as well.  Otherwise,  the situation might deteriorate to the

extent  that  “individuals  would  prefer  defection  as  a  dominant  strategy even if  they

acknowledged that this would lead to the total ruination of their common resource and
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thus  reduce  their  options”  (Kyllönen  et  al.  2006,  694).  As  previously  argued,  the

BATNA of  each  party  seems  weak.  Especially,  the  samebys  could  benefit  from

cooperating with the other actors in the project. I assume therefore that the samebys

opting for defection seems unlikely. However, I would like to emphasise the difficult

position of the samebys, for whom it would be hard to imagine their claims would be

ever anchored in the project. All the Saami participants declared they did not trust the

authorities because of their past experience with them or because they were not sure

about the position of the authorities in the present project. The issue of trust, I contend,

should thus not be overlooked.

At stake here is the accountability of the authorities vis-à-vis the samebys. The SEPA

implements the government's environmental policy; it is accountable first and foremost

to the Swedish government. The CAB acts as a coordinating body between the locals

and the municipalities on the one hand, and the national institutions – the government,

the Riksdag, and other national authorities – on the other; it is thus accountable to both

the locals and the national institutions. It appears that the degree of accountability of the

authorities vis-à-vis the samebys is quite low, thus potentially contributing to a feeling

of distrust, as the samebys may think they cannot take for granted that the authorities

would  feel  obliged  to  take  their  claims  into  account,  or,  in  case  an  agreement  was

reached, that the authorities would apply this agreement in the future if other interests

surfaced. 

This points to another issue: the role and stance of the authorities within the project.

As national agencies, the authorities conduct the whole project; the CAB in particular is

responsible for maintaining the dialogue with the other actors. The authorities present

themselves  as  neutral  and  objective,  in  charge  of  guaranteeing  that  a  consensus  is

reached in cooperation with all stakeholders. However, the Saami participants expressed

doubts about the objectivity of the authorities, as they felt the latters tried to push their

own agenda. Problematic here is that the authorities are both judge and jury: they are

involved in the discussions over the project while also being in charge of conducting

those discussions and approving the final result (see Chapter 8). The ambivalent role of

the authorities may fuse the distrust among the samebys. As Kyllönen et al. (2006, 720)

contend:  “It is critical in successful conflict management that any third party [i.e. the
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resource management and/or conflict resolution authority] is considered trustworthy by

the disputing parties”. This does not appear to be the case here; as a result, the samebys

may feel that their claims cannot be anchored in the negotiations.

10.3   Conclusions

Although the specific objectives of each party differ, concessions could be made – and,

apparently, have already been made on the authorities' side, thus demonstrating that the

specific objectives do not need to conflict. Therefore, despite being different, the goals

of each party could be said to be potentially interlinked, and would not anyhow prevent

any party to enter the negotiations and to listen to the other party's opinion. The analysis

of the BATNAs corroborates this argument, as the BATNA of each party appears to be

weak. For the samebys, this means that they would probably benefit from negotiating,

but also that their other options are hence limited. For the authorities, this means that it

is in their interest to satisfy the samebys, thus possibly providing a favourable ground

for the anchoring of the samebys' claims. The authorities have especially emphasised

that  they cannot  and would not  bypass  the samebys,  but  that,  on the contrary,  they

consider the samebys' agreement necessary before approving a national park. However

in this case the samebys have no choice but to trust the authorities, as they lack the

resources to overpower the negotiations, and as the power relations scale seems to tip in

favour of the authorities. Because they do not trust the authorities, the samebys may

doubt their claims would ever be anchored and secured in the project. Trust therefore

appears  to  be  the  critical  element  in  these  negotiations,  and  the  lack  of  it  could

potentially hamper the whole project. To conclude, interdependence between the actors

is partly positive, but critically remains weak in degree.
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11. Conclusion

In 1998, as the talks over the establishment of a national park in Södra Jämtlandsfjällen

were getting stuck, Olof T.  Johansson, chairperson of Tåssåsen sameby at the time,

wrote a blog column in which he affirmed: “The time ha[s] come to look at new ideas”,

referring to the concept of tribal parks – i.e.  national parks managed by indigenous

people (Johansson 1998). In 2000, the idea of creating a national park in the area was

postponed. When the Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags project started,  sixteen years later, it

became clear that the time had not yet come for a national park managed by the Saami.

The opportunities for the samebys of Handölsdalen, Mittådalen and Tåssåsen to anchor

their claims in the negotiations over the planned establishment of a national park in the

area of Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags indeed appear to be limited. 

Firstly, the procedural aspects of the process are overall unfavourable: the dialogue

between the samebys on the one hand, and the SEPA and the CAB of Jämtland on the

other is not sufficiently transparent; the samebys lack effective influence in the dialogue

and  process,  and  visibility  in  policy  arenas  to  build  support  for  their  claims.  The

samebys still mostly ought to create opportunities themselves to be effectively included

in the process and to make their claims heard. 

Secondly, the contextual aspects of the process provide only mixed opportunities for

the samebys to anchor their claims. The study of the economic context raises once again

the  issue  of  transparence  vis-à-vis  the  samebys,  while  the  analysis  of  the  actors'

discourses and of the norms highlights a lack of clear national guidelines concerning the

extent of the Saami participation in conservation projects. The authorities' discourses are

evolving, increasingly recognising those of the Saami, but the changes in norms remain

slow and limited. All this renders the position of the authorities vis-à-vis the samebys

ambivalent, which would foster the feeling of distrust.

Finally,  the analysis  of the interdependence between the actors shows that,  while

both parties seem willing to negotiate, the power relations are unequal, thus possibly

undermining the samebys'  position.  More importantly,  regardless  of  what  the  actual

opportunities for the samebys to make their claims heard are, the samebys' assurance of
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whether their claims will be anchored in the process is low, due to a lack of trust vis-à-

vis the authorities.

This highlights two important and interlinked elements that the authorities should

take  in  consideration  when  negotiating  with  the  samebys:  institutional  change  and

building  of  trust.  In  the  light  of  the  present  study,  it  can  be  noted  that  discourse

reframing is neither preceded nor accompanied by institutional change, which obviously

makes it arduous to implement what is proned in discourses. Conservation institutions

have  remained  top-down  and  exclusive;  re-invention,  such  as  in  the  cases  of

Kosterhavet  or  Laponia,  is  the  exception  rather  than  the  norm.  I  contend  that  this

situation creates a dilemma for the SEPA and the CABs that have to balance, on the one

hand, their obligation to follow top-down national rules, and, on the other, the necessity

to  take  local  viewpoints  into  account,  with  as  only  instrument  ambivalent  national

guidelines.  Institutional  change  supported  by  the  state  –  the  latter  taking  hence  an

‘enabling’ role – is considered necessary by several authors in order to guarantee the

success  of  collaborative  approaches  and to  create  and foster  trust  (see,  e.g.,  Hovik,

Sandström and Zachrisson 2010; Kyllönen et al. 2006; Raitio 2013). 

Another  crucial  outcome  of  the  present  study  is  that  the  samebys  feel  that  the

dialogue with the authorities lack transparence,  resulting in  distrust  from the Saami

participants  vis-à-vis  the  authorities.  What  I  learned  from  the  interviews  with  the

authorities' representatives is that there actually seems to be a ground favourable for the

anchoring of the samebys' claims. However, as the Saami participants do not trust the

authorities, it appears difficult for them to take the authorities' trade-offs seriously, thus

potentially hampering the whole negotiations. The samebys' distrust is understandable

given  the  ambivalence  of  the  authorities'  positions,  the  lack  of  transparence  in  the

negotiations, and, more generally, given the past relationships the Saami had with the

Swedish state, as emphasised in Chapter 5. Building trust can be a long and arduous

process, which demands patience and endeavour on both sides, but which is nonetheless

necessary to ensure an equal and peaceful dialogue in projects such as the one studied.

In  the  case  of  Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags,  conflicts  resolution  mechanisms  could  be

created under the supervision of a third party acting as an arbitrator to maintain an equal

dialogue and to settle disputes; regular dialogue meetings could be established with the
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samebys to ensure no decision concerning them is taken without hearing them first;

experts  designated  by  the  samebys  could  take  part  of  the  project  to  guarantee  the

representation of a diversity of views within the project. 

What  the  samebys  demand is  to  have  a  say in  the  negotiations,  and later  in  the

management of the planned national park. In order to accept to back up the national

park project and to put their trust in it and in the authorities, the samebys request first to

have  control  over  this  project,  thus  pointing  at  the  issue  of  their  right  to  self-

determination. Were the Swedish state willing to effectively protect and promote the

Saami rights as guaranteed by international documents, I argue that a radical change is

needed in the relationships between the Saami and the state. Providing actual guarantees

for the anchoring of the Saami claims in projects affecting them by including the Saami,

hearing their claims, and protecting their rights is essential to start a peaceful and equal

dialogue. According to Schlosberg's theory of environmental justice, the process should

ensure both recognition and participation of the samebys. The time may have come for

Sweden to provide an answer to Olof T. Johansson's question: “So why not let us?”.
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Appendice 1: Self-presentation sent to the Saami 
participants

My name is Suzanne Gignoux. I come from the town of Gif-sur-Yvette in the south-
western suburbs of Paris, France, where I  was born and where I grew up. Parisians
would call my home town ‘the countryside’, as it is surrounded by forest hills and fields
where horses graze. The apartment in which my parents live is situated at the border of
the city, just besides a nature reserve – the Parc naturel régional de la Haute Vallée de
Chevreuse. My mother grew up in Gif-sur-Yvette, while my father's family is from the
French  Alps.  Both  landscapes  –  the  forest  hills  and  the  steep  mountains  –  were
important  part  of  my childhood.  Although  I  have  always  lived  in  urban  areas,  my
parents taught me about these landscapes.

I am currently a student in MA Euroculture at Uppsala University, writing my thesis on
an independent basis. The MA Euroculture is an interdisciplinary two-year programme
taught in English with a focus on society,  politics  and culture in Europe in a global
context.  I  started this  master's degree at the Université de Strasbourg (France) last
year, and I came to Uppsala in February 2016. I just finished doing an internship at the
Department of Peace and Conflict Research at Uppsala University on a project entitled
“Understanding environmental  peacebuilding”. I  hold a double bachelor's  degree in
Law and English, which I studied in France and in Canada. It is during those years that I
came  to  start  learning  about  indigenous  peoples'  history  and  cultures  in  North
America.

When  in  Uppsala  last  year,  I  heard  about  the  Saami  for  the  first  time.  I  became
interested in learning more. As part of a course, I wrote a short seminar paper on the
management of the land in Saamiland with a focus on the cases of mines, windfarms,
and  national  parks,  and  on  the  issuing  conflicts  between  Saami  reindeer  herding
interests  and  what  was  framed  as  ‘the  public  interest’.  Learning  about  indigenous
peoples  helped  me  realize  that  some  of  the  things  I  took  for  granted  –  such  as
academic research methodologies, the myth of ‘discovery’, the relationship to the land,
or, more generally, a certain way of looking at the world – could be, and had to be,
challenged. With my thesis, I aim at looking at how the local Saami are included in the
process  of  the  planned establishment of  a  national  park  in  the  area  of  Vålådalen-
Sylarna-Helag. I hope I could contribute to assess the potential including efforts made
by the Swedish authorities, and to identify the possible conflicting factors hampering
the collaboration early on in the process. I will be under the supervision of Dr. May-
Britt Öhman  (Uppsala University) and Dr. Thomas Mohnike (Strasbourg University).

As a French person, I am an outsider from both the Saami and Swedish points of view. I
view myself as open-minded and curious. I travelled a lot; thanks to my parents and
friends,  I  have  been  introduced  to  different  cultures  and  mindsets;  with  my
interdisciplinary background, I always try to look at the world from different points of
view. On a personal level, I therefore expect this research to help me broaden and/or
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questions  my  thoughts  and  opinions  on  culture,  the  landscape,  and  indigenous
peoples.

I think it would be fallacious and pretentious, and even paternalistic, to assume that
the Saami   in  the  area  of  Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags  need my help.  However,  I  also
understand that research should be beneficial to indigenous peoples in general, and
the Saami in this  case,  especially  when they take time to participate in a  research
project. With this research project, I hope I could contribute to raise awareness among
the Swedish authorities on the participation of Saami people in such projects.  When
my thesis is done, I would like to make it available for the Saami, by presenting it at a
public meeting with an opportunity for discussion. I will also try my best to present my
work to representatives from both the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency and
the County  Administrative  Board  of  Jämtland,  hoping  that  this  could help  increase
awareness about what is at stake for the Saami in the area of Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags.

I  have scanned the official  websites  of  Swedish national  parks  and of  the planned
national park in the area of Vålådalen-Sylarna-Helags, as well as an exchange of letters
between  the  samebys  Handölsdalen,  Tåssåsen  and  Mittådalen,  the  County
Administrative Board of Jämtland and the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency
(available on the official  website of  the planned national  park),  and other relevant
project documents. For this research, I will rely on Tim Ingold's theory of the landscape
and  on  David  Schlosberg's  theory  of  environmental  justice.  I  want  to  conduct  my
research in a respectful way towards Saami people. In addition to recommendations by
May-Britt Öhman, I am learning about decolonising methodologies.
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